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News writing

When you write stories, don’t be afraid to start over from scratch if you feel 

the story is not necessarily shaping up the way you want. I have found it incredibly 

valuable when writing stories that it is worthwhile to start over sometimes. In the wire 

world, we update constantly and I find it valuable at times to just start from scratch.  

Jeremy Pelofsky, Correspondent, Reuters

Learning objectives  After completing this chapter you will be able to:

●● develop a strong news story idea

●● identify the differences in straight news and 
feature lead styles

●● research, interview and write a news story

●● employ the variety of writing elements used  
in news writing

●● understand how to organize a news story so that 
it flows

●● explore online media use for news stories.
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52      Chapter 3  News writing

News writing
To upgrade the school’s image, your new superintendent decides that students will be required 
to wear uniforms on campus. Since the story has many of the news value components discussed 
in Chapter 1 – a broad audience, timeliness, proximity and conflict – you decide that it’s clearly 
worth covering.

The high school publication that decides to publish a news story on this new uniform policy 
will need to create an objective report emphasizing the timely impact of the story for its readers. 
However, there’s a good chance that with a story such as this, the readers may have heard about 
the change on their own.

Before covering an issue such as this, a student reporter will need to address the following 
questions: What will be new information for the audience? What does the audience need and 
want to know? The answer will partly depend upon how the reporter is delivering the information 
and how quickly.

For a student newspaper that publishes every six weeks, covering the creation and details of 
a month-old policy can be frustrating. By the time the “news” about the uniforms comes out, 
students may already be wearing the required collared shirts and khaki pants or skirts. Others 
may have faced suspension over the issue and some may be resisting the policy with rolled up 
shirtsleeves or other modifications of the mandated uniform.

The best student reporters will investigate these and other developments, to look for the 
timeliest angle possible. News writing, especially in the case of breaking news, is about getting 
readers the most current information that genuinely impacts them. This is the information that 
will usually be presented in the opening paragraphs of the news story.

In recent years, student newspapers have gained access to a broader range of media to 
deliver information to their audiences. News websites allow coverage to begin as soon as a 
newsworthy event occurs, such as the day the superintendent introduces the uniform policy. An 
enterprising student reporter may send out this basic information to readers via the newspaper’s 
Twitter feed. He may go on to write an online story that includes the basic facts administrators 
provided in an interview. Such timely reporting gives readers a clear understanding of the issue 
from the start, rather than letting them rely on the distortions and exaggerations of rumors or 
lunchroom gossip.

Many good reporters will cover such stories via electronic means on the day of the policy 
announcement – or, even better, when the uniform policy is still being discussed in departmental 
meetings or school board retreats. However, the reporter who approaches such a story a month 
later still has many options for excellent coverage. This reporter should research the latest 
developments and new information on the uniform policy. Are parents protesting the change 
because of the high costs of clothes that meet the dress code? Maybe some are even scheduled 

Words of wisdom
I think self-editing is even more important in the online world. It’s a weird contradiction to have  

all the space in the world knowing that readers will only read so much online. These days, I try  

to keep my articles to about 400 to 500 words. After a few hundred words, readers tend to get 

distracted. There are so many different news sources that readers have many articles to sort through.

But I will do 900 words on an interesting news feature. I don’t have a fear of the longer stories 

because many readers, when I first began writing for an online publication, told me that they liked my 

articles because they were real articles in length and content.  

Jeff Mays, Senior Reporter/Producer for DNAinfo.com
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Chapter 3  News writing      53

Figure 3.1  “Fire alarm 
shortens seventh period,” by 
Kevin Chang. Silver Chips 
Online, Montgomery Blair High 
School, Silver Spring, Md, 
Oct. 23, 2011. Reprinted with 
permission of Silver Chips 
Online. 

The Silver Chips Online story 
is an excellent example of how 
websites can be the perfect 
vehicle for breaking news. A 
brief story the afternoon after a 
fire alarm sounds can clarify 
misinformation spread by 
rumor. The story used an 
interview with a valid source, 
the assistant principal, to cover 
the basic questions about the 
cause and origin of the fire, as 
well as the extent of the 
damage.
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54      Chapter 3  News writing

to speak during next week’s board meeting. What about the local businesses that are now selling 
school uniforms downtown? How much are businesses benefiting? Are more jobs available for 
students? How many students have been put into in-school suspension for violating the new 
dress code? Why and how have they violated the policy?

For a news-feature angle on the story (see Chapter 5), a reporter should look at the impact of 
the new uniform policy. Teachers may believe the halls are quieter because students dress more 
formally. Some parents may have had to cut back on other expenses to cover the costs of the 
uniforms, especially if they have multiple children at the school.

As reporters look for the most relevant angle to cover, they should always consider the story’s 
planned date of publication.

The news lead
Once the reporter determines the most appropriate angle for the school uniforms story, he will 
need to identify sources, write questions and conduct the research and interviews (see 
Chapter  2). From the collected material, the reporter then selects the most important 
information to convey to the reader. This is usually presented in the lead – the opening 
paragraph or paragraphs of the story – which should be written to grab the reader’s attention. 
The straight news lead clearly and directly presents the reader with the story’s most important 
news in the story. The straight news lead is often used in a breaking news story as part of the 
inverted pyramid structure, in which the most important information comes at the top of the 
story while the rest of the facts and details are organized in descending order of importance 
(see Figure 3.3).

In the straight news lead, the writer’s task is to evaluate which of the 5 W’s and H (Who, 
What, Where, When, Why and How) are most important to the reader and work those into a 
single sentence, or sometimes two. The writer should open the lead with the feature fact or the 
most interesting and important information of the story. However, detailing all 5 W’s and H will 
often make for a cumbersome or excessively long first sentence. Those basic journalistic 
questions not answered in the first sentence should be addressed as quickly as possible in the 
story’s opening paragraph or paragraphs.

Figure 3.2  Lucy Chen, 
theblackandwhite.net, Walt 
Whitman High School, 
Bethesda, Md. Reprinted with 
kind permission. 

Black and White 
demonstrates how high 
schools have begun covering 
news events live. Through the 
technological advances of 
liveblogging and livestreaming, 
high school news websites 
have given their readers and 
viewers timely information on 
events of the utmost 
importance. In the Black and 
White liveblog, high school 
reporters continually posted 
the latest information from a 
budget meeting where major 
cuts were expected.
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Chapter 3  News writing      55

In the following lead, the writer decided to emphasize the What as her 
lead’s feature fact:

Tuition for the 2012–2013 school year will rise by 3.3 percent to $31,350, the 
smallest percentage increase in 25 years, Chief Financial Officer Rob Levin said.

Chairman of the Board of Trustees Christine Hazy (Steven ’00, Charissa 
’03, Trenton ’05, Courtney ’11) announced this number in a letter on the 
Parents’ Portal that opened re-enrollment in February.

Rebecca Nussbaum, The Chronicle, Harvard-Westlake School, Studio City, Calif.

The writer could have started the lead with the Who as in, “Chief Financial 
Officer Rob Levin announced a 3.3 percent tuition increase …” However, the 
fact that there is a tuition increase coming is more important to the student 
body than who said so.

In the following lead, can you explain why the writer chose to make the 
Who the most important aspect of the story?

Media Academy Principal Benjamin Schmookler has cut his own position due to the budget 
crisis and says his day-to-day duties will be turned over to fourth-year teacher Sarah 
Mazzotta on July 1.

Alia Furnes and Kim Mejia-Cuellar, Green and Gold,  

Media College Preparatory High School, Oakland, Calif.

In this case, the Who, the principal, comes first, because he is cutting back his own position – a 
relatively unusual move for an administrator facing a budget crisis.

Leads can also begin with the How and Why of a story. (Good reporters more rarely lead with 
the When and Where because those aspects are typically less important than the answers to the 
other basic questions.) In the following example, the writer leads with this online story’s Why 
element:

In a first step toward a one-to-one computer model, wherein students will bring or be provided with 
a personal computing device to use at school, iPads are being distributed to faculty and staff as 
soon as practicable, Head of School Jeanne Huybrechts said in an email to the faculty Monday.

“We are at a crossroads, and the path that leads to a one-to-one computer model seems the 
right one to take,” Huybrechts said.

This announcement follows the release of the iPad 3 last Wednesday.

Lara Sokoloff, Chronicle Online, Harvard-Westlake School, Studio City, Calif.

While the other key questions are answered within the opening paragraph, the reporter 
understands the excitement of the Why – the iPad distribution as a step toward providing 
a computing device for each student. The writer then uses the principal’s statement of that goal 
as the feature fact. Good writers understand that the start of the sentence will get the most 
reader attention and should therefore showcase the most relevant or exciting information.

Alternative news lead approaches
News leads don’t have to be a straight presentation of the facts, especially when a different 
approach is more likely to catch a reader’s interest. The traditional approach to news leads 
involves identifying and directly stating the 5 W’s and H of the story. This section will offer 
different ways to think about the news lead, often using fascinating details that will be most 
intriguing to you and the reader.

Most important information in the
opening paragraph. Reader gets basic

5 W’s and H early in the story. 

Body helps develop story but information
is in descending order of importance.

Paragraphs are 1–3 sentences. 

Least important information
at the bottom. Designer or 
editor can cut quickly from

the bottom of the story
without losing

important
information.

Figure 3.3  Inverted pyramid graphic.

Test your 
knowledge
What’s the most 
important 
consideration when 
selecting the angle of 
a news story?
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56      Chapter 3  News writing

Here is an example of an alternative news lead that makes good use of striking details:

Family members, strangers, oddly-shaped bell peppers and cats are among the subject matter of 
the senior photography show, “The Best of Three,” which began on Monday.

Ingrid Chang, The Chronicle, Harvard-Westlake School, Studio City, Calif.

The writer could have simply included the exhibit’s title and viewing schedule, but instead 
included the intriguing mix of subject matter in the show, to get readers’ attention and spark 
their interest.

Here is a different example of an alternative approach to a news lead:

With a goal to raise $3,000 for breast cancer research, the volleyball team will host its second 
Volley for the Cure game Oct. 13 again Marion Harding.

Lexi Perrault, Blue & Gold, Findlay High School, Findlay, Ohio

The inclusion of the financial goal for the fundraiser makes this lead stronger. Reporters who 
break down the 5 W’s and H to write their leads should also ask themselves, what makes this 
story interesting?

Another alternative approach news writers should take for leads is to ask: How does this 
story really impact the readers?

Starting this semester, seniors may take online courses to fulfill certain graduation requirements.

Caitriona Smyth, The Lowell, Lowell High School, San Francisco, Calif.

The writer could have used a longer lead with facts about the new Cyber High program that is 
now open to all seniors after last year’s pilot program. Instead, the writer decided to answer the 
question: How are my readers affected by this program?

Figure 3.4  The Lowell, Lowell High School, Cardinal Edition, Vol. 216, No. 3, April 11, 2011., www.thelowell.org. 
“Very early admission benefits 13 seniors,” by Natalia Arguello-Inglis. Reproduced by permission of Sharn Matusek.

To make this a strong straight news lead, the writer includes the specific number of on-the-spot  
admissions and explains the oddity of such recruiting in the opening sentence. The reporter then answers  
the next-most important question: why the administration has started instantly admitting Lowell students.  
News stories written in the inverted pyramid structure give the reader the most important and interesting 
information early in the story with the least important information later. Notice how the last paragraph isn’t 
an editorialized summary, but an objectively reported quote about a non-essential but interesting reaction to 
the on-the-spot admissions.

Quick Exercise
Explain what important 
questions are not 
answered in the 
following straight news 
leads.

1	 Some boys were 
arrested following 
Friday night’s 
soccer game.

2	 The state passed 
tougher teen driving 
laws.

3	 A new fundraising 
effort to raise more 
than $5,000 will 
begin Monday.
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Figure 3.5  The Kirkwood 
Call, Kirkwood High School, 
Kirkwood, Mo. Reproduced by 
permission of Mitch Eden.

The Kirkwood Call addresses 
an upcoming school bond 
referendum by profiling the 
different people and 
organizations impacted by the 
proposed bond. News 
websites can cover area, state 
and national issues by 
localizing them for the student 
audience. An important role of 
news writing in school 
publications is to help students 
understand issues beyond the 
school walls that impact their 
lives.
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Figure 3.5  (continued)
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Chapter 3  News writing      59

Feature leads
While the emergence of high school news websites provides a new venue for straight 
news leads, the feature lead is still an essential tool in high school publications, especially 
those that publish only monthly or bi-monthly. The feature lead generally comes in the form 
of an intriguing statement, a contrast, a description or an anecdote. The feature lead will 
frequently offer the reader a personal or narrative presentation of the news. However, when 
the news writer chooses to use a feature lead, the news peg or that which is new, changed or 
different about the topic, should immediately follow the lead in a “nut,” “focus” or “wrap” 
paragraph.

The following feature lead categories represent only a few of the lead types that educators 
and journalists teach and use. The reality is that feature leads can take many forms as long 
as they fit the tone of the story, are free of clichés and are driven by real reporting and 
facts  – avoiding anything that’s fictionalized or editorialized. The following examples of 
feature leads are instead offered to inspire a range of creative approaches to beginning a 
news story.

Contrast lead

Homosexuality was originally listed in the World Health Organization’s compilation of diseases 
and disorders until 1992. Prior to the 19th century, death was a common penalty for homosexuals. 
By the 1950s, gay rights in America had improved, but not to the point of equality. Only 60 years 
later, junior Christopher Fiscus, who is openly homosexual, said he can walk through the halls of 
CHS without encountering a single instance of intolerance.

Figure 3.6 “The First 
100 Days of Victoria Swartz,” 
by Michaela Marincic, Blue & 
Gold, Findlay High School, 
Findlay, Ohio. Reprinted with 
permission.

Blue & Gold takes a 
packaged approach to this 
news story, following up on the 
new principal’s programs to 
address school issues. Many 
publications typically cover 
only the arrival of a new 
principal. Follow-up stories 
provide important answers to 
questions that the first story 
didn’t address. Blue & Gold 
achieves a balanced 
assessment through quotes 
from the principal, assistant 
administrators and students, 
along with survey responses 
on the principal’s first 
100 days.

Weblink Check out

www.journaliststoolbox.org

This website provides a wealth of 
links for journalists on everything 
from expert sources to mobile 
resources to urban legends.

www
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60      Chapter 3  News writing

Generating news story ideas
As discussed in Chapter 1, a good beat system should help generate news story ideas. However, if your paper 
is still in search of story ideas, the following list might help lead you to important and interesting news stories 
taking place at your school:

School policy changes

New club activities

Student council activities

Student contests and honors

Generational changes (comparing current activities to those reported in the previous decade’s newspapers 
and yearbooks)

Class projects

Fundraising efforts

State and national academic testing trends and changes

New local, state and national laws relevant to teenagers

Local business growth

Driving law changes

Other changes afoot in your school or local community.

Helpful  
tips

➜

Figure 3.7  ReMarker, St. Mark’s School of Texas, Dallas, Texas. Reproduced by permission of Ray Westbrook.
ReMarker staff create an attractive news brief section each issue to cover short, but important and relevant 

stories for their audience. The coverage allows them to highlight honors, upcoming events and activities that warrant 
some space, although not that of a full story. The “By the Numbers” graphic is a visually interesting way to provide 
more information. The photo and full headlines for each brief finish off a professional, informative package.

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜
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Chapter 3  News writing      61

“You won’t find outright homophobia here,” Christopher said. “It’s not like someone will walk 
up to you and outright hate you. You’ll find a lot of people who are apathetic toward it. They 
don’t really have an opinion; it’s just something they’re accepting. That’s been my experience 
here.”

A variety of research indicates Christopher’s experience with growing tolerance toward 
his sexual orientation is not limited to Carmel. A CNN Research Opinion Poll published on 
Aug. 11 showed that, for the first time, more than 50 percent of Americans believe gays and 
lesbians should have a constitutional right to marry and have their marriage recognized as 
legally valid.

Victor Xu, HiLite, Carmel High School, Carmel, Ind.

The contrast lead emphasizes the variance, change or contrast in a story. Here the 
writer contrasts views toward homosexuality in the past and present. The simple fact of a 
student’s walking down the hallway without incident would seem to have little news value, 
until his experience is compared with those of homosexuals decades and generations 
earlier, who faced persecution and even death for their sexual orientation. The description of 
Fiscus’s localized experience is followed by a “nut” paragraph with a more general news  
peg – the shift in attitudes toward gays and lesbians as reported in the recent CNN Research 
Opinion Poll.

Vignette lead

Senior Marcus Robinson lost more than 10 relatives and friends, many to violence. One of the 10 
was his close friend, Mandela High School sophomore Lovell Hadnot, who was killed in January 
of last year.

News brief coverage
While issues such as drinking and driving, budget cuts and local elections may dominate the front-page of your 
newspaper, shorter news stories covering day-to-day events in your school community can often play an 
important role in a high school publication. While daily intercom announcements may feature the upcoming art 
club meeting or academic decathlon results, daydreaming students may miss such events in a noisy 
classroom.

High school publications should have a briefs section to quickly cover such events, short news items and 
announcements. Such coverage can help build a daily readership for a high school publication’s website. The 
briefs can come from the paper’s beat reporting as discussed in Chapter 1. But briefs can also offer an 
opportunity to cover community, state and national news in a condensed format, to give the reader whose 
primary source of news is the high school publication a way to get caught up on the world outside the 
school walls.

Some topics for brief news coverage might include:

Upcoming club meetings

Fundraisers

Deadlines for scholarships or organization membership applications

Contest results

Neighborhood events

Upcoming speakers

Club officer election results.
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“His death made me think that every day, I can be a victim of violence,” Robinson said.
Robinson is only one of many students affected by the 110 homicides that took place in 

Oakland last year. Those murders marked an increase over the 95 in 2010.

Kim Mejia-Cuellar, Green and Gold, Media Academy, Oakland, Calif.

The vignette lead, or an anecdotal lead, describes a personal example of a larger issue, using a 
strong narrative to draw readers into the story. In this case, the reporter localizes an increase in 
the number of murders in Oakland by addressing the impact of such violence on one student at 
the school. To put a local face on a broader social issue, the writer leads with the deaths of 10 of 
the student’s friends and family members, many through violence. Readers may not be able to 
comprehend the 110 murders recorded in the city in 2011. However, reading about a fellow 
student who has experienced the trauma of murder at first hand brings the issue into sharp focus.

In the next example of the vignette lead, the writer dramatizes the impact of new school 
district fees through a narrative description of one family’s dilemma.

Junior Olivia Ko has certainly made the most of her high school experience. In addition to 
competing in three seasons of sports, she is currently enrolled in six International Baccalaureate 
classes and on her way to getting the IB diploma. However, her high achievement is putting an 
extra burden on her parents’ shoulders, as the budget for Fiscal year 2011, which was adopted on 
May 20, is putting the financial responsibility for some academic and athletic fees into the hands 
of parents.

Next year, students will have to pay $75 for all Advanced Placement (AP) or IB tests and $100 
per VHSL sport. This means that Ko, who intends to have a similar schedule next year, will be 
responsible for approximately $750 in new fees.

Emily Fruchterman, The A Blast, Annandale High School, Annandale, Va.

The length of the vignette lead may vary, but like other feature leads, it should always transition 
smoothly into a “wrap” or “nut” paragraph that includes answers to the basic news questions. In 
the story above, the writer uses the wrap graph to answer the basic When, Who and What.

The descriptive lead

The descriptive lead draws readers into the story’s setting and context, often through an extended 
narrative description.

During Knights’ Way training day, Superintendent Dr. David Schuler had some surprising news for 
the new crop of leaders.

Last year, he said, three students had requested transfers out of Prospect because of bullying. In his 
six years as superintendent, Schuler had never before had anyone from Prospect make that request.

“I was shocked,” said Sam McArdle, senior Knights’ Way leader, “and I think everyone else was 
[too].”

McArdle, who was one of the committee members given the task of planning the first Knights’ 
Way topic on bullying, used the fact to help highlight the importance of the issue.

Neel Thakker, The Prospector, Prospect High School, Prospect, Ill.

The writer creates suspense by delaying key facts until the second paragraph, and saves the full 
context for those facts until the fourth paragraph. This extended description helps the reader 
share in the surprise and shock the student leaders felt as they were given the task of trying to 
change the culture of bullying at their school.

A straight lead describing the task force and its efforts to address bullying could have conveyed 
much of the same information, but would be unlikely to engage readers to the same extent as the 
characters and events presented through this descriptive lead.

As you may have noticed, descriptive leads may sometimes overlap with vignette leads, and 
both may employ the comparisons of a contrast lead. These categories are not mutually exclusive, 
nor are the broader categories of straight and feature leads.
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Chapter 3  News writing      63

Don’t get too caught up in trying to classify each of your leads. The more important point is to 
recognize the different ways to get the reader interested in the facts of the story through narrative, 
anecdote, contrasts, descriptions and other creative strategies.

Developing a news story
Consider the following situation:

The renovation of the gym is one week away from being completed. The first basketball 
game of the season is set for two days after the scheduled end of the construction. Construction 
workers have been installing new stands and a new floor, but heavy rains have just caused 
flooding throughout the area, including the gym. Selena, a reporter for the school’s paper, 
hears from her math teacher (who is also an assistant basketball coach), that the flooding has 
ruined the new floor.

As an online reporter trying to get the information out to her readers quickly, Selena might 
send this Twitter message out to her paper’s Twitter feed: “Heavy rains flood, ruin new basketball 
floor in remodeled gymnasium.”

The word is out, but what other questions will the readers have? Twitter and Facebook posts 
have given reporters and other users the ability to instantly convey short bursts of information 
to a large audience. Still, readers will have questions that go beyond a 140-character tweet or a 
brief status update. The straight news lead offers little more than the average social media 

Figure 3.8  ReMarker, 
St. Mark’s School of Texas, 
Dallas, Texas. Reproduced 
by permission of Ray 
Westbrook.

This ReMarker story takes a 
descriptive lead approach to 
a news story on the elimination 
of cursive writing nationally. 
The lead reminds readers of 
the widespread use of cursive 
writing, to set up a discussion 
on the impact of eliminating it. 
While the lead is in a feature 
style, the writer quickly ties it to 
a news peg on the national 
trend. In the same paragraph, 
he also covers the local school 
angle by noting the district’s 
decision to keep cursive in the 
Lower School curriculum.

Test your  
knowledge
What’s a news peg?
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64      Chapter 3  News writing

message. Developing an in-depth news story is one important way that serious journalists can 
provide something much more useful than the average Tweet or blog post.

A serious news writer such as Selena will ask and report answers to a number of key questions. 
These might include: Is the rumor from the math teacher true? How bad is the flood damage? Will 

Figure 3.9  “Right-to-work 
legislation eliminates fees for 
students,” by Rochelle Brual, 
p. 4, March 22, 2012. HiLite, 
Carmel High School, Carmel, 
Ind. Reproduced by 
permission of Jim Streisel.

Through a strong vignette 
lead, HiLite gives readers a 
personal look at the impact 
that labor union legislation has 
upon students. Students won’t 
necessarily go online and read 
about this legislation. However, 
a good news writer can help 
the reader understand the 
issue by putting the story in 
concrete terms featuring real 
people. The writer uses the 
lead to attract the reader but 
provides the news peg – the 
approval to right-to-work 
legislation – in the focus or 
wrap graph right after the lead.
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the administration cancel the first basketball game? Where is the monthly dance we usually have 
in the gym going to be held?

For a more political focus to the story, Selena might also ask: How much did the new flooring 
cost? How much will repairing the damage cost? Where’s that money coming from? What part of 
the budget is going to be cut to pay for the damage?

The development of the story beyond the lead should answer these questions. The reader 
should learn something new with each successive paragraph. As shown in Figure  3.3, the 
remaining information will be presented in descending order of importance. A good reporter will 
weigh her collected information on the basis of audience impact and interest, and organize the 
story accordingly.

While a straight news lead on the story above would, like a tweet, highlight the flood damage 
to the new gym floor and note the source of this information, the next paragraphs should develop 
other issues, such as the possible cancelation of next week’s basketball game. The discussion of 
the dance would probably come next. Why? Because these last two topics impact the teen 
audience directly and immediately.

The key to developing a news story is a writer’s ability to think through all the relevant 
questions that need to be answered and to seek out legitimate sources to use and quote.

The sources within a story should all be qualified, relevant sources as discussed in Chapters 
1 and 2. Writers should ask themselves: “Who is going to make an impact on this story?” or, 
“Who will the story make an impact upon?” In the gym flooding story, the original information 
comes from the assistant basketball coach. A more authoritative source for information on the 
gym floor and its consequences for the game might be the head basketball coach. The head 
custodian would be a relevant source for clean-up efforts. The principal might be able to 
address long-term plans for the gym and activities held there. The superintendent or district 
public relations representative might speak to the costs of the renovation and the repairs. To 
confirm such information, the district insurance company’s representative could also be 
contacted. Basketball players impacted by the flooding would be relevant sources, as would 
Student Council officers who might have to change plans for the dance. Seniors looking 
forward to their last gym dance and displaced physical education students could add further 
perspectives.

News writers should avoid one-source stories. The saying is “there are two sides to every 
story,” but the reality is there are many more, and reporters should try to draw on as many as 
possible.

Clarifying the news story focus
Most high school publications hold regular meetings, where the 
staff members’ story ideas for upcoming editions are discussed. 
Such meetings often generate lists of story ideas, where possible 
pieces are sketched out and compiled for editors to comb 
through at a later date. In preparing for such a meeting, it is 
important to write out clearly focused story ideas, with specific 
details. Make sure that your ideas are more than just topics, such 
as “recycling” or “standardized testing.” Make sure there are 
specifics in your story idea, preferably with a local angle. You 
should always ask yourself the following basic questions to 
decide if a story idea is feasible and sufficiently focused:

●● Is something new, changed or different?

●● Do we have solid and accurate sources for the news tip?

●● Do we have verifiable facts from which to build the story?

Here are some examples of story ideas:

Poor:  “School store. Heard it might be opening.”

This is merely a topic without any development.

Better: “The school store is reopening next Friday. The store 
closed last year after losing a lot of money. The business 
teacher said the principal approved the reopening. The story 
should cover the entrepreneurial class plan to oversee cash 
flow and inventory to improve sales.”

This story idea has a definite time peg – the reopening date. The 
reporter also has a reliable source in the business teacher. As a 
result, the story is more than rumor. It’s the start of a plan for what 
to cover. A good specific list of sources might strengthen this 
story idea.

In action
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66      Chapter 3  News writing

Figure 3.10  Victoria 
Reick-Mitrisin, Spark, 
Lakota East High School, 
Liberty Township, Ohio. 
Reproduced by permission 
of Dean Hume.

This Spark news story gives 
the reader an in-depth look at 
the Carteens program though 
a mix of interviews and 
research. The anecdotal lead 
provides a strong personal 
perspective on the program. 
The interview with the county 
official is important because of 
his role as the program’s 
director. The county statistics 
showing a decrease in teenage 
driver fatalities, along with the 
figures on Carteens 
participants’ reduced likelihood 
of receiving a second ticket, 
expand the story to the 
program’s broader impact.

www
Weblink Check out

www.coveringcommunities.org

This website offers a wide range 
of topics geared toward training 
citizen and student journalists in 
the basic skills.

Body of a news story

The body of the news story will cover aspects that weren’t important enough to be in the lead but 
should be developed for the reader. The news body paragraphs will also provide specifics to help 
clarify different sides of the issue at hand.
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Each paragraph in a news story:

●● should usually cover just one idea – news paragraphs are written for a busy reader who 
might skim and needs to pick up as much information as efficiently as possible

●● should advance the story, giving the readers fresh information different from that of the 
previous paragraph

●● should generally be one to three sentences, although exceptions are possible
●● should be relevant to the overall focus of the story.

In the body of the following Harbinger story on the rise in cyberbullying, Shawnee Mission East’s 
Andrew Goble gives an example of a Twitter site used to post anonymous comments. Within the 
first two paragraphs he helps the reader understand the reasoning of the Twitter account’s 
creators. He also, by giving the number of posts and followers, shows how public and potentially-
humiliating its posts can be.

Wilson started his account with a friend last fall. It posts “gossip” such as rumored party mishaps 
and potential parties; as of press time, it had posted 40 times and had 303 followers. When they 
started last fall, their goal was to just make people laugh.

“We thought it would be funny if no one knew who was writing it, just ridiculous events were 
reported on, in kind of a laughable manner,” said Wilson. “Yeah, [getting tweeted about would] be 
embarrassing, but it’s supposed to be like, ‘Yeah, my antics were reported on.’”

News stories should provide objective development of the story. While the standard of 
objectivity is generally taken to mean that a writer shouldn’t put his own opinion in a piece, it also 
means that writer should show both if not multiple sides to an issue. While some readers may 
agree with Wilson that the comments are just jokes, the writer also explores the perspective of 
those who object to the negative impact the tweets could have. Not everyone feels it is harmless. 
Sophomore Julie Sanders* was devastated when she was mentioned on a post on SMEGossipGurlz.

“I just remember not wanting to go to school,” Sanders said. “It was like the first week of 
freshman year, so I didn’t know anyone and I called [friend’s name omitted to protect identity] 
crying, ‘What am I going to do?’ You feel like everyone is staring at you … you feel like the whole 
school is talking about you.”

News sources need to be relevant to the focus. They should generally be identified by first and 
last name with some explanation as to why they are relevant. In the previous example, the writer 
decided to change the names of the sources and mark them with asterisks to protect their 
identity. Anonymous sources should be the exception rather than the norm because concealing 

Quick Exercise
For the following story, develop a source list with lines of questions for each source.

Two sixth-grade girls were suspended for three days after violating the new district-wide hugging 
ban. An assistant principal caught them hugging in the cafeteria. The girls had just found out they 
had placed first and second in a county-wide essay contest. One of the girls has two sisters in 
high school. You’ve heard from your friends that one of the sisters said her parents are seeking 
legal help in the case.

* denotes name changed to protect identity.
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68      Chapter 3  News writing

an identity may cast doubt upon the authenticity of the source and the information. In the 
paragraphs above, Sanders is a better source than a random high school student because she’s 
been the subject of a negative tweet. The writer made a decision to protect her identity because 
he did not want to re-victimize her and believed her perspective was sufficiently important to 
include without attribution.

Writers achieve depth in news stories through talking to multiple sources. Professional 
sources can add insight to an issue because of their background or training with regard to a 
particular issue. In the following section of the cyberbullying story, the writer uses quotes and 
information from the co-director of the Cyberbullying Research Center to show how harmful the 
effects of these online posts can be.

Along with Co-Director Dr. Justin Patchin, Dr. Hinduja has identified that cyberbullying is tied 
to loss of self-esteem in the victim, and that victims of cyberbullying are more likely “to have 
suicidal thoughts and engage in suicidal actions” than those who have not been. He generally 
describes cyberbullying as kids “being jerks to each other using technology.”

“[When you’re an adolescent] you care so much about peer perception, so what everyone else 
is saying about you and thinking about you, even if honestly they’re not,” Dr. Hinduja said, “So 
when there’s gossip or rumor-spreading or name-calling or insults or being portrayed in a negative 
light on Facebook or in a YouTube comment or something like that, it just takes over your world 
and it really wrecks you.”

Good news writers will outline all the different points that need to be covered in the story. If the 
news story is about a new school policy or plan, are both strengths and weaknesses covered? If 
the story is about a problem, did it cover the possible solutions? If the story is about a proposed 
change, does the story cover the reasoning behind it? Does it cover the potential impact or 
difference it might make? In another section of the cyberbullying piece, the writer addresses 
potential solutions to the problems raised in the story. The writer also understands that the 
solutions aren’t easy, so he covers potential difficulties as well.

The District Guidelines give the administrators a range of actions to take. The guidelines say that 
a first offense could range from a conference with student or parent to a short-term suspension. 
Repeated offences could result in an in-school or out-of-school suspension, depending on the severity.

Figure 3.11  The Apple Leaf, 
Wenatchee High School, 
Wenatchee, Wash. “Absence of 
chocolate milk causes uproar” 
by Nicole Jackson, Sept. 22, 
2010. Reprinted with 
permission.

This Apple Leaf news story 
provides readers with the latest 
information through a good 
straight news lead that 
includes the specific number of 
petition signatures. Reporting 
on the actual petition gives the 
story a stronger news peg than 
simply reporting a few opinions 
from people who don’t like 
white milk. The body of the 
story provides related 
information on other petitions 
and the reaction of district 
officials.
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The trouble, according to Royce, is catching students. Although she has seen an increase in 
reports of cyberbullying, it is difficult to prove that it happened “while utilizing school property, 
on school property, in any vehicle used to transport students for district purposes or at a school-
sponsored activity or event,” as the district policy states. She guesses that 90 percent of it 
happens from home.

“We are always happy to investigate, talk to kids, call parents, just to let other parents be 
aware, but in terms of suspending a student from Shawnee Mission East because of something 
he did Sunday afternoon in the privacy of his own home,” Royce said, “the courts don’t look very 
favorably on that.”

Flow and organization

As mentioned earlier, news stories are often organized in an inverted pyramid structure, in which 
the most important information is presented at the top of the story and the least important at the 
bottom. If the writer provides smooth transitions among the key facts and ideas that make up 
this structure, the story will be clear and interesting for the reader.

Developing an outline can help ensure that a story is well structured and intuitively accessible 
to readers. Start by making a simple list of points to cover in the story. Then work to find 
connections and transitions between various points, to help you find a logical organization and 
flow for your writing.

Look for natural connections between different paragraphs and pieces of information. A few 
examples include:

●● action to reaction
●● cause to effect
●● problem to solution
●● time sequence (although be careful not to organize chronologically when more recent 

events are more important than older ones)
●● for to against.

Potential weaknesses in news writing
Beginning writers tend to make the same mistakes. The following points should help young 
reporters identify the problems to avoid.

Vagueness

Good reporters avoid leaving unanswered questions in their stories. When reviewing the first 
draft of a story, these reporters often realize that they didn’t get all questions answered. The key 
to handling this situation, as discussed in Chapter 2, is to reinterview or research the needed 
information rather than “writing around” the problem, using vague language such as “recent,” “a 
lot,” and so on.

Weak: The increase in the abuse of prescription drugs is because of the low cost, Det. Brady 
Sullivan said.

Better: The reason for the increase has been traced back to several origins, according 
to East student resource officer Det. Brady Sullivan. One of these is cost. On the 
streets, OxyContin goes for about $30 to $40 a pill and heroin sells for between $50 
and $100, according to Sullivan. Sullivan noted that Prairie Village’s undercover drug 
unit is buying more prescription pills like OxyContin from drug dealers than ever 
before.

Logan Heley, The Harbinger, Shawnee Mission East High School, Prairie Village, Kan.

Test your 
knowledge
What does objectivity 
in a news story mean?

Quick Exercise
In an inverted pyramid 
story, what information 
would flow naturally 
after the following 
introduction?

1	 (from an accident 
story)

	 Three freshmen 
riding in the back 
of the pickup were 
ejected and taken 
to the hospital by air 
ambulance.

2	 (from a story 
about a new fee 
to participate in 
an extracurricular 
activity)

	 Board member Sara 
Benson supports 
the new $50 fee 
because it will help 
build a new football 
field.
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Transitions
Finding natural connections between the facts and information will give your writing a logical flow, making the 
development of a story easy to follow. The use of transitional words and pronouns will also help ensure that 
readers will grasp the structure and flow of your story.

In the following story, the writer uses logical organization and multiple transitional words and phrases to  
help the story flow. Good writers will strive to help the reader move effortlessly from paragraph to paragraph 
and idea to idea.

Other examples of transitional words and phrases to consider:

For emphasis: “as an illustration,” “in short,” “such as,” “specifically”

For sequencing: “First … Second … Third …,” “additionally,” “besides,” “another,” “initially,” “when,”  
“later,” “meanwhile,” “next”

For similarity: “Like,” “just as,” “likewise,” “so,” “also,” “again.”

Helpful  
tips

1	 Answering logical follow-
up questions makes for 
a natural transition here. 
After indicating that the 
stricter policies “didn’t 
help,” the next paragraph 
answers the logical 
question “How so?”

2	 General to specific. 
Following up “Many” by 
explaining “an estimated 
40” moves the story 
forward.

3	 “Instead” is a good 
contrasting transitional 
word. Using words such 
as “although,” “but” and 
“despite” can smooth 
transitions that shift from 
one action to another.

4	 Action to reaction. Good 
news stories don’t merely 
stack facts on top of each 
other. This paragraph 
follows a policy 
discussion with a quote 
to represent student 
reactions to the policy.

5	 For to against. The 
contrasting transitional 
word “But” helps connect 
opposing reactions to the 
policy.

6	 Following “dances” with the 
specific dance names help 
transition to new information 
about the reasoning behind 
the dance.

7	 The equivalent 
descriptions “students 
left” and “mass 
exodus” serve to 
make the transition to 
this paragraph on the 
administration’s reaction.

8	 Again, equivalent 
phrases such as “what’s 
appropriate and what’s 
not” and the “dance 
policy” move the story 
forward to new information 
about the reasoning 
behind the stricter policy.

9	 “Upperclassman” is 
followed by specific 
“Senior” reaction.

Figure 3.12  The Apple Leaf,  Wenatchee High School, Wenatchee, Wash. “Harsher dance policy drives students 
away” by Maria Zamora, Sept. 22, 2010. Reprinted with permission.
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Chapter 3  News writing      71

Wordiness

Readers don’t have much time. A writer’s space is often limited. Tight writing, or eliminating 
needless words, is an important technique to engage and inform the busy reader. A good news 
writer will always opt for one word over five when it is sufficient to make the point.

Weak: The school district’s security staff, in an effort in conjunction with the administration 
staff, has immediately started requiring non-students or staff or those not affiliated with 
Harvard-Westlake to have in their possession identification cards to show when using the 
upper school track.

Better: The security staff, in conjunction with the administration, will now require people 
not affiliated with Harvard-Westlake to carry identification cards when using the upper 
school track.

Michael Rothberg, The Chronicle, Harvard-Westlake School, Studio City, Calif.

Jargon and pretentious vocabulary

Journalists should write for the masses, who have varying education levels. Avoid writing to 
impress a reader with obscure vocabulary and specialized knowledge gleaned from the thesaurus 
or Wikipedia. Instead, write simply. Write clearly.

Weak: In the principal’s third endeavor this month to clear the halls and hasten young 
scholars to their course of study, he formulated and released a new tardy policy.

Better: In an attempt to keep kids from hanging out in the hallways, the principal 
announced his third new tardy policy this month.

Ne
ws

fl
as

h Tighter language

Wordy Concise

Reached an agreement Agreed

Arrived at the conclusion Concluded

Be aware of the fact that Knows

Conducted an investigation Investigated

Held a meeting Met

In spite of the fact that Despite or Although

Absolutely necessary Necessary

Biography of her life Biography

Estimated at about Estimated

A former graduate Graduate or Alumnus

Gathered together Gathered
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72      Chapter 3  News writing

Editorializing

Editorializing, or using the writer’s opinion in a story, should be avoided in news writing. 
Proper attribution can help the writer maintain objectivity. By telling the reader the source of 
each piece of information, the writer will make it clear that the views expressed are not her 
own. Word choice is also critical. Opinionated words such as “hopefully” or “surprisingly” are 
examples of language that give hints as to the writer’s opinion and should generally be 
omitted.

Weak: Early release on Fridays, a policy put in place as part of the district-wide initiative 
Positive Behavior Interventions Supports, or PBIS, succeeded in improving attendance 
last semester.

Better: Early release on Fridays, a policy put in place as part of the district-wide initiative 
Positive Behavior Interventions Supports, or PBIS, succeeded in improving attendance 
last semester according to associate principal Jennifer Smith.

Alyne Roemerman, The JagWire, Mill Valley High School, Shawnee, Kan.

Attributing the success of the improving attendance rate to PBIS is certainly debatable, as even 
the word “succeeded” is opinionated, so attribution is necessary. Without attribution, the reader 
may believe the writer is presenting her own judgments about the policy.

Weak: Whitman thankfully raised the second-highest amount of money in the nation for this 
year’s Leukemia and Lymphoma Society high school challenge, as announced during a 
fun-filled celebration in the courtyard during sixth period April 19.

Better: Whitman raised the second-highest amount of money in the nation for this 
year’s Leukemia and Lymphoma Society high school challenge, as announced during a 
celebration in the courtyard during sixth period April 19.

Katie Guarino and Isaac Rubin, Black and White,  
Walt Whitman High School, Besthesda, Md.

Numerical distortions

When a friend tells you he placed second in the regional Pet Guinea Pig Makeover contest, your 
first response may be to wonder what sort of dress a guinea pig wears. Your second response 
may be to say, “Congratulations! Second place is pretty impressive.” But what if you find out that 
there were only two guinea pigs in the contest? Or that there were 532?

The point here is that numbers are relative and good news writers should remember that. 
Financial statistics or polling results may find their way into news stories. To present them 
responsibly and accurately, the story should include a comparison or, at the least, a source’s 
explanation as to the meaning of the numbers.

Good: Last year, the school’s energy consumption totaled 1.65 million kilowatt hours. This 
figure is 0.6 percent of the entire country of Haiti’s 1997 total usage, according to the CIA 
World Factbook. The same amount of energy could help light 27,600,000 60-watt light 
bulbs for one hour. According to Proven Energy, it would take 107 constantly operating 
seven-meter tall wind turbines a full year to reproduce our annual expenditure. Though it 
may seem massive, this number is actually a decrease from preceding years.

Simone Shields and Alessandro Maglione, The Standard,  
The American School in London, London, U.K.

These writers do an impressive job of putting the numbers in perspective. Not only do they 
compare the district’s energy consumption to a small nation, they also give us an insight into the 
decline of energy consumption. The rest of the story goes on to look at how the school’s green 
initiative is beginning to work.

Quick Exercise
What is the primary 
news writing error in 
each of the following 
sentences?

1	 Math teacher Mary 
Sniezek raised her 
beautiful bouquet of 
roses after she was 
deservedly named 
South Carolina 
Teacher of the Year.

2	 The band 
director made the 
decision to lift the 
suspension in view 
of the fact that the 
trombone player 
was cleared of theft 
charges.
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Chapter 3  News writing      73

Figure 3.13  “Pump Until it 
Pops,” Natalie Dunn and 
Daniel Lu, The Falconer, Torrey 
Pines High School, San Diego, 
Calif. Page A11, Feb. 16, 2011. 
Reprinted with permission.

Sharp-minded news writers 
will take note of trends that are 
relevant and newsworthy to 
their audience, using credible 
and authoritative sources 
to analyze them. Falconer 
reporters used a college study 
as the starting point for asking 
questions about grade inflation 
at their own school. The 
reporters got interviews with 
the principal and counselors as 
well as honest in-depth 
interviews with students to 
develop a thorough, insightful 
story.
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74      Chapter 3  News writing

Passive voice

Writers should opt for active rather than passive voice. Passive voice tends to be wordy and 
recent studies show it’s harder for readers to understand. In active voice sentences, the subject 
performs the action expressed by the verb. In passive voice sentences, the subject receives the 
action expressed by the verb.

Weak	(passive voice): The tournament was won by the debate team.

Better (active voice): The debate team won the tournament.

Weak	(passive voice): After a three-hour closed session, the English teacher was fired by the 
school board.

Better (active voice): After a three-hour closed session, the school board fired the English 
teacher.

Online news coverage
Planning for multimedia news should begin at the same time that you develop a story idea. The 
more the writer thinks through the multimedia and interactive potential of each story, the richer 
and more understandable the resulting online news package will be.

If the story has audio or visual possibilities, be sure to capture them. A visual clip of the 
naming of the Homecoming king can accompany a news brief on the dance. An audio recording 
of the winning singer at the school talent show can go with a written story about the contest 
results. The reader’s online experience will be enriched through the publication’s attention to 
multiple storytelling platforms.

For example, say that a group of students plans to lead a protest march outside the school 
over the firing of a popular biology teacher, who deviated from the curriculum on evolution 
and included biblical references. Video clips of the protest might be part of the coverage to 
capture the size of the group as well as the sights and sounds of the afternoon. A podcast 
could provide a degree of emotion not conveyed or extended quotes that may not fit in a short 
written story. Within an online story, links to biblical passages referenced in the class, legal 
discussions regarding the separation of church and state, as well as to serious discussions of 
evolution versus creationism will all give the reader an opportunity to pursue a more complete 
understanding of the issues. Interactive reader polls on evolution and creationism or the 
justice of the teacher’s firing might help provide context and explore the attitudes of the 
broader community.

When creating podcasts, record interviews with a handheld voice recorder. Noting or time-
stamping the locations of good quotes or discussion can make audio editing considerably easier. 
Avoid talking over your source to help facilitate the presentation of extended quotes from the 
interview.

Quick exercise
Story development

Write out a list of sources and questions relevant to your school and student body for a news story on 
the following subjects.

1	 A cellphone company that’s a block away from the school announced it will shut down operations 
in a month. The company employs 1,000 people.

2	 A major national health center found that cases of skin cancer among women ages 18 to 
 39 have increased eight-fold in the last 40 years. Researchers say tanning might explain  
this trend.

Test your 
knowledge
When a statistic is 
used in a news story, 
what should 
accompany it?
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Chapter 3  News writing      75

Natural sounds can be used to enhance podcasts or audio clips. In the previous example, the 
reporter might have captured the students chanting as they march outside the school. The 
shuffling feet and honking cars might give the listener a vivid sense of the scene.

High school publications can now offer instant coverage of breaking news events, through a 
range of technological tools. Photographers can use a wireless memory card to send photos 
directly to the paper’s website. Audio-related websites such as Audioboo and Soundcloud can 
make on-the-spot audio editing and uploading possible for reporters in the field.

Using quotes and attribution
News writing is built on information gathered from interviews. The following story demonstrates 
the basic formatting for that information.

Some other considerations to keep in mind when quoting sources include:

●● As discussed in Chapter 2, use only the most insightful and powerful quotes from your 
interviews.

●● Quote two or three strong sentences that closely relate to each other rather than 
including five or six rambling sentences with digressions and other topics. You can 
paraphrase, or omit these irrelevant quotes with ellipses.

●● After you’ve attributed multiple consecutive graphs from the same source, it’s okay to 
omit attribution for additional quotes, if it’s clear that the same person is being quoted.

A news writer’s checklist
After preparing a draft of a news story, good writers should reread, edit and rewrite the draft. 
The following checklist will give you a good list of questions for evaluating your draft.

●● Does the lead convey the latest and most interesting and relevant information with 
powerful, clear language?

●● If you use a straight news lead, does it contain the story’s key news?
●● If you use a feature lead, does the news peg immediately follow the lead?
●● Are multiple sides covered?
●● Does the story have multiple sources (if possible)?
●● Are the sources balanced?
●● Are all the names spelled correctly?
●● Do you fully identify each source with a relevant identifier, as well as a first and last 

name?
●● Are all assertions of fact backed by clear attributions?
●● Does the story avoid editorializing?
●● Are all the factual assertions verifiable and correct?
●● Does the story include strong and vivid direct quotes? Is one of the best quotes included 

in the first few paragraphs of the story?
●● Does the story use difficult or technical language that needs to be clarified?
●● Does the story explain the issue to your readers in a way that is relevant for them?
●● Do you give concrete examples for technical or hard-to-understand concepts?
●● Does the story generally contain no more than one idea per paragraph?
●● Are the paragraphs short?
●● Do you separate paraphrases and direct quotes in different paragraphs?
●● Do you still have unanswered questions after reading the story?
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76      Chapter 3  News writing

Figure 3.14  Tweeting punishment story from The Kirkwood Call. Reproduced with permission of 
Mitch Eden.

1	 Attribution, or telling the reader 
where the information came from, 
is important to keep the story 
objective and to avoid giving the 
reader the idea that the story is 
a mere product of the writer’s 
opinions.

2	 A direct quote is a verbatim or 
word-for-word account of what the 
source said.

3	 A paraphrased quote, which 
summarizes the source’s words, 
is one way to set up a direct 
quote. The paraphrase uses the 
reporter’s words to make the 
story more concise but should 
be true to the source’s meaning. 
The writer should still attribute 
the information. “According to,” 
is acceptable once or twice 
in a story – but overuse may 
cast doubt upon the source’s 
believability. Words such as 
“claimed” should be avoided 
since they suggest that the source 
isn’t credible.

4	 The attribution for direct quotes 
usually appears after the first 
sentence of a quote. Avoid 
attributions before the actual 
quote, since it the quoted 
statement is almost always more 
important than who said it.

5	 The word “said” is the preferred 
choice for attributing a quote. 
While this word may seem bland 
or repetitive, readers will accept 
it as a neutral word. Avoid showy 
or literary words such as “smiled” 
or “chuckled,” which are liable to 
distract readers and call attention 
to the writer.

6	 In first references to each source, 
the writer should provide an 
identifying phrase. The person’s 
title or grade is often used to 
help the reader understand the 
relevance of the source (this issue 
is discussed in greater detail in 
Chapter 9).

7	 News writers may also provide 
context for a quote or information 
by giving the reader information 
about the source.

8	 The verb “states” is used only 
because the information is taken 
from a formal written statement– 
the schools’ handbook. “States” 
should generally be avoided with 
spoken quotes because it may 
be seen to grant more validity to 
this quote than one attributed with 
“said.”

9	 Notice the preferred order for 
attribution in “Havener said,” 
which has a more natural rhythm 
than “said Havener.” The sole 
exception to this ordering rule is 
if the name is followed by a long 
identifier or qualifying phrase, 
as in, “said Havener, a local 
pediatrician who has seen three 
similar cases.”
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Chapter 3  News writing      77

●● Does the story flow smoothly from one idea to another?
●● Does the story contain needless information or wordiness?
●● Do you feel confident enough in the story’s information and quotes to have your name 

printed in the byline?

Conclusion
The news story is the staple of any news publication. Getting the latest information to the reader 
clearly and concisely provides a critical public service. High school journalists have more options 
than ever for delivering news to multiple audiences. However, the fundamentals of well-
developed objective reporting remain the same.

The strategies covered in this chapter provide a foundation for many of the other writing 
forms covered later. The varieties of feature style leads will be useful for writing a range of 
articles and features. Such issues as flow, organization, attribution, depth, concision and active 
voice are key considerations for every kind of journalistic writing.

Words of wisdom
Always remember – no matter what you are writing about, your source probably doesn’t know what 

part of their knowledge is most important for your story or will have the biggest impact for your 

readers. Don’t be afraid to really get down and dirty when asking for details. What might be mundane 

or ordinary for your interviewee could be the key element that ‘makes’ the story you are writing.

David Kirkpatrick, Reporter, MarketingSherpa

Summary

●● The news story should get the reader the latest information, based upon how quickly 
the story will be published.

●● Straight news leads and the inverted pyramid structure are often used in breaking news 
stories to get the reader the 5 W’s and H quickly in the opening paragraphs, and the 
least important information at the end of the story.

●● Alternative leads such as a vignette or contrast can be used in news stories to grab 
readers’ attention. In those cases, the basic news questions should be answered in a 
“focus,” “wrap” or “nut” paragraph almost immediately after the lead.

●● The body of the news story gives information, details and quotes not included in the 
lead, in descending order of importance.

●● News writers develop their stories through multiple sources to be balanced, objective 
and accurate.
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Key terms
contrast lead

descriptive lead

direct quote

editorializing

feature fact

inverted pyramid

lead

news peg

news story

nut, focus or wrap graph/
graf

objectivity

paraphrased quote

straight news lead

transition

vignette lead

Exercises
1	 Find three good examples of straight news leads 

from a daily newspaper or news website. Explain 
why you believe the writer selected the feature 
fact in the lead. Identify the 5 W’s and H in the 
story. Assess which answers to basic journalistic 
questions the writer chose to omit from the lead 
sentence. Explain why you think the writer chose 
to keep that information out of the lead.

2	 Look for two national or state stories that have a 
localized impact for your high school. Explain the 
localized angle and whom you would interview to 
develop each story.

3	 First, identify the 5 W’s and H from the following 
three scenarios. Next, write three straight news 
leads that each begin with a different aspect of the 
story. Work to tighten the language in each lead 
and make sure each lead is concise yet 
informative and interesting. Circle your best lead 
and be ready to explain why it is the strongest.

(a)	 The National Honor Society had their induction 
ceremony Thursday. Principal Grant Kendall 
and first-year NHS adviser Emily Perkins-
Rock attended. Perkins-Rock began requiring 
10 hours of community service this year for 
induction. Most NHS members simply had to 
have a grade point average above a 3.65 before 
this year. Senior and National Honor Society 
president Brendan Dulohery led the induction. 
This year only 25 students were inducted. 
Last year, 50 students were inducted. Perkins-
Rock said she thought the drop in inductees 
was because of the new community service 
requirement.

(b)	 The band went to the Sandy Pond Band Festival 
yesterday. This was the first year the marching 

band attended the festival. The band placed first. 
Fifteen bands competed. The band performed 
a collection of Lady Gaga songs. The band had 
worked on the contest routine for the last month.

(c)	 The sophomore class held a fundraiser this past 
weekend. The fundraiser was a walk-a-thon 
that started and ended at Duncan Maclachlan 
Park. Seventy-five juniors participated. 
They raised $7,000 for the Cystic Fibrosis 
Foundation. Juniors completed distances of 3K, 
5K and 10K. Before the event, sophomore class 
president Grant Heinlein estimated the walk-a-
thon would raise $3,000.

4	 From the following set of facts and quotes, write 
both a straight news lead and two different types 
of feature leads. Make sure that you follow the 
feature lead with a wrap or nut graph that includes 
the news peg.

Facts

Your school has an 82 percent attendance rate. 
This is the third year the school has had an 
attendance rate below 85 percent after three 
straight years of an 89 percent attendance rate. 
The school board has been studying the issue for 
the last year. Principal Jake Crandall proposed a 
plan to the board that will tie school attendance to 
admission to the high school prom, beginning with 
next year’s prom. All four classes, 9th through 12th 
grade, are allowed to attend the prom.

The board will consider the plan at the next 
board meeting Tuesday. Your publication is coming 
out on the Monday before.

The “no-class, no-dance policy,” which means if 
students have one or more unexcused absences, 
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they won’t be allowed to attend the prom, mirrors a 
plan at a high school in Iowa. Crandall moved here 
from a town near the Iowa school last year. In the 
first year of the policy’s enforcement, it improved 
the attendance rate at the Iowa high school by three 
percentage points, from 88 percent to 91 percent.

Interviews 

Principal Jake Crandall

I know the board was looking for ways to improve 
our attendance. I just thought we needed to do 
something that would get students’ attention. Prom 
is not a right, it’s a privilege. If students want to 
enjoy that privilege then they need to come to 
school. I watched this policy improve attendance in 
Iowa, so I know it could do it here.

It used to be that kids wanted to make sure they 
didn’t miss school for fear of having to make up lots 
of work. Four years ago, teachers said there were 
rumors of a senior skip day, but only 10 people 
would skip. This year, we had two senior skip days. 
The first one, we had 30 seniors with unexcused 
absences. The last one, we had 50 unexcused.

Junior Andrew Beasley

I sure wouldn’t miss school. My girlfriend would kill 
me if I skipped a class and couldn’t go to the prom. 
I bet people would make sure they got up in the 
morning and got to class if they pass this.

Junior Molly Halter

I didn’t go to prom freshman year. I was sick 
sophomore year. And this year, my family is going to 
a family reunion so I won’t be able to go. I think next 
year it’ll be the biggest event in my high school 
career. I can’t imagine not being able to go my senior 
year. I don’t like the policy. I know I’ve been marked 
absent by a substitute when I was there. I just 
wouldn’t want the biggest event of my senior year to 
be ruined because of a simple mistake by a sub.

Senior Danielle Norton

This won’t really impact me. I know I think it’s a 
bad idea. The prom is something I look forward to 
and I certainly wouldn’t want to miss it because of 
one absence.

Board member Holly Hernandez

We’ll certainly look at the proposal. I think we need 
to be creative in finding ways to encourage kids to 
get to school. I don’t know if parents understand 
that our funding is impacted by our attendance rate. 
We lose state funding if kids don’t attend school.

5	 Get a copy of your school’s weekly or daily 
announcements. Write two news briefs from the 
information, in straight news lead form. List what 
questions, if any, go unanswered.

6	 Choose a news story from a major daily 
newspaper or news website. Circle at least 10 
transitional words or natural connections the 
writer used to help the story flow from point to 
point. Explain how each of the natural connections 
worked to link different aspects of the story.

7	 Choose a news story of more than 10 paragraphs 
from a daily newspaper or news website. To 
evaluate the depth in the story, complete these 
tasks:

(a)	 count the sources within the story

(b)	 summarize the different sides to the story.

8	 Select a news story from a daily newspaper or 
news website and make or print two copies. Cut 
one into separate paragraphs, shuffle the 
paragraphs, then pair up with another student. 
Exchange your stacks of cut-up paragraphs and 
attempt to organize and recreate the original 
flow of each other’s stories (without seeing the 
originals). Focus on what information is most 
important and the logical flow of topics. Show 
each other your original stories and evaluate 
your recreations, discussing where your 
organization departed from the originals. 
Identify key expert or professional sources 
within the story.

9	 Brainstorm potential online packaging from two 
different scenarios:

(a)	 The choir is planning what they are calling 
their “Yesterday” tour. The choir will travel to 
three different nursing homes in the area to 
perform a 25-minute concert at each facility. 
A month ago, the choir teacher polled the 
nursing home residents for three song requests 
that brought back good memories for them. 
They’ll be performing those songs at the 
concert.

(b)	 The graphic novel club has put together a 
fundraiser local comic con. The comic con 
will host games for the town’s elementary and 
junior high students. The graphic novel club 
members plan to dress up as their favorite 
comic book characters for the event. The 
events will include a costume contest, which 
will raise money for their own trip to the 
national comic con next year.
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