
W hen Walt Bogdanich showed up in Tallahassee early last year, the Florida State University 
Seminoles and their fans were still celebrating their national championship, led by the arm and 
charisma of the quarterback Jameis Winston.

What drew Bogdanich to Florida was not Winston’s brilliance on the field, but an ugly episode off it: 
Winston had been accused of rape by a freshman. Just days before Winston won the Heisman Trophy, the local 
prosecutor announced he lacked enough evidence to charge him.

The Winston case was all but buried under the championship hoopla when Bogdanich began to dig. 
Although the prosecutor had hinted that the police could have done more to investigate, it wasn’t until 
Bogdanich had exhaustively re-examined the case that the full picture emerged: The police had conducted 
virtually no investigation at all.

Bogdanich’s April 16 article, “A Star Player Accused, and a Flawed Rape Investigation,” was the first  
in a yearlong investigation with Mike McIntire that exposed the corrosive damage from the staggering 
influence and wealth of powerhouse collegiate sports programs: Colleges and law enforcement agencies 
reflexively protect athletes accused of sexual assault and other crimes. The reporters revealed cases that 
were ignored, covered up or not properly investigated.

In the Winston case, detectives failed to follow obvious leads to witnesses. They failed to recover a 
cellphone recording of the sexual encounter or video from the bar where Winston met his accuser.  
They waited two weeks before even attempting to interview Winston — by telephone — after his accuser 
identified him. (He refused to talk, saying he was busy.) And they never obtained Winston’s DNA.

Moreover, Bogdanich revealed, the lead detective, who had done private security work for the football 
team’s booster club, waited two months before writing his first report on the case. Then he prematurely 
suspended the investigation, claiming the accuser was refusing to cooperate, which her lawyer denied.

Bogdanich’s article was a bombshell. The Miami Herald called it “a damning investigation” showing  
how official “incompetence conveniently coincides with the interests of a college football program.”  
The Orlando Sentinel called on the governor to probe the “inept” police work. And the Tallahassee police 
department agreed to change how it handles sexual assault complaints. (The impact of this work is detailed 
in the Supplementary portion of this entry.)

Bogdanich and McIntire had broken ground on two alarming and related failures roiling higher  
education in America: sexual abuse and the refusal of officials to hold college football players to account.

A July 12 article by Bogdanich about accusations of rape against players on the undefeated football  
team at Hobart and William Smith Colleges in upstate New York gave readers a detailed autopsy of  
one of the most opaque elements of the abuse epidemic: the way colleges adjudicate cases.

The article gave a disturbing account of scandalous bumbling. It included an on-the-record account  
from the accuser as well as unprecedented access to transcripts of a confidential disciplinary hearing. Players 
admitted lying and discussing their stories with the football coach before the hearing. Questioning by the 
hearing committee — which included the campus bookstore manager — was inept and at times ludicrous.  
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The hearing took place before the rape exam results were known; two of the three panel members did not even 
see medical records that indicated the accuser had suffered recent trauma.

The unrivaled, on-the-record detail in Bogdanich’s article distinguished it from the anonymously sourced 
articles about campus assaults that have appeared across the country. For that reason, based on all the 
available measurements, that article drew more reaction than any other article in the series. Within hours, 23 
Hobart students began an online petition drive that collected 120,000 signatures and called on Hobart to  
make major changes to its handling of such complaints (which it did). Within 48 hours, the article attracted 
nearly a million readers and 2,100 comments on The Times website.

It lit up Facebook and Twitter. And months later, after a Rolling Stone article on college rape was  
shown to be poorly sourced, Bogdanich’s account was cited by Poynter and The Times’s public editor as  
an example of how to report so serious an accusation.

Having laid bare the colleges’ amateurish handling, Bogdanich and McIntire revealed a new and 
profoundly troubling aspect of law enforcement. In two explosive articles, the reporters returned to Florida  
and uncovered case after case of the Tallahassee police displaying alarming leniency to Florida State  
football players accused of theft, domestic violence and other crimes. Police reports showed that officers 
scrupulously noted when the accused were football players, as if they were a protected class. Many  
officers, The Times found, supplemented their incomes by providing security at football games, tying the  
force and the team ever closer.

One egregious example of the skewed relationship between the police and the football team involved  
a serious hit-and-run accident last October. The star Florida State cornerback who caused the accident, which 
injured the other driver, fled the scene with a teammate. When they returned — joined by a Florida State 
athletic department official — the driver was not charged with hit and run, but was given two relatively minor 
traffic tickets. He was also not tested for alcohol even though the accident occurred at 2:30 on a Sunday 
morning after the team had celebrated yet another victory. The unpublicized accident did not show up on the 
department’s official logs.

When confronted with The Times’s reporting, the Tallahassee police chief ordered an internal 
investigation of the hit and run. It was the second internal investigation he had launched in response to  
the newspaper’s reporting.

The desire to cover up — rather than expose — problems on college campuses was never more evident 
than when the hit-and-run article was published online. Florida State fans went on the offensive and  
began a campaign to tag the article on Twitter as spam, temporarily blocking it from readers. But the story,  
like all the powerful reporting of Bogdanich and McIntire, could not be contained.

For their powerful work on the year’s most pressing issues, we are proud to nominate Walt Bogdanich 
and Mike McIntire for the Pulitzer Prize for National Reporting. 
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