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Abstract: 

 This paper is a pilot study that explores how local, regional and national newspapers 

reported and framed the story of a tragedy that occurred in New York’s Hudson River on April 

12, 2011. The Hudson River tragedy involved a young mother driving a mini-van with her four 

children inside, down a boat ramp into the Hudson River, about six blocks from their Newburgh, 

NY home. The mother and three of the four children drowned, but the oldest child, a ten year old 

was able to escape the sinking car and swim to the shore. In performing this pilot study, twelve 

articles from six different newspapers encompassing a local, regional and national audience that 

reported on the Hudson River tragedy were read and analyzed. Two news frames in particular 

were examined closely: how each article assigned blame for the incident and what sources each 

article cited in an attempt to get a complete picture of what happened and why it may have 

happened. The pilot study found that in terms of assigning blame, there were two main variables: 

the mother who drove the car into the river, and the father of the three dead children who might 

have been abusive. The sources cited in the articles varied widely, including family members, 

neighbors, the fire chief, the mayor, psychologists and the Good Samaritan who found the 

surviving child on the side of the road.  While this study was small and much more needs to be 

done to make firm conclusions about news framing regarding the Hudson River tragedy, it is 

interesting to see how the coverage differed within the twelve articles that were researched.



Introduction 

 On Tuesday April 12, 2011, a 25 year old mother loaded her four children LaShaun, (age 

10), Landen (age 5), Lance (age 2) and Lanaina (age 11 months) into the family mini-van. What 

happened next made headline around the country and the world. Armstrong drove her children 

six blocks from their Newburgh, NY home, down a boat ramp and into the Hudson River. Only 

10 year old LaShaun Armstrong survived the plunge by climbing out of a car window. His 

mother and three siblings were killed. Newburgh’s Mayor Nicolas Valentine, was quoted saying, 

“We are talking about a tragedy in this city that is probably second to none. The whole scene 

surrounding what occurred in Newburgh last night will have a lasting effect on this city," (Mann, 

2011).  By making a statement about how this tragedy has impacted Newburgh, Mayor 

Valentine took on the role as a grief leader, something we often expect from political leaders in 

the media age (Sullender, 2009). 

Many news organizations from around the world reported on this tragedy. On Sunday 

May 1, 2011 a Google news search found over 3,000 articles containing the words “Lashanda 

Armstrong”. The tones and perspectives of the reporting vary widely. This paper is a pilot study 

that will look at how newspapers reported on this incident. First, the research questions and 

methods will be described. A literature review of media coverage of tragedy will then be 

conducted. Next, a news framing analysis of twelve articles will be carried out for the pilot study.  

After the analysis is conducted, conclusions will be drawn regarding the newspaper coverage of 

the Hudson River tragedy. 



Research methods

This paper is a pilot study that will look at twelve articles from six different newspapers. 

The papers chosen encompass local, regional and national news. The six papers are The Times 

Herald Record (local), The Pougkeepsie Journal (local), The new York Daily News (regional), 

The New York Post (regional), The New York Times (national/regional), The Washington Post 

(national), and USA Today (national) . Articles from these papers were obtained through Lexis-

Nexis as well as their respective websites. For each newspaper selected, two articles will be 

analyzed.  Exception are The Washington Post and USA Today which each only had one original 

article covering the story. All other articles in these papers came directly from the Associated 

Press. For each newspaper, the first article published about the incident was chosen with one 

other article being chosen at random. In each paper, the first article published was on Thursday 

April 14, two days after the incident. This is likely because the incident happened at night on 

Tuesday April 12th and there was not enough time to gain information about the tragedy before 

the Wednesday April 13th papers were printed. The second articles from each respective 

newspaper range in dates from Aril 14th to April 26th, which is the day after the children’s 

funeral. As mentioned this is only a pilot study and a more robust study may be completed at a 

later date. For the full study I will look at many more articles written by the newspapers listed as 

well as look at a wider array of local, regional and national newspapers including but not limited 

to the Mid Hudson News, LA Times, Chicago Tribune and the Wall Street Journal. The study 

may also extend into international newspapers that covered the story such as The Daily Mail, 

which is published in the UK.  



The research questions that I will seek to answer during my news framing analysis are 

based off the questions that Dill and Wu (2009) asked while studying the newspaper coverage of 

Hurricane Katrina. The questions are: 

RQ1: Who was most often assigned blame for the occurrence of the Hudson River tragedy by the 

local, regional, and national newspapers?

RQ2: What types of sources were cited in the stories covered by different newspapers?

RQ3: Did local, regional, and national newspapers frame the event differently during the days 

immediately following the Hudson River tragedy?

 These questions will be looked at by describing in depth how each newspaper article 

reported on the story focusing on which sources the papers cited and how the papers framed who 

was responsible for this tragedy.  

Literature Review

 A popular expression regarding the media is, “If it bleeds, it leads” and research has 

shown that crime stories including those of tragic events are very popular in the news. Not all 

crime stories are treated the same though. The most covered crime stories in the media are those 

that are violent, dramatic, unusual and sensational (Maguire, et. al 2002). The Hudson River 

tragedy can certainly be seen to fall into those parameters. There have been many studies that 

look at media coverage of tragic events. It has been found that, “the media invites us to share in 

the sorrow of others and to bind us together in times of collective tragedy” (Sullender, 2009, 

191).  Many of the studies regarding media and tragedy focus on big events such as natural 



disasters or airplane crashes, but what has been discovered by these other researchers can also be 

applied to the Hudson River tragedy. When tragedies occur, news agencies often compare them 

to other similar tragedies. This can be seen in the New York Times coverage of TWA flight 800, 

when historical comparisons were made with other plane crash stories (Durham, 1998). In 

looking at the coverage of the Hudson River tragedy, some stories also took this angle by 

comparing Lashanda Armstrong to other mothers who killed their children such as Andrea Yates 

who drowned her five children in a bathtub in Texas in 2001. The case of Andrea Yates was a 

sensationalized story that received a lot of press coverage, largely because of the relationship 

between the murderer and the victims. “The Yates murders became the what-a-story because 

Yates’ actions violated cultural stereotypes of women as always loving and caring, as well as 

societal expectations that mothers are inherently competent in care-taking tasks” (Barnett, 2005, 

p. 10). Of course a big difference in the Yates case vs. the Armstrong case is the fact that 

Lashanda Armstrong died along with three of her four children. According to an interview with 

Dr. Jeff Gardere, the reason Armstrong may have killed her children was not because she was a 

violent person, but because she may have been depressed and felt that they would be better off 

dead with her, then left alone as survivors. This analysis was based off LaShaun Armstrong 

telling investigators that she said, “If I’m going to die, you’re going to die with me” (Harris, 

2011).  However, another connection in the Yates case vs. the Armstrong case is that both 

mothers might have been suffering from postpartum depression. One of the children that died in 

the river was a baby. A 2005 study of 70 major newspapers in the United States found that 39% 

of all stories about the mentally ill focused on mentally ill people being dangerous (Friedman, 

2009).  A study looking at the press coverage of Yates found that Newsweek, a national news 



magazine, focused on postpartum depression as an explanation, but the local Houston Chronicle 

framed the story as though Yates was using postpartum depression to “mask moral 

corruption” (Barnett, 2005, p. 22).Times of tragedy usually involve a crisis of meaning especially  

when the tragedy involves young children (Sullender, 2009). In order to understand what 

happened, people want to be able to be able to blame someone or something for the tragic events. 

In researching the articles written about the Hudson River tragedy, one of the news frames I will 

be looking at is how the newspapers explain or assign blame for the events that occurred. On the 

topic of local newspaper coverage it has been said that local reporters “are more directly affected 

by disasters and have direct knowledge of the most reliable sources for hard to find news.” (Dill, 

Wu, 2009, p. 8). However, it was also written, that compared to national newspapers, local 

newspapers are more likely to quote unaffiliated individuals (Dill, Wu, 2009). Throughout the 

coverage of the Hudson River tragedy, news sources sought to gain interviews by those most 

directly by the tragedy, namely the father of the deceased children, Jean Pierre and the woman 

who found the surviving child soaking wet on the side of the road, Maeve Ryan. Other 

interviews published in this incident included other family members and neighbors. When 

reporting on tragedies and human disasters, reporters often feel great personal and professional 

pressure. There are competitive pressures to ensure that they gain the most accurate information 

as quickly as possible. The requirements in getting the information while sticking to deadlines 

can sometimes force reporters to override their personal ethics and feelings.  Example of this 

would be approaching bereaved family members for interviews, or by relying on rumors and 

second hand information, instead of confirming the information for him/herself (Berrington and 

Jemfrey, 2003). Sometimes, local news organizations covering disasters in their own 



communities consider the disaster to be “their disaster” (Quarentelli, 1990, 2). Quarentelli (1990) 

also found that local newspapers covering disasters average almost 90 stories focusing on the 

occasion. While the Hudson River tragedy might not be considered grandiose enough to be 

considered a “disaster” while searching for articles on the event, it was clear that local 

newspapers had many more stories about the event compared to national newspapers. 

Research Question 1 

Throughout the articles there were two news frames on who to blame for this tragedy. 

While the more obvious news frame would be to blame the mother who actually drove the car 

into the river, a second news frame was to blame her boyfriend as being abusive towards her and 

the children making her feel that she had no other option. A local newspaper, The Poughkeepsie 

Journal concentrated much coverage on the father. In the first article reporting what happened, 

the article stated that he had been questioned by police, but that police would not say if he had 

been charged with anything. The article also featured the interview with the landlord who said 

that he had changed the locks on the doors multiple times at Lashanda request but he had never 

asked her why. He stated that he had nothing to Jean Pierre. The second article read from the 

Poughkeepsie Journal focused on the family stress, particularly the fact that earlier on the tragic 

day, Jean Pierre was ordered to stay away from his son Lance. This was because on Super Bowl 

Sunday, two year Lance had been found wandering the streets barefoot in the cold when Pierre 

was supposed to be taking care of him. While the newspaper article admitted, “It’s unclear how 

the Super Bowl and court incidents play into Tuesday’s tragedy”, the tone of the article focuses 

on Jean Pierre being a bad parent. In the other local newspaper, The Times Herald Record 

seemed to not know who to blame. The first sentence of the article stated that Lashanda 



Armstrong, “decided to die on Tuesday night.” However, later the article talks about how she 

was upset about her relationship with Pierre and quoted relatives implying that Pierre had been 

stalking her. However, her own mother is quoted saying, “We may never understand why.” The 

second article from The Times Herald Record examined reasons why parents kill their children. 

This article quotes a local psychologist giving some explanations of what motives Lashanda 

Armstrong may have had. He said that she may have felt that there would be nobody to take care 

of her children so she took them with her; or that she may have been seeking revenge against 

Jean Pierre, by killing his children. This has been the case in past domestic abuse problems. It is 

also possible that she was under the influence of drugs or alcohol and was suffering 

hallucinations (at the time this paper was written toxicology reports have not been released). 

Lastly he said that an accident can’t be ruled out, especially if she thought she was being 

followed. All together this article puts the blame on Armstrong, but recognizes that there were 

many factors that could have been in play when she decided to drive down the boat ramp. 

The coverage from The New York Daily News, focused on the role that Jean Pierre may 

have played in the fatal plunge. It centered the first story on the fact that there had been a fight 

between Jean Pierre and Lashanda Armstrong and that police had been called to her house 

moments before she drove into the river. The article also accused Pierre of being a “womanizer”. 

The second article by The New York Daily News referred to Pierre as a “serial cheater who 

berated his longtime girlfriend”. The article also quotes a neighbor saying that on the day of the 

tragedy, Pierre was banging on her door and cursing at her. Like The Times Herald Record, The 

New York Post also used the phrase, “decided to die” when describing Armstrong’s actions in 

their first article about the incident. They also called her a, “murderous mother”. However, in 



covering Lashanda Armstrong’s funeral The New York Post’s headline called Pierre cruel for not 

allowing Armstrong to be buried with her children stating, “She deserved better than this.”  This 

is a totally different frame which puts that takes blame away from Armstrong. 

The two solely national newspapers that were looked at used very little framing in 

assigning blame for the tragedy. The USA Today article stayed away from assigning blame by 

saying, “Now the people of Newburgh are searching for words to understand as police 

investigate”. This acknowledged that they understood that people want to be able to place blame, 

but that they themselves wouldn’t frame the story and instead let the police do the investigating. 

The Washington Post mentioned that she was upset with the father when she loaded the kids into 

the van. They also cite a source indicated that she seemed stressed earlier in the day. The New 

York Times also stayed fairly neutral in assigning blame, focusing on what the surviving child 

told the Good Samaritan about what had happened before the family got in the car as well as 

what went on in the water, including the fight with Jean Pierre and the infamous quote of “If I’m 

going to die, you’re going to die with me.” In the second article by The New York Times, which 

focused on the children’s funeral, blame for the tragedy was not inside, but statements from the 

Armstrong family clearly showed that they were upset with how Jean Pierre had arranged the 

funeral.

Research Question 2 

The various articles analyzed in this study cited many different sources of information 

regarding the Hudson River tragedy in order to learn more about what happened as well as why 

it may have happened. In the first article written by the Poughkeepsie Journal, reporter Emily 



Stewart focused on the neighborhood where Lashanda Armstrong and her kids lived. Many 

neighbors were quoted in the story, both who did and did not know the family. The article also 

said that despite the fact that reporters had swarmed the street asking neighbors what they knew 

about the family, that neighbors were only upset about what happened and were not bothered by 

the large media presence. Adding this into the story seems to justify all the reporters swarming 

into the area. However, the fact that Stewart was able to get comments from at least eight 

different neighbors shows that the people seemingly wanted to talk about happened to the media. 

The reason Stewart may have been able to get so much information is that the newspaper was 

local and familiar and she knew where to go, strengthening Dil and Wu’s (2009) argument. In the 

second article written by The Poughkeepsie Journal by a different reporter, Sarah Bradshaw, no 

direct quotes were used. However, many sources were cited involving the child neglect case 

against Pierre including the judge, district attorney’s office, his lawyer etc. The Poughkeepsie 

Journal had tried to reach Pierre for comment but was unable to do so. In this article direct 

quotes from sources were not used and instead public documents such as court records were the 

main source of attributed information, a much different style than the first article which used 

many direct quotes. 

Like the Poughkeepsie Journal, The Times Herald Record was also able to get quotes 

from sources very close to the tragedy. Instead of talking to neighbors, The Times Herald Record 

focused on the family of Lashanda Armstrong. They quoted her mother, as well as her sister. 

They also used an indirect quote from police regarding a call they had received from Lashanda’s 

aunt, who was concerned about domestic violence. In the second article written by The Times 

Herald Record, the story focused on the possible psychological factors that may have been in 



play in Armstrong’s decision to drive off the boat ramp. However instead of turning to a big 

named psychologist, the local newspaper interviewed a local psychologist, Dr. Paul Gordon. The 

article also quotes the mayor of Newburgh as well as the city fire chief, Michael Vatter. 

The New York Post also focused on what the Newburgh fire chief said about the incident, 

particularly focusing on LaShaun’s escape from the rapidly sinking mini-van in their first article 

reporting the tragedy. In the second article, which reported on the funeral of Lashanda 

Armstrong, direct quotations in the article came from two of the pastors who presided over the 

ceremony. The second regional paper, The New York Daily News, was able to gain an interview 

with Armstrong’s landlord who reported that she did not want Jean Pierre in the house. While 

technically not considered a local paper as it is based over 60 miles away in New York City, the 

Post was able to get a very local source of information. The post also quoted Armstrong’s aunt in 

a new light. Instead of focusing on her 911 call, they were able to gain information about the 

beginning of the relationship between Armstrong and Pierre with her aunt saying that the two 

went to the prom together. The New York post’s second article on the incident looked at sources 

similar to the Poughkeepsie Journal’s first article, particularly the neighbors who lived on 

Armstrong’s street. Despite the fact that some of the same sources were used, Dill and Wu’s 

(2009) theory of local papers getting the most local sources could still be proven true because the 

New York Daily News article focusing on the neighbors was sources was published two days 

after the Poughkeepsie Journal's article. 

The New York Times is in a unique position regarding this story because it is a national 

newspaper, but it also located closer to Newburgh than any other national newspaper. In The 

New York Times’ first article describing the Hudson River Tragedy, they quoted Maeve Ryan the 



woman who found La’Shaun by the river at length. Ryan gave insight into what had happened 

before the fatal drive into the river as well as what went on inside the car. In the interviews with 

Ryan she reiterated what LaShaun had told her including the infamous quote of “If I’m going to 

die you’re going to die with me.” The article also recounted that LaShaun had told Ryan that 

Pierre was cheating on Armstrong.  The New York Times article also quoted neighbors, the 

landlord, family members and the police chief. Their coverage of the event was very broad, 

seeking information from many different sources. Here they seemed to have an advantage of 

being a big brand name newspaper, but still only about an hour away from the town the tragedy 

took place in. The New York Times also cited one source, a neighbor who was able to say 

positive things about the relationship Pierre and Armstrong had, recalling how they used to grill 

outside together during the summer. Of all the articles examined thus far, this is the only one that 

had anything positive to say about the relationship. This article also cites the police chief who 

said that they had never before been called to the home for domestic violence issues, painting a 

somewhat different account about the relationship the two had compared to other sources.  The 

second article by the New York Times which focused on the funeral of the children cited sources 

from the deacon who presided over the funeral and family members who attended. Though the 

funeral was planned by Jean Pierre and held separately from the funeral of the mother. Members 

of the Armstrong family were quoted. They were not happy with how the funeral was run and let 

the media know it. However, there was also one quote from the father’s side of the family, the 

first time any of the articles cited anyone related to Pierre.

In the Washington Post’s article, reporter Chris Carola only cited two sources in the brief, 

367 word article. Like many of the other articles he cited Newburgh Fire Chief Michael Vatter. 



However, the article features a citation from Shaniesha Strange, who works at the child care 

center the children attended. This citation was not used in any of the local or regional articles that 

were looked at as part of the pilot study. Strange described Armstrong as appearing stressed 

when she picked up her children from daycare on the day of the tragedy. USA Today’s article 

was much more extensive at 829 words. They started the story by citing Vatter’s description of 

what happened when they first learned about LaShaun Armstrong and his family, describing the 

search and recovery process. Next the article quoted family members and neighbors like many of 

the others, and also quoted the woman from the child care center. However, this article also uses 

sources that none of the articles that were examined used such as members of the Newburgh 

Town Council.  Like the Times Herald Record, USA Today also used a psychologist as a source. 

However, instead of focusing on the mother’s psyche, the psychologist talked about the possible 

psychologist struggles the surviving child must be going though. Also unlike the Times Herald 

Record, which used a local psychologist as a source, USA Today turned to a psychologist who is 

a coordinator at the American Psychological Association. However, a local community relations 

specialist is also cited in the article as saying that there would be crisis teams at Newburgh 

schools to counsel adults and students. 

Research Question 3

 The third research question I will look at the in the model created by Dill and Wu (2009) 

is how these local, regional and national newspapers approached this story differently. Two of the 

more obvious differences, how the papers framed who was responsible, and what sources they 

used in the story are described extensively in the last few pages. Because this is just a pilot study 

focusing on only twelve articles, it is difficult to make overall generalizations on how these 



papers reported the Hudson River tragedy differently from one another.  Further research in 

comparing how these different articles framed the story differently could involve examining the 

tone of the headlines of the stories, the length of the stories, the placement in the newspaper, etc. 

 From the two variables I did look at (blame and sources cited), I can conclude that there 

are variations between the six different newspapers looked at. The two articles from the regional 

paper, The New York Daily News, clearly focus on Jean Pierre as being a person to blame for the 

tragedy. However, the two articles from the other regional paper, the New York Post, seemed to 

have changed their mind on who to blame, first the “disturbed mother” and later the “cruel 

father”. Between these four articles, a conclusion on how they framed blame cannot be made. 

More articles from these papers and other regional articles would need to be examined. 

 It is interesting that the paper that branches into both regional and national news, The 

New York Time’s overall stayed pretty neutral in their coverage, discussing that Pierre and 

Armstrong had, had an argument but did not blatantly focus blame on either of them, instead just 

reporting what had happened. The USA Today story and The Washington Post story also took a 

similar approach in their articles, reporting that there was a problem between the two but not 

immediately placing blame on either parent for instigating the tragedy. It will be interesting to 

see how other national newspapers approached the story, whether they took a side on who to 

blame or whether they followed suit and remained as neutral as possible while reporting the facts 

of what happened. 

 The local papers closest to the incident both had articles focusing on the stress and 

psychological distress Lashanda Armstrong might have been under as an unmarried mother 

raising four young children at just 25 years old while having a rocky relationship with the father 



of the younger three of her children (LaShaun has a different father who is currently in prison).  

Both newspapers were also able to access sources very close to the incident including family, 

friends and responders in a very timely fashion. Meanwhile the best known regional/national 

paper was also able to get some sources very close to the tragedy, particularly the Good 

Samaritan who found LaShaun. While the NY’s times first article about the tragedy was written 

by James Barron, it acknowledges that another reporter, Nate Schweber, was able to go to 

Newburgh to help report on the incident. It seems that the USA Today and Washington Post’s 

stories were mostly based on resources that other papers had already used such as the Newburgh 

fire chief. This shows a big difference in how a small local paper can get the in depth information 

better than national newspapers with wide coverage. However, the national papers may have 

more access to widely known resources such as the psychologist from the American 

Psychological Association that was quoted in USA Toda. Comparatively, The Times Herald 

Record quoted a psychologist from the same county that the tragedy took place in. However it 

can be argued, that for a national newspaper, it was more appropriate to use someone from a 

national organization in order to show credibility. While someone from the Hudson Valley area 

of New York may appreciate having a local psychologist’s point of view, a national audience 

may not see the significance. 

Conclusion 

 In conclusion, there are significant qualitative differences in how these six newspapers 

reported the story in terms of sources cited and the placement of blame in the Hudson River 

tragedy. To continue this study out of the pilot phase, many more articles from these six 

newspapers as well as other newspapers would need to be examined in order to find firm 



conclusions on how newspapers framed this story and how the coverage differed in the local, 

regional and national newspapers. The value of this small study is that it does show that there are 

differences and that readers need to take this framing into account when learning about an event. 

This study shows that getting news from multiple sources really is important for readers in order 

for them to understand the full picture of a story before deciding how they feel. This study could 

also be useful to these newspapers to see how their coverage differs and allow them to decide if 

their approach was the best way, or if they might be able to learn from the framing through other 

newspapers. While hopefully another incident like this one never occurs again, it is inevitable 

that events of human tragedy will happen in the future and newspapers can be more prepared to 

report the story as accurately as possible. This study also has some weaknesses in that it focused 

on only a minuscule amount of data compared to what has been written around the world about 

the Hudson River tragedy. It also only looks at two variables when comparing the coverage of 

local, regional and national newspapers, when obviously many more variables are at play and 

need to be analyzed in looking at differences of coverage. Lastly, another weakness in this study 

is the variety of articles looked at. While the first set of articles had a common theme of all being 

published on the first day the story was reported in newspapers, the second set of articles were 

chosen randomly and encompassed all different types of information and events after the incident 

ranging from a focus on Armstrong’s psychological well being, to what happened at the funerals. 

Looking at articles that were comparatively more similar such as how all six newspapers 

reported on the children’s funeral would allow for more direct comparisons. But as stated 

multiple times, this was only a pilot study and further research can be done in the future to fill in 

the gaps. 
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