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When the story crumbled, the media scattered and a new darkness fell.

On Dec. 5, 2014, the world learned what had been privately suspected across Grounds 
at the University of Virginia, that Rolling Stone’s lurid account of gang rape at a fraternity 
house was false. But The Daily Progress recognized what no other news organization did, 
that there was more to the story than absent journalism, tortured ethics and the shat-
tered tale of a young co-ed being hurled through a glass table and raped by seven men.

Answers were needed regarding the administration’s handling of a crisis like no other 
seen in the remarkable history of Jefferson’s university, about how the leaders of an elite 
public institution responded amid the glaring light of seering public scrutiny.

So The Daily Progress went to work. The newspaper revealed that on Nov. 19, hours after 
the Rolling Stone story appeared and thrust Grounds into tumult, school President Te-
resa A. Sullivan boarded a jet for the Netherlands, for a trip to an academic conference.

The Daily Progress revealed that Sullivan and her administration knew two months in 
advance of upcoming allegations in Rolling Stone, although not their specific nature, yet 
Sullivan did not request a police investigation until after publication.

Most important, The Daily Progress, through Lee Wolverton’s powerful editorializing, 
compelled Rector George Keith Martin to make public an independent counsel’s review. 
We learned that behind closed doors plans were to keep the document private. We cru-
saded, using the force of our reporting and editorials as well as negotiations behind the 
scenes to demand that the document be open. And, finally, Martin relented. 

But for us, darkness would have prevailed over light. Now, amid still lingering concerns 
about her leadership brought on by this scandal, Sullivan is in a fight to keep her job. Be-
cause The Daily Progress asked hard questions and refused to take no for an answer.

This demonstrates the retained power of a free press, that when news organizations go 
above and beyond the call to fulfill their calling, they get results.

Keely Byars
Publisher
The Daily Progress
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Question of leadership

It was a cool day in Leiden, but a continent away a chill that gauges can’t measure swept 

across Grounds.

Protesters planned rallies. Outrage swelled. And University of Virginia President Teresa 

A. Sullivan flew away to the Netherlands.

She accepted an invitation in June to attend an academic conference organized by the 

League of European Research Universities. Private money covered the trip’s $12,000 cost, but 

the figurative cost was far higher.

“President Sullivan is representing the university and the commonwealth as the only Amer-

ican president at the first international gathering of research universities on social sciences 

and humanities research,” UVa spokesman Anthony de Bruyn explained in a Nov. 21 email. 

“President Sullivan committed to attend the conference months ago, and she believed it was 

important to honor her commitment.”

By honoring that commitment, Ms. Sullivan forsook another, to personally shepherd in a 

moment of crisis the university she is paid $485,000 annually to lead.

Hours after Rolling Stone broke online the account of a first-year student being raped in 

September 2012 by seven men at Phi Kappa Psi, Ms. Sullivan left town. She released a state-

ment saying she’d asked Charlottesville police to investigate. She referred to an article “that 

negatively depicts the University of Virginia and its handling of sexual misconduct cases.”

Absent were expressions of “anger,” “rage” or “grief,” terms Ms. Sullivan used after return-

ing from overseas to describe her reaction to the harrowing tale of one of the university’s own 

being savagely attacked.

What she knew and when still isn’t clear. When a Board of Visitors member asked that ques-

tion in a recent emergency meeting, Charlottesville police Chief Timothy Longo advised si-

lence. However, charges of a rape culture at UVa predated Ms. Sullivan’s arrival in August 2010 

as the first female president in school history.

Ms. Sullivan contended in her initial Nov. 19 statement that the university had taken “a 

leadership role” on sexual assault on college campuses. She referred to the school hosting a 

national conference. To her critics, the words rang hollow.

In the void, a familiar foe has emerged. Helen E. Dragas, the former rector who led the 

ultimately failed bid to oust Ms. Sullivan in mid-2012, last week urged the Board of Visitors 

to take a stronger role in changing the culture at UVa. The administration “may bristle,” she 

said, but parents would not mind the board “micromanaging their child’s safety.”

“Every issue,” Ms. Dragas said, “is about leadership.”
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The implication is that Ms. Sullivan’s leadership has been lacking on this subject. We con-

cur. Having survived her own crisis partly on the strength of students, faculty and alumni ral-

lying behind her when her job was in jeopardy, Ms. Sullivan was absent when her students, 

especially women, needed her most. Ms. Dragas lighted the path to recovery: “Actions, not 

words.”

Indeed, Ms. Sullivan must act swiftly and decisively. She must be in front leading rather 

than away conferring. If she cannot fulfill the responsibility, another must.
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True or not, story has UVa hiding

Jefferson’s university is cast in darkness.

That has to do with far more than the splintered tale of a woman named Jackie being 

raped by seven men at a fraternity house. That story, unleashed online Nov. 19 by Rolling 

Stone, systematically has been dismantled. We might never know what actually happened.

But there are other more important things we must know.

We must know what University of Virginia President Teresa A. Sullivan knew about the al-

legations, when she knew and how she responded. We must see, once it is completed, an 

independent counsel’s review of the claims and the school’s sexual assault policies. We must 

know the scope of sexual violence claims at the university.

These things matter. They would provide insight into the president’s leadership in advance 

of a crisis. They would inform us further about the university’s handling of sexual assault 

claims, which already are the subject of a federal investigation of UVa and 85 other schools.

But Ms. Sullivan and the university refuse to answer questions or provide relevant records 

about these critical issues. She and the university refuse to answer whether she was aware of 

the allegations Rolling Stone planned to detail.

If she knew, what effort did she make to check the veracity of the claims? Did she call Char-

lottesville police then or wait until Rolling Stone’s sensationalism catapulted the university 

into tumult? Might Jackie have been spared the anguish that followed when the story crum-

bled? We don’t know because neither Ms. Sullivan nor the university will answer.

What light might be shed by O’Melveny & Myers, the powerful international law firm se-

lected to investigate this debacle? We don’t know. Not only has Ms. Sullivan ignored repeated 

questions about whether the review will be made public, so, too, has university Rector George 

Keith Martin. The state attorney general’s office has batted the question back to the school, 

saying the Board of Visitors is the firm’s client. It’s a circle of darkness.

Penn State University made public former FBI Director Louis Freeh’s scathing 267-page 

report on the child sex-abuse scandal involving former assistant football coach Jerry San-

dusky. The NFL, a private enterprise, pledged earlier this year to make public once completed 

former FBI Director Robert Mueller’s investigation of the league’s handling of the domestic 

violence case involving star running back Ray Rice.

UVa won’t even answer a fundamental question about transparency when the need for it 

is paramount.

Perhaps Jefferson’s university forgets that it is a public university. Perhaps Jefferson’s uni-

versity thinks it has the right to operate in secrecy. Perhaps Jefferson’s university forgets Jef-
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ferson.

“There was not a truth on Earth which I feared should be known,” the founder said.

What truth does his university fear now?

Following her arrival several years ago, the school’s first female president passed on to ad-

ministrators what she called Sullivan’s laws. One said: “Don’t hide bad news; meet it head 

on.”

She is hiding now. And Jefferson’s university suffers for it.
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UVa late, but right on transparency

And then there was light.

An independent counsel’s review of the University of Virginia’s sexual assault poli-

cies, practices and procedures will be a public record once complete, Rector George 

Keith Martin declared Wednesday.

That revelation followed days of stonewalling by university officials in response to repeated 

questions from The Daily Progress about the subject. We viewed this as a fundamental ques-

tion of transparency at a time when it is sorely needed. When a reporter initially posed the 

question about whether the finished report would be made public, we thought the answer 

would be affirmative and automatic. It was anything but.

Nonetheless, even if it took him longer than we either expected or preferred, the rector 

took the correct step Wednesday in settling the matter, and we commend him for it.

With questions lingering about the university’s approach to sexual violence on Grounds, 

a thorough, open and independent review like the one we are told will be conducted by the 

international law firm of O’Melveny & Myers is critical.

There is more to consider in all this than the extraordinary flaws in Rolling Stone’s broken 

tale of a woman being raped by seven men at a fraternity house. The magazine has retreated 

from the story, citing its own journalistic failures, which were legion.

But the issue of sexual violence on Grounds warrants sober attention, far more than the 

sensational aspects of either Rolling Stone’s story or the version of that account that has 

emerged from the rubble of the original.

Real sexual violence has been documented in the courts here and elsewhere. For any claims 

that don’t hold water, innumerably more do. A smart, sensible approach is needed to deal 

with this issue, for the good of victims, the sake of justice and the safety of the community. 

Such an approach is absent now.

And UVa is not off the hook on this. The school is one of 86 nationwide being investigated 

by the feds over its handling of sexual assault claims. Among the questions swirling around 

the university’s administrative offices is whether UVa is simply symptomatic of larger prob-

lems in the system or the school’s failings are partly or entirely its own.

The scrutiny state Attorney General Mark Herring has promised the independent counsel 

will apply should provide answers. And those answers desperately needed to be public. Mr. 

Martin was late but right.

As this story continues to evolve, we’ll continue to demand answers, specifically about 

what the university knew and when in advance of Rolling Stone dropping the bomb. These 
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questions go both to the critical issue at hand and, potentially, the administration’s handling 

of a blossoming crisis.

Whether an entertainment magazine can do journalism is irrelevant. Far more important 

is Jefferson’s university rising to its own standards of greatness, not just academically but in 

the spirit of its founder and tradition. Failings can be corrected, but not in darkness.
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Rector takes right steps forward

Over the weary course of the past month, the University of Virginia has been subjected 

to withering criticism from all corners, including this one.

Some judgment was rushed based on misconceptions and outright untruths. But 

much of the backlash was deserved, and much of it rightly flowed to the highest reaches 

of university hierarchy, including Rector George Keith Martin and President Teresa A. Sul-

livan. Those two were sluggish to respond amid the firestorm over the school’s handling of 

sexual assault claims and the explosive and now-discredited allegations published by Rolling 

Stone.

Shock over the graphic nature of the latter claims appeared to leave the university’s lead-

ers flat-footed. The magazine on Nov. 19 unveiled the tale of a woman named Jackie raped 

in September 2012 by seven men at a fraternity.  The magazine since has retreated from the 

story, citing discrepancies in Jackie’s account. The fraternity also has said it has documents to 

refute key aspects of the story.

On the same day following the account’s release online, Ms. Sullivan flew away to an aca-

demic conference in the Netherlands, leaving the university without its top administrator in 

a moment of apparent crisis. By the time the story entered its next phase, following the col-

lapse of the Rolling Stone account, the rector was stubbornly silent on a central question of 

transparency. These missteps deepened the unease gripping the university.

But Mr. Martin in the past two days took two essential steps forward.

First, he finally dashed the needless murk over whether an independent counsel’s review 

would be made public once completed. He said Thursday that it would. Good. This is as it 

always should have been.

Second, at Friday’s board meeting, Mr. Martin delivered a statement composed of many 

things that badly needed said. He expressed the university’s collective sorrow to survivors 

of sexual assault as well as students, student affairs professionals, the fraternities “and the 

countless others on Grounds who have been wrongly maligned and traumatized by the Roll-

ing Stone article and the reaction to it.”

And then these three essential words: “We are sorry.”

And then these: “And to Jackie, I know I speak for the entire board when I say our thoughts 

and prayers are with you.”

Amen. These were thoughts the leadership of the university desperately needed to con-

vey.

Mr. Martin went on to assail Rolling Stone and what he called “drive-by journalism,” re-
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marks rapidly seized upon by media. He assessed the damage to the university. He correctly 

acknowledged that the issue of sexual assault on Grounds is real and must be confronted. He 

itemized what he called “obstacles to truth,” starting with Rolling Stone’s “massive failure of 

journalistic ethics” and then moving on to the “widespread lack of clarity” of federal law (a 

subject we’ll address further Sunday) and, finally, the rush to judgment.

All of this was straight to the point. But his opening words stood out. They were powerful 

and timely. Hard work and serious scrutiny await. This was the right beginning for both.
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Title IX part of the problem

T
he blinding bias and bumbling sensationalism that drew the media swarm on 

Grounds a month ago succeeded later in pointing to truths accidentally.

Perhaps most salient among these regards universities’ uncertainty about get-

ting to the facts of the matter in cases of alleged sexual violence. Advocacy groups emphasize 

neutrality in presenting options to victims, who frequently opt against turning to authorities 

over fear of reliving the trauma as they are compelled to recount it.  

We recognize this and sympathize. But there are vivid dangers when universities are tugged 

into the process by thoroughly misguided Title IX provisions of the federal Civil Rights Act, 

which now require schools to protect students from sexual assault. This is a noble but prob-

lematic concept. It places school administrators in the position of knowing about crimes 

without involvement of the authorities, whose vocation and mission are to investigate and 

prosecute crimes.

In the tortured case of the University of Virginia and Rolling Stone, we now know that of-

ficials advised Phi Kappa Psi on Sept. 17 of the case of the woman known as Jackie. The allega-

tions differed from those that appeared in the magazine, but still entailed what would have 

been a heinous crime – a woman being forced to perform oral sex on multiple men. Hearing 

this, no university official contacted police. The fraternity was contacted, but not the authori-

ties.

On Oct. 2, Rolling Stone reporter Sabrina Rubin Erdely told UVa President Teresa A. Sulli-

van there had been three gang rape complaints about Phi Psi. But Ms. Sullivan did not call po-

lice. On Oct. 23, an official from the corporation that owns the Phi Psi house off Madison Bowl 

contacted police. Ms. Sullivan did not take that step until 27 days later, after the magazine’s 

ultimately notorious story hit the web.

Why does this matter? Because the truth does.
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Had one of the allegations proved true – and there has been no evidence reported publicly 

to support either – a group of men would have been guilty of a horrible crime. Men capable 

of such a crime would pose a threat not only to the university community but to society. A 

system that allows such men to roam free to find additional prey is badly broken.

It’s a crime in this state and almost every other for people in certain positions of respon-

sibility – doctors, teachers, clinicians and police, for example – to fail to report to authorities 

suspected abuse of children. But nothing in the law mandates reporting in a case like the one 

described by Ms. Erdely, whose story centered on an account of seven men raping a woman.

Common sense and ordinary human concern should compel calls to police like the one 

Ms. Sullivan waited so long to make. But the system muddles the matter. Congress needs 

to repair its own flawed work, getting higher education out of the business of adjudicating 

sexual assault and putting that work in the hands of authorities, where it belongs.
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Symptoms of larger ills

S
anctimony is hazardous activity, the sort of which leaves faces spattered in yolk. Roll-

ing Stone has discovered this and continues to receive reminders afresh.

Charlottesville police provided one last week, releasing detailed findings of an in-

vestigation that proved what the world knew and Rolling Stone acknowledged in December: 

The magazine’s wild Nov. 19 tale of a University of Virginia student raped in 2012 by seven 

men at a fraternity house was rubbish.

Now, at the magazine’s request, the Columbia Journalism School has produced a critique 

sure to be scathing. Rolling Stone ignored journalism’s rudiments, publishing a sensational 

account that no one took time to corroborate. After the story cracked, the magazine cited 

“misplaced trust” in Jackie, the unidentified woman at the center of it all, a tacit admission of 

forsaking the Reagan rule, trust but verify.

So now soapboxes are creaking under the weight of gathered pundits wagging fingers, stat-

ing the obvious and reiterating it.

Of course this was a reprehensible failure, bearing so little semblance to reporting that it 

doesn’t even merit the modifier, journalistic. But amid scolds’ ceaseless beating of righteous 

drums, larger lessons about this torturous affair are apt to be missed. In many senses Rolling 

Stone’s wrecked reportage was symptomatic, as much or more an indicator of societal drift as 

simple blunder on a grand scale on the vast stage of the worldwide web.

One of the symptoms is especially vivid. The reporter began with a premise into which the 

story was molded, of an elite university composed partly of an elitist class among whom the 

humanity of a young woman was a thing to be callously trampled. “Genteel University of Vir-

ginia has no radical feminist culture seeking to upend the patriarchy,” the writer lamented, 

describing at another point, “throngs of toned, tanned and overwhelmingly blond students 

fanned across” Grounds. UVa appeared like a male Arian bastion rather than a school where 
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more than half the students are women and more than a fourth are minorities.

Perception seemed to negate the necessity of gathering hard facts. Those tanned, blond 

throngs upholding the patriarchy deserved none of doubt’s benefits. The narrative mattered 

more.

Such bias frequently is determined only in the beholder’s eye, and here is where society’s 

part in this can be seen by those willing to look. In an era when cable news networks, news 

being another misplaced modifier, cater to the ideological bents of particular masses, per-

haps the audience is getting the kind of so-called journalism it seeks.

Pursuing objective truth is arduous. Answers are seldom seen bobbing on the surface where 

they can be readily seized. They are elusive or buried and can only be had by way of relentless 

questioning and hard digging. Bias is an obstacle that must be dismantled. This is not work 

for journalists alone. Society must do the same and insist upon it.

Otherwise, the greater ills evinced by Rolling Stone will endure even after this broken tale 

finally fades to history’s back pages.


