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Talking Points:  

Sexual Violence: media coverage, 

sentencing and prevention 

August 29, 2016 

 

JDI has prepared these talking points, in consultation with the Center for Women and Community, to 

assist in speaking to the media and others regarding issues that have been raised by recent sexual 

violence cases across the country and in particular the case of David Becker in Palmer, Massachusetts. 

While these notes are not exhaustive talking points about sexual violence, they speak to some of our 

specific concerns.  We also included some information regarding rape shield laws. 

 Racial and class disparities and inequities in sentencing: The sentencing in sexual violence cases 

such as for Brock Turner and the current case regarding David Becker confirm once again that 

white males fare much more favorably in the criminal justice system.  Their economic resources 

and social standing facilitate access to better legal representation, and their positions as 

athletes also contribute to their privilege   Would this have happened if the perpetrator had 

been a person of color or someone who was not a star athlete or college bound? The disparities 

and inequities in sentencing also reinforce the misconception that men of color are more violent 

and dangerous and that as a society we are more concerned about the athletic, academic and 

employment options for white men than for men of color. 

 Media Perspective: The media continues to focus on the potential negative impact sentencing 

has on the perpetrator of the crime, vs. the documented impact the sexual violence has already 

had and will continue to have on the victim. This is reflected in the media focus on David Becker 

and the “effect” that a sentence and jail time would have on him as a young adult.  This 

minimizes and marginalizes the voices of survivors and their lived experiences.  How are their 

futures impacted by these often devastating violations?  Statements regarding how the 

perpetrator’s life might be negatively affected by a conviction or the requirement to register as 

a sex offender, make invisible the very real pain and suffering of the violence on sexual assault 

survivors and the long term consequences in their lives. This coverage also reflects racial and 

class dynamics by raising these concerns primarily in the context of white perpetrators’ 

academic, athletic or other future opportunities. 

 Media Language: In the Becker case in particular, media coverage often failed to acknowledge 

that the perpetrator pled guilty to a felony sexual assault charge. The headline from a major 

television network summarized the case as: “Teen accused of sexual assault receives probation.” 

This language again minimizes the seriousness of the violence by reducing the crime to a mere 

“accusation” and justifies a mild consequence. It supports the myth that sexual assault is merely 

a case of miscommunication as in “he said/she said.” 

 Prevention education: This case and many others confirm the compelling importance and need 

for comprehensive education that addresses social norms and the overall environment that 

supports and reinforces privilege, entitlement and creates the conditions for this behavior to 

occur and be tolerated.  These light sentences convey two troubling societal messages: First, 

that sexual violence merits little accountability or consequence. Second, that with the “right 

(read “white”)” mix of life circumstances, there won’t be many long term measures to ensure 
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that it won’t happen again. Instead we want young people – regardless of gender, sexual 

orientation, gender identity, race, academic or economic standing – to get the message that 

consent, respect and safety are positive values. 

 Options for accountability very limited: Registering as a “sex offender” carries consequences 

and may be appropriate in certain situations.  There are multiple factors to consider when 

requiring registration and publication of sex offender registry information, particularly in the 

case of a young adult. We must continue to engage in broader discussions regarding recidivism, 

growth, change and developmental factors for young adults. Other systems such as schools, 

coaches, family, and friends have an important role to play to enhance accountability, prevent 

violence and ensure greater safety. 

 

RAPE SHIELD LAW 

On a related note, the rape shield law has been a central issue in the case of Lizzi Marriott who was 

murdered in 2012 in New Hampshire. An article in the Boston Globe provides background: 

http://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/08/28/family-murdered-teen-fights-keep-her-history-

private/8YxDrLfKvw46zwnvJOvOgP/story.html  

 

 Rape shield statutes must be protected in every state. 

 A victim’s sexual history is not relevant in a trial regarding sexual violence, murder or other 

crime. 

 Removing or undermining rape shield statutes would have a chilling effect on victim’s coming 

forward to seek help or make a report. 

 

 

Related media stories: 

http://www.nytimes.com/2016/08/25/us/david-becker-massachusetts-sexual-assault.html?_r=0 

http://www.masslive.com/news/index.ssf/2016/08/do_not_publish_becker_sex_assa.html 

https://www.bostonglobe.com/metro/2016/08/23/group-seeking-removal-palmer-judge-who-

sentenced-teen-sexual-assault-case-probation/rQy1FHppZuf3RQvP2uFVeL/story.html 

https://mic.com/articles/145788/brock-turner-gets-months-in-jail-a-black-student-got-5-years-for-

a-rape-he-didn-t-commit#.hJ1sutqcw 
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