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Understanding news

News is what affects the greatest number of people with the greatest intensity. Telling 

my community the news lets me tell people what’s likely to affect them and how much it will 

affect them. If people don’t know something is happening and don’t know how it will affect 

them, they can’t do anything to change or stop what affects them. If people know something is 

likely to happen to them, then they have a choice of what do about it. The news and journalists 

give people choice about how to shape their lives, their neighborhood, their community, their 

world. The news allows people to change the bad and promote the good.  

Charlotte Grimes, Knight Chair in Political Reporting, S.I. Newhouse School of Public Communications, Syracuse University

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

 ● determine the core values that create interest in 
news

 ● understand the role of audience in making news 
decisions

 ● make informed decisions about covering and 
publishing news, in both print and online editions

 ● understand how using a beat system will help 
you cover your school in an organized way

 ● understand how to find the sources that will 
provide the best information for your stories

 ● provide coverage of your school’s diverse 
populations.
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4      chapter 1  Understanding news

You’RE wAlkiNg DowN THE HAll in your high school and you overhear a conversation 
among several members of the student debate team. it turns out that the principal has canceled 

an upcoming debate trip because of district budget cuts. The students are dismayed and 
disappointed. They have spent months practicing and strategizing for this yearly trip to the state 
debate tournament. They don’t understand how this last-minute cancelation could have happened 
and they didn’t see it coming.

As this example makes clear, news is all around you. Sometimes you hear it in idle classroom 
conversations, sometimes in the cafeteria or the hallways. or you might read about a pressing 
issue being discussed on a social networking site such as Facebook or Twitter. Sometimes you 
may not realize that a casual conversation could be the beginning of a story with far-reaching 
implications. if your friends are talking about it, it may be news.

For instance, if your friends are complaining about not having access to parking in the school 
lot despite paying a parking fee, or about having to pay a new fee to participate in clubs and sports 
or about not having enough time to eat after lunch periods are cut by five minutes – in each case, 
you’re hearing potential news. All of these topics appeared as news stories in high school 
newspapers. As a reporter, you’re empowered to report and write these stories. You’ll provide the 
context and perspective for these news items, providing the answers to basic questions that your 
friends can’t access. You can interview the people who made the decisions and provide factual 
information to sort out the gossip and rumor that surround any controversial issue.

The school newspaper and its website can give you a chance to impart important information 
to the school community, and to help find constructive solutions to difficult problems. High 
school journalists are trained to gather information, interview the relevant sources and to 
provide credible, timely stories about the news that matters most to their school communities.

Though high school newspapers usually publish less frequently than municipal or national 
papers, most still have an opportunity to publish timely news. This means that the newspaper 
staff must be alert to time-sensitive information and be ready to provide context or other 
supplemental features if an event occurs a week or two before the paper goes to press. Depending 
on when an event occurs, time-sensitive news may be covered on the newspaper’s website and 
updated in the print edition. Such stories may have long-lasting implications that can generate 
months of coverage and analysis in both print and online editions.

Many professional newspapers focus on hyperlocal news, events and information that are 
most important to their immediate and local audience, rather than trying to keep up with the 
pace of the 24-hour news cycle. Most school newspapers publish even less frequently than daily 
papers, often weekly, every other week or once a month. Ensuring that the print edition of your 
high school paper is relevant and timely can be a difficult task. But a well-maintained website can 
provide you with opportunities to keep the news fresh, with updated coverage continuing 
between print editions.

test your 
knowledge
Can you think of a 
topic of conversation 
you’ve had with friends 
recently or heard 
classmates discussing 
that could result in a 
story on your website 
or in the newspaper?

Quick exercise
From a recent copy of 
a local newspaper, 
find an example of a 
hyperlocal story 
focusing on a specific 
community. Would this 
story be covered in 
any other newspaper? 
Why is the news 
important to this 
publication’s readers?

Words of Wisdom
Never, ever be afraid to ask questions. In time, you’ll figure out the best way to go about it.  

Should you grill that official accused of corruption under the glaring lights of a press conference? 

Would it be best to pull aside an aide behind the scenes to get a response no-one else  

may get? Or do both? Intimidating situations can turn into exhilarating learning situations when  

you get that answer or funny look you may not have expected to get.  

Genaro C. Armas, Correspondent, The Associated Press
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chapter 1  Understanding news      5

FIGURE 1.1        Lance , Westside 
High School, Omaha, Neb., 
Vol. 56, Issue 3, April 4, 2011. 
Reproduced by permission of 
Rod How. 

 The  Lance  front-page 
focuses on a change in the 
grading system at the local 
middle school to conform to 
new state grading standards. 
The story includes a sidebar 
detailing an explanation of the 
number-based standard from 
the previous letter-based 
standard. The second story 
focuses on visitors to the 
school observing a modular 
scheduling system already in 
place. Both stories are local, 
hyperfocused stories of interest 
to the students in this school 
and their educational 
experiences.  
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6      chapter 1  Understanding news

where does news come from?
it has been said that the word “news” stands for north, east, west and south – the full compass of 
directions and topics that a newspaper must cover on a daily basis. According to linguists, though, 
the word “news” is a plural variant of a French word, “nouvelles,” and a german word, “neues,” 
both meaning that which is novel, or new. Breaking news has come to mean coverage of an important 
event as it is actually happening. with today’s access to 24-hour media sources, breaking news has 
become a continuous stream of information from multiple sources and locations around the world.

High school papers usually have to report breaking news some time after it occurs. A gas 
smell causing a school-wide evacuation was reported in The Lowell, the student newspaper of 
San Francisco’s lowell High School, four days after the event took place. The paper’s website, 
however, was able to post the news online just two days after it occurred, and included a gallery 
of photos from the event. Fortunately, most high school news is not quite so time-sensitive, and 
can interest readers for longer periods of time. Such news is appropriate for both the print and 
online editions of your paper.

news vaLUe
it is important that the newspaper staff determine the news value of each potential story. This means 
evaluating such factors as a story’s timeliness, proximity to your school community, prominence of 
the people involved and size of the potential audience – as well as such elements as conflict and 
drama, surprise or oddity and emotional and visual appeal. Such factors are essential to how readers 
interact with the information and how long they stay with a story before losing interest.

As editors determine the news value of potential stories, they help determine what information 
reaches the public. in this way, the newspaper staff become gatekeepers of information, a very 
important responsibility in journalism. By choosing to cover some stories rather than others, 
they give life and credibility to particular topics and perspectives.

where to place each story is another important news value decision. The greater the news 
value of a story, the more space and more prominent position it should receive in the print 
edition. The front-page is the first thing a reader sees, and should therefore be reserved for topics 
most important to your audience. in many professional newspapers, local news appears on the 
front-page while less timely world and national news is often relegated to inside pages because 
it’s less timely. News is also prioritized on websites, where the timeliest news often takes the top 
position in a feed or blog. on a website, important and updated news might also be featured in a 
special banner or distinct multimedia package.

News value goes hand in hand with the elements of a news lead, which includes the who, 
what, when, where, why and how of a story (see Chapter 3 for more on news leads). in determining 
the news value of a story, the reporter may determine that the why and how may need to be 
emphasized over other facts that may not be as relevant or important.

The more news value a story has, the more important and interesting it will be to a broad 
audience. More readers will relate and care about what they are reading. The news value of a 
high school story often determines whether it will interest the local community, in addition to the 
paper’s primary audience of students, teachers and parents. Below you’ll find a more detailed 
discussion of the key factors to keep in mind when assessing the news value of a story.

timeliness

it goes almost without saying that news travels fast. information that is current is of greater 
interest than older news. when something important happens at your school, students and staff 
will talk about it and will pass on the information they have heard, even if it isn’t accurate. 
A newspaper staff trained to identify the relevant facts can quickly clarify these events through 
the newspaper’s website, as well as through social media such as Twitter.

Reporting old news in the print edition of your newspaper is unlikely to interest readers in an 
age of continuous internet and cable news. Your newspaper’s website can be used to bridge the 
gap between print editions, especially through the use of news briefs – short articles that report 
the basic facts of timely news stories. Rather than printing information that has already been 

WEBLINK Check out

www.journalism.org

A website produced by the Pew 
Research Center for Excellence 
in Journalism, this site contains 
a wealth of good resources for 
journalists especially under the 
Journalism Resources link.

www
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made public, a striking photograph can also be used, with a long caption summarizing the story. 
High school papers often publish several pages of pictures from major school events, and offer 
slideshows or video footage on their websites. 

        proximity 

 News that happens in or near your school will be of interest to students, parents, staff and 
administrators. Such stories should be a primary focus for a school newspaper, which may be the 
only offi cial record of the information. 

 As students, high school newspaper reporters have access to sources and information that 
may not be available to outsiders. For example, at Virginia ’ s Chantilly High School, the  Purple 
Tide  newspaper reported on the removal of the senior class president and treasurer from their 
positions after they were caught drinking before a football game. The story quoted the treasurer 
admitting to the offense, while school offi cials would not comment on the reason the two were 
disqualifi ed. Clearly, the student reporter had access to the students accused in the incident. 

FIGURE 1.2        The Harbinger , 
Shawnee Mission East High 
School, Prairie Village, Kan. 
Reproduced by permission of 
C. Dow Tate. 

 News briefs on this page 
expand beyond school to 
include community and state 
items of interest to student 
readers. In addition to the 
briefs, relevant art heads each 
story adding visual interest. 
A vertical panel of photos of 
the week also adds visual 
interest and includes captions 
for each image. In addition to 
news briefs, many newspapers 
include sports and 
entertainment briefs.  
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 Covering events that happen far from the school, such as the tsunami that hit Japan in 
2011, will need to be localized for a high school newspaper. in this case, schools with large 
Asian populations could have interviewed students who might have friends and relatives 
living in Japan and covered the story from their perspectives. No news story should take 
reporting from an already published account in a professional publication, even if the source 
is attributed. 

   prominence 

 People of prominence will add interest to any news story. A school visit by First lady Michelle 
obama, accompanied by the fi rst lady of the Republic of korea, made front-page news in  The A 

FIGURE 1.3        Spark , 
Lakota East High School, 
Liberty Township, Ohio. 
Reproduced by permission 
of Dean Hume. 

 After district voters struck 
down a tax levy for the third 
consecutive time, staff of 
 Spark  newspaper analyzed 
in a series of articles what 
the impact of the district ’ s 
spending defi cit would be. 
Staff coverage included a 
series of stories, detailed 
in an explanatory box on 
the right page. A visual 
infographic at the bottom 
of the left page graphically 
shows the impact of the past 
votes dating from 2004.  
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Blast , the student newspaper of Annandale High School, in Annandale, Virginia. The story 
included additional links to a slideshow and video footage from this event. 

 Prominence differs with context. Student leaders, teachers, coaches and administrators are 
prominent in all schools, and much news will center around these fi gures. organizations such as 
the school ’ s student government or principal ’ s council can also be important in shaping news. 

   audience impact 

 A story that infl uences or affects a large number of readers will have greater news value. in high 
schools, news may impact on a single set of students, students in certain classes and age levels 

FIGURE 1.3  (continued)
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or the entire school. A story’s importance may also extend beyond the school to the broader 
community. when the voters rejected a tax levy for the lakota, ohio Schools for the third time, 
Spark newspaper staff took two pages to examine how their high school would be forced to cut 
back its programs, an issue of relevance to the entire community. The issue had such impact that 
Spark staff extended it into a series of stories, analyzing how the budget situation would affect 
everything from academics to sports.

surprise or oddity

A story that reports on something surprising, unusual or mysterious can spark interest and draw 
in new readers. while such stories may have less news value than others, they are often topics of 
discussion and may generate publicity for the paper when people talk about them. The Harbinger 
newspaper of Shawnee Mission East High School in kansas, reported on a student’s project to 
construct a dress from folded Starburst wrappers as a costuming project for her school’s fashion 
show on Earth Day.

human interest

Stories about people, their struggles, triumphs, passions and accomplishments will often be of 
interest to readers. Human interest stories are often those that people relate and respond to on 
a personal level. in many newspapers, human interest stories generate such reaction that readers 
may want to offer help, join in a cause, donate money or provide some appropriate help. in The 
Campanile newspaper of Palo Alto Senior High School, a front-page story paid tribute to a loved 
head custodian retiring after 29 years at the school. The story told of a campaign by the school 
to raise money for a trip to Hawaii for the employee and his family, the generosity of a teacher in 
offering her family home to him for the visit, and a letter-writing campaign thanking him for his 
hard work and dedication to the school.

conflict and drama

when a story reports on a conflict, the news value is high. People choose sides, squaring off 
against each other, often with one side possibly unhappy with the outcome. Emotions can 
flare, adding drama. Conflict in schools often crops up among groups of students, between 
students and administrators or between teachers and administrators. Students who joined 
the occupy San Diego movement in 2011 to protest about inequalities in wealth were 
interviewed and photographed by The Falconer of Torrey Pines High in California. This 
story had the additional benefits of timeliness and proximity, which helped justify its front-
page placement.

visual impact

The news value of a story can also be enhanced if it has a striking visual component. People 
will often be the primary focus of accompanying photos or videos, but occasional scene-
setting pictorials can also be effective. Schools abound with opportunities for strong visual 
presentations. good editors will ensure these images have strong camera angles, a range of 
people, as well as good pacing and variety. Homecoming, dances, traditional school events, 
the prom and graduation are obvious choices for visual stories. good visual journalists look 
for ordinary, unnoticed and behind-the-scenes images to broaden this list. They should also 
consider providing multimedia presentations and slideshows of still images for the 
newspaper website.

Striking images are also useful for capturing the drama, conflict and emotion of a story. The 
surprise on the homecoming queen’s face, the excitement of the band members winning a 
marching competition or an athlete’s tearful reaction to a loss or victory are all visuals that are 
both memorable and informative.

WEBLINK Check out

www.spj.org

The website of the Society of 
Professional Journalists has a 
link to Generation J’s Reading 
Room which contains advice 
on a variety of topics related to 
becoming a better journalist, and 
a Journalist’s Toolbox under the 
Resources link.

www
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                  the importance of aUdience 
 Just as a local or regional newspaper must be responsive to its entire community, so must the 
school newspaper. The audience includes students, teachers, staff, administrators, the school 
board, parents, alumni, taxpayers and other community members, including local businesses, 
especially those that interact with the school. All of these audiences should be covered and 
drawn on as sources of information. Establishing relationships with each segment of your 
audience is important in making this happen. 

 The  primary audience  for a school newspaper is the students, staff and teachers within the 
school and, of these, students are the most important. The school newspaper is the voice of the 
students and most likely the only media outlet devoted to their perspectives. while many students 
communicate through social media, the messages aren ’ t publicly distributed. Serving the student 
population is a huge responsibility with far-reaching implications. The newspaper staff must be 
responsive to the full range of student voices in its coverage. Staff members must avoid catering 
to certain factions, cliques or segments, but must strive to represent the entire student body. For 
each issue, the school ’ s various groups and populations should be considered when story 
assignments are made. 

 The  secondary audience  for the newspaper and website are people in the local community, 
particularly parents, taxpayers, alumni and local businesses. Your paper and website could 
also be accessed by a wide network of interested readers from surrounding communities, 
school alumni, other student journalists and friends and relatives of people in your school 
community. 

 Serving the newspaper ’ s different audiences isn ’ t easy. Newspaper reporters and editors are 
constantly called upon to make judgments about possible stories presented in editorial meetings 
and on their beats. without a structure in place, students left to brainstorm story ideas may look 
only to those activities and events with which they are familiar. Editors must be vigilant about 
making sure that the newspaper serves the entire school community. Recruiting underrepresented 
student populations to the staff is one good strategy. or, the staff can seek to include a broader 
range of voices through submissions, in the form of guest columns and editorials, entertainment 
reviews, collections of student quotes and through reader-submitted photos and videos. 

FIGURE 1.4        Harbinger Online , 
Shawnee Mission East High 
School, Prairie Village, Kan. 
Reproduced by permission of 
C. Dow Tate. 

 High school life is full of 
emotion running the gamut 
from pure excitement to great 
disappointment. These 
pictures are among the most 
dramatic ones for readers or 
online readers. Photographer 
Jake Crandall wisely followed 
the football team into the 
locker room after it defeated a 
crosstown rival to get this 
emotion-fi lled moment of 
excitement of a player hoisting 
a wooden trophy.  

 Quick exercise 
 Using a print or online 
newspaper, fi nd 
examples of fi ve news 
leads and identify the 
news value of each. 
Why is that news value 
of interest to the 
reader? 

 test your 
knowledge 
 How does visual 
impact play a role in 
news reporting? When 
can it replace 
traditional prose as a 
form of storytelling? 
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beat reporting
News coverage will frequently be developed by staff members assigned to beats – specific people, 
groups, activities, academic departments, administrators and other areas of interest. Beat 
reporters will have regular sources on their beat whom they will visit frequently or periodically 
for updates and potential stories.

Two kinds of stories will often emerge from these beat conversations. one kind of story that 
may emerge will have immediate news value – upcoming events and student or club awards, for 
instance. The beat reporter can help the staff determine if this information becomes a news brief 
(see above) or expanded into a print or online story. Another kind of story might provide the 
reporter with information to be developed, discussed and possibly used later. This information 
is referred to as a future story. while it’s possible to use such information immediately as an 
advance story – a story about something coming up in the future – the information could be kept 
in a database of ideas that might be covered later, when more information or context might be 
available. Database entries should be chronological and include the possible story idea, the date 
it is tentatively scheduled, contact sources, possible visual ideas, website connections and any 
other information that will help in planning coverage. Maintaining a beat database prevents the 
stories from getting lost, and gives staff a starting point for coverage in each issue.

Say, for instance, that during the fall semester a student reporter interviews the school’s 
drama teacher, who mentions that he plans to bring a professional Shakespeare company to 
perform for the entire school the following spring. At this point he doesn’t know which play will 
be performed, when the assembly will take place or how it will be organized. As the school year 
progresses, though, his plans become more detailed and firm. After the initial interview, there 
isn’t enough information to write a solid story. The reporter makes a note in her beat database to 
follow up with the teacher and emphasizes that this is a story she’d really like to write. when the 
performance plans are established, she can write an advance story. Collaborating with the web 
team would help them plan for multimedia coverage.

Words of Wisdom
Beats are the backbone of a good publication. Like a cop covering a beat, journalists need to keep 

on top of things – because newsmakers, especially high school newsmakers, forget how important  

it is to publicize information. If we are keeping the student body informed, we are talking to the 

newsmakers every week.

For my staff, I have the Beginning Journalism students cover beats and report back each week  

to the newspaper staff. It’s important for them to learn the basics. Plus, it’s a huge predictor of their 

future involvement in the paper. Students who work hard and get their beat done every week 

are driven. Eventually, these driven students almost always write the best stories and make 

the best editors on the newspaper staff.  

Jeff Nardone, Adviser, The Tower, Grosse Pointe South High School, Grosse Pointe Farms, Mich.
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 After the show, the production could be reviewed by a writer for an entertainment  review , and 
might include a slideshow or video on the paper ’ s website. if the paper ’ s print edition is being 
fi nalized soon after the production, a story with student reaction quotes could be included. or, 
photographs could be used with captions and might refer students to coverage on the website or 
elsewhere in the paper. A video interview with the school ’ s drama club, interviews capturing 

FIGURE 1.5        The Murmur , 
Waterford-Kettering High 
School, Waterford Township, 
Mich. Reproduced by 
permission of Brian Wilson. 

 A high school newspaper 
staff can regularly meet with its 
principal and other 
administrators to help answer 
students ’  questions and clarify 
issues in the paper. In this 
column, Principal Lesley Van 
Sickle met with  Murmur  staff to 
clarify the rumor vs. reality of 
several issues among students 
in the school.  
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student reaction to the event or an interview with the visiting professionals would all add 
different dimensions to the coverage. 

 in order to serve their student audience, beat reporters should schedule regular meetings with 
the school principal to keep abreast of what is going on with the school, and to get comments on 
specifi c areas of student concern. Having a regularly scheduled meeting with the principal is 
crucial to identifying important information for coverage. The principal could be invited to write 
an occasional guest column, or simply respond to student concerns brought out in a meeting 
with reporters. Many school newspapers also regularly assign students to cover school board 
meetings as a beat. School boards make policy decisions which can have signifi cant impact on 
students at all the schools within their jurisdictions. 

      other important sources for beat reporting could include the school PTA and booster groups, 
the state board of education, local governments (particularly if they share a tax base with the 
school), and state athletic organizations (especially if they defi ne school athletic districts). while 

  WEBLINK   Check out  

  www.myhighschool
journalism.org  

 Hosted by the American Society 
of News Editors, this site features 
a national edition of stories from 
across the country as well as 
links to high school newspapers 
they host. A good source for 
story ideas. 

www

 Covering a beat  
 Being a good beat reporter is more than running into a source in the hall and asking, “Hi, got any news for 
me?” While you know what news is and what might work for upcoming coverage, your beat contact may be 
busy or may not understand the potential of information. Here are some tips for good beat coverage:

  Try to work with editors to get a beat assignment that matches your interests and prior knowledge. Students 
involved in specifi c activities will have a base of knowledge about them, and will already know the organizers 
and participants. This paves the way for good coverage. 

 Go and visit your beat sources early in the school semester, introduce yourself and explain what you ’ ll be doing. 
Provide the sources with your contact information and establish a good time to touch base on a regular basis. 
How often you meet with each source should be appropriate for both your schedules and the newspaper ’ s 
publishing schedule. Once you ’ ve established yourself as the relevant reporter, other sources on your beat 
may contact you when they have news to pass on. 

 Ask questions. Use information you ’ ve heard or found on websites to start the conversation. For example, “I hear 
the math department is starting an after-school tutoring program. Can you tell me when that program will be 
set up?” Take notes during the meeting and save those notes so you can go back and review them. Be sure 
to clarify anything that might be just rumor circulating in the school. 

 If your newspaper has a database of future events, add what you ’ ve learned so it doesn ’ t get lost. Revise the 
database when details are fi rmed up. Add potential resource needs: audio, video, photography or informational 
graphics, so editors can plan accordingly for these assignments. 

 Ask your source for suggestions for all kinds of possible stories: achievements, interesting classroom activities, 
guest speakers, presentations. Think visually as well as verbally. While a class might be celebrating Black 
History Month by wearing period clothing and having readings, these events may not be a good match for 
your publishing cycle. In that case, they might be better covered on the newspaper ’ s website, both through a 
story and a slideshow or video. 

 Establish good relationships with your sources by practicing smart public relations. Thank each source by email 
after meeting, and keep reminding the source how interested you are in gathering relevant information. Make 
sure to let sources know when their stories and visuals are published or posted, so they ’ ll be sure to see them, 
whether in print or on the website. Drop off copies of the newspaper or send them links to the coverage online. 
After a story is published, write a quick email thanking sources for helping you with the information. 

 Don ’ t drop the ball on your beats or you ’ ll miss out on potentially good stories. Your beat sources may not have 
something for you at every meeting, but providing information to you periodically should be enough to ensure 
that this beat gets thoroughly covered. In most cases you ’ ll be dealing with people who seek publicity for their 
program and events. They ’ ll appreciate your work.   

  heLpfUL 
tips 

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜
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the people who run these organizations are harder to contact and might take more time to 
interview, their impact on the educational process is far-reaching. Establishing relationships 
before crucial information is needed should be a goal of all beat reporters.

Beat reporters should frequently consult local news and other websites to keep tabs on 
potential stories and to learn as much about the issues before contacting sources. with local, 
state and national government organizations, much relevant information can be easily accessed 
online. with private organizations, sources may be harder to reach and potentially take more 
time to contact. Starting early is often a key to reaching a source.

featUrizing news
Most news published in the print editions of high school papers is featurized news: stories with 
some basic news value, but lacking a strong aspect of timeliness. A story without a strong time 
connection is sometimes referred to as evergreen news: it could be printed today, a week from 
now, next month or even later without losing importance or relevance. Since most high school 
newspapers don’t publish frequently enough to include breaking news, reporters must emphasize 
a different angle of the story’s news value and might need to relate it to a broader topic. Explaining 
the how and why of the news is a key service that a high school paper can provide with such 
features. For instance, a story might have several potential news value elements such as 
timeliness, conflict and prominence. The writer might choose to emphasize one value over 
another, avoiding an older timeliness factor in favor of conflict or prominence. This would allow 
the writer to construct the story around that angle.

in a front-page story, The Charger, the oxford (Mississippi) High School newspaper, used 
both words and images to report on an increase in student piercings and a new school policy 
curtailing them, to be implemented at the beginning of the following term. The story involved 
some time-sensitive news, but was also important in a broader sense because the policy was 
controversial. in the past, the school had allowed students to cover piercings with bandages, but 
that policy was being abused and therefore changed, according to the article.

Note the way the story, “Enforced policy limits jewelry in piercings,” begins:

when senior Eliot Miller stabbed his ears, he was not bent on self-mutilation – he was merely 
piercing them.

“if you do it my way, ice and needles,” Miller said. “You hold the ice on your ear for 30 seconds, 
then you take the earring and – without hesitation – poke it through.”

Miller says he got the earrings because, “they’re different.” when he debuted his new studs, he 
got good reactions.

“i was just doing something at first,” Miller said. “A couple of girls said they liked it, so i kept it in.”
School nurse Tracy Shawn says before getting a piercing a person should first consider why 

he/she wants one.
“These decisions will not go away, and if visible, can cause others to form opinions about the 

way you look,” Shawn said.

The story doesn’t start with a traditional news lead, doesn’t necessarily have a timeliness angle and 
uses a writing style more typical of a feature story. But lower in the story, comes the news angle:

Beginning in January, trouble may come when the school rule dealing with jewelry in piercings 
will be enforced.

According to Superintendent kim Stasny, piercings in places other than in ears tend to be 
disruptive to the learning environment.

“Eliminating or decreasing distractions is important to teachers, administrators and parents,” 
Stasney said.

A story such as the one above can offer journalistic work with depth and breadth, which anchors 
the material around it. on the same front-page of The Charger, the paper published two pieces of 
timely and more traditional news, and a horizontal bar of photos from the school’s medieval faire.

Quick exercise
Compile a list of beats 
that you think should 
be covered throughout 
your school. Include 
academic areas, 
clubs, sports and 
other relevant areas. 
Compare your list with 
other students’ lists. 
How could you 
organize the coverage 
of these beats?

test your 
knowledge
What are some ways 
in which beat 
coverage helps 
improve the diversity 
of news coverage in 
print and online?
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FIGURE 1.6        The Charger , 
Oxford High School, Oxford, 
Miss., front-page, Vol. 30, Issue 
3, Nov./Dec. 2010. 
Reproduced by permission of 
Cynthia Ferguson, adviser. 

 Many high school 
newspapers print feature 
stories and news on their 
front-pages often giving more 
space to features. In this 
feature on a new school 
piercing policy, the story 
appears in a prime position at 
the top of the page and 
features a non-standard 
typeface which helps separate 
it from the news stories also 
running on the page. The story 
also has four visuals showing 
various forms of student 
piercings.  
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news in other contexts
when you hear the word “news,” you might think of information that will appear only on the 
front-page or in the traditional news sections of a paper or website. But other sections include 
stories that should be considered news, owing to the various factors that give them news value. 
For instance, sports news includes timely information about games, conflict and drama. 
occasionally, a sports team might be playing for a regional or state title, which might demand a 
front-page treatment in the print or online editions. Sports briefs columns are good ways to keep 
readers updated on various sports without devoting space to stories that are old news (see 
Chapter 6 for more on this topic).

Entertainment pages often include information about upcoming concerts, movies and 
events, all of which are timely and newsworthy. Entertainment stories might also have 
stronger news ties if other news value elements are present. Many entertainment stories 
feature people who are well known and popular with the school audience, adding prominent 
figures to the mix.

in The Prospector – high school newspaper of Mount Prospect, illinois – a 2011 front-page 
photo featured Haley Reinhart, who had made it to the final three of that season’s American Idol 
and had appeared locally for a hometown visit. Reinhart attended high school in the district, so 
her success had generated a lot of local interest. A small story that ran with the photo referred 
readers to the newspaper’s website for more coverage.

The paper also noted that lee Dewyze, another local high school student, had won the Idol 
competition the previous year. The newspaper also extensively covered Dewyze when he 
returned to his hometown as one of the show’s top three contestants.

High school newspaper staff need to be frequently reminded about the importance of 
covering their own community. when important national or state news takes place, it will only 
be newsworthy for the school paper if a local connection can be established. This is known as 
localizing news – making it relevant to the immediate audience. Trying to cover national or state 
news without localizing might result in using information gleaned from third-party sources, 
people interviewed by other publications and attributed to those publications in your story. 
(This  should be avoided whenever possible.) it’s always better to localize the story through 
your own reporting.

soUrcing news
News stories should generally feature quotes and information from one of two types of sources. 
Sources provide authoritative, informed facts which may also include opinion. opinion should 
appear only in quotes, and not in the reporter’s writing. Sources provide both direct quotes, 
which appear in stories in quotation marks with attribution, the name and source identification 
information in stories and indirect quotes in which comments might be summarized or shortened 
by rewording so the quote is no longer in the speaker’s actual words, but with the information 
still attributed to the source.

primary sources

Primary sources are generally those people who are actually interviewed for a story. Preferably, 
an interview should be live and face-to-face although Skype, telephone or online interviews may 
be necessary when time is limited or the source isn’t available for a meeting. Primary sources 
should be those individuals most informed about or most closely related to the topic of the 
story, who can clarify the issues or provide opinions. in most cases, primary sources should be 
selected from your school or local community. Quotes can also come from professionals or 
people not associated with your school, when appropriate, and when they are the ultimate 
source for that information.

Quick exercise
Identify five topics 
currently in the news. 
Identify ways in which 
these topics could be 
localized for coverage 
in your school 
newspaper and online 
site. Who would you 
interview to localize 
the information and 
make it relevant to 
your readers?

test your 
knowledge
Why is using 
information from 
third-party sources a 
weak reporting 
technique?
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FIGURE 1.7        The Prospector , 
Prospect High School, Mount 
Prospect, Ill, back page, 
May 27, 2011. Reproduced by 
permission of Jason Block. 

 A back-page sports news 
story on a new pay-to-play 
policy garners an entire page 
of coverage including two 
sidebars and an illustration 
photo. The story takes a look 
at the impact the new policy 
will have on students, 
compares the new policy to 
those at other nearby schools 
and questions whether 
non-sports groups will 
eventually be covered by the 
policy.  
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FIGURE 1.8a        The Prospector , 
Prospect High School, Mount 
Prospect, Ill. Reproduced by 
permission of Jason Block. 

 The  Prospector  front-page 
includes a promotional website 
link to a story about Haley 
Reinhart, a fi nalist in  American 
Idol , shortly after she came 
third in the competition. The 
online story  1.8b  provided 
details of her hometown visit. 
Though she attended another 
school in this district, she was 
well-known and drew a lot of 
interest, boosting this mention 
on the front-page.  

FIGURE
Prospect High School, Mount 
Prospect, Ill. Reproduced by 
permission of Jason Block. 

includes a promotional website 
link to a story about Haley 
Reinhart, a fi nalist in  
Idol
third in the competition. The 
online story  
details of her hometown visit. 
Though she attended another 
school in this district, she was 
well-known and drew a lot of 
interest, boosting this mention 
on the front-page.  
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   secondary sources 

Secondary sources  are typically those that provide your story with factual information second-
hand, such as a reference book, government records resource, credible internet website or 
documentary fi lm. 

 in a story on eating disorders, a student reporter might obtain state or national statistics on the 
current percentage of high school students with eating disorders from the National Eating Disorders 
Association, a credible secondary source. Citing these statistics and attributing them to the 
organization would give contextual breadth and factual depth to the story. Calling local or regional 
clinics for eating disorders and interviewing directors or doctors would provide primary source 
information for the story. interviewing students in the school who are recovering or suffering from 
eating disorders would be the primary-source key to making this story work. what a student 
reporter should avoid is quoting a magazine article or professional newspaper story as a source for 
the story. That isn ’ t original reporting (see Chapter 2 for more on interviewing and reporting). 

FIGURE 1.8b  
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 Similarly, many school publications try to cover events such as professional and college 
sporting events, often by using already published information or quotes from professional 
sources. This undermines the integrity of their work, in part because professional news sources 
have access to primary sources that most student publications can ’ t get. The better way to cover 
such events is through localizing, getting student and staff reactions and opinions on events such 
as the Super Bowl, the world Series or the Final Four. 

 Many school publications cover the oscars, the grammys and other important entertainment 
events by interviewing students involved in drama or music, who have specialized knowledge 

FIGURE 1.9        The Octagon , 
Sacramento Country Day 
School, Sacramento, Calif. 
“Shelling of South Korean 
Island hits close to home,” by 
Paul Guliana. Reproduced by 
permission of Patricia Fels. 

 In a news item of 
international interest involving a 
shelling by North Korea of a 
South Korean island,  Octagon  
staff localized their coverage 
by interviewing students, one 
of whom was actually visiting 
family at the time of the event. 
Other students with Korean ties 
including alumni were also 
interviewed giving the story 
local focus. One alum, an 
author with two books on 
Korea, was also quoted 
extensively.  

FIGURE 
Sacramento Country Day 
School, Sacramento, Calif. 
“Shelling of South Korean 
Island hits close to home,” by 
Paul Guliana. Reproduced by 
permission of Patricia Fels. 

international interest involving a 
shelling by North Korea of a 
South Korean island,  
staff localized their coverage 
by interviewing students, one 
of whom was actually visiting 
family at the time of the event. 
Other students with Korean ties 
including alumni were also 
interviewed giving the story 
local focus. One alum, an 
author with two books on 
Korea, was also quoted 
extensively.  

0001930200.INDD   21 6/25/2013   2:51:13 PM



Chapter No.: 2 Title Name: Tate
Comp. by: AHAMARDEEN Date: 25 Jun 2013 Time: 02:49:27 PM Stage: Proof Page Number: 22

22      chapter 1  Understanding news

in those areas. The coverage will be more appropriate and more interesting for the high school 
audience when local angles are covered and local sources are consulted. Student perspectives 
will often only be available in your school ’ s publications.

       other factors affecting coverage 
 what ’ s important in news coverage can also be affected by a variety of factors unique to different 
schools and their locations. if the school is private and affi liated with a religious organization, 
news related to that affi liation will always be important. issues such as tuition, uniforms, 
required chapel or other services might all be ripe for coverage. Magnet schools are usually 
established with a special focus: the visual arts, music, engineering and science, to name a few 
examples. News in those specialized disciplines will always be important for those magnet 
school communities. The pressure to succeed, to gain acceptance into prestigious universities, 
or into specialty programs are other common issues for students at such schools. Student 
expertise can also serve as a resource when reviewing entertainment, local services or 
technology products. 

FIGURE 1.9  (continued)

 test your 
knowledge 
 Find examples of 
direct and indirect 
quotes in two news 
stories. Identify the 
sources of those 
quotes as primary or 
secondary sources. 
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other schools might be part of consolidated districts made up of students from two or more 
nearby towns. Consolidated schools might have unique news coverage needs, based on the 
different communities they serve. School transportation might be a bigger issue and require a 
beat reporter. if the school is located in a rural setting, finding and traveling to games with 
competitors might be issues for sports coverage. Shared resources such as specialized teachers 
could require students to change campuses during the day. Students’ interests outside of school 
might be distinctive if the community depends on an agricultural economic base. All of these 
factors could generate special beats and coverage.

Schools in urban settings have their own unique coverage opportunities. in the heart of a large 
city, students mix with professional workers, might commute to school on public transportation 
and might be vulnerable to factors such as crime. urban schools often bring together students 
from a wide geographical area, who come from radically different communities. Such schools 
may have fewer after-school activities or meetings to cover, although demonstrations and political 
rallies might be more accessible for coverage, especially if students are taking part in them.

The demographics of the school population and community are always important in school 
news coverage. As community populations age and gentrify, school populations can increase or 
decrease, affecting the school populations, class sizes and sometimes whether or not schools 
in the district are closed. Schools made up of ethnic majorities are often most interested in 
issues affecting their particular cultures, such as traditional holidays and celebrations, ethnic 
foods and styles, as well as local political struggles and conflicts. Religious majorities will have 
similar interests, which will also affect how the students feel about national and world issues.

in private school settings, where schools might have greater legal ability to censor student 
journalists, some controversial topics may not be allowed in coverage, particularly if the topics 
go against the tenets of the private affiliation. in a Catholic school, an article exploring the topic 
of abortion might be disallowed or censored owing to the beliefs of the church (see Chapter 17 
for more information on censorship).

if an important news event occurs in, or dramatically impacts, the school community, students 
might choose to publish a special edition out of their publishing cycle. written by and for students, 

Words of Wisdom
Cultivating sources is one of the most important tasks a journalist must master because without 

sources, there is no story. Journalists need to be able to pick up the phone and call a source within 

minutes when news breaks. Sources are needed to make a story balanced and accurate and are also 

crucial if you want to do any investigative reporting. When sources trust journalists, they are more apt to 

alert them to an upcoming story, talk off the record or provide other background knowledge and leads.

To build a database of sources, prove to be an accurate and fair journalist. Keep off the record 

conversations out of print and follow up with sources even when there is no story in the works. Be 

personable; share something about yourself and also learn a little something about them that you 

can ask about whenever you talk. Prove you can be trusted and you will be surprised how much 

people start opening up to you.

Jennifer Buske-Sigal, Former Reporter, The Washington Post

Quick exercise
In groups, discuss 
factors that make your 
school unique. How 
can these factors 
affect coverage in your 
newspaper and online 
content? Find an 
example of how one of 
these factors is 
represented in 
coverage from 
previous editions or 
online stories.
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FIGURE 1.10        ReMarker , 
St. Mark ’ s School of Texas, 
Dallas, Texas. Reproduced by 
permission of Ray Westbrook. 

 In a private school, relevant 
news might be unique to the 
school. In this featurized, local 
story, newspaper staff took 
a look at a required weekly 
chapel under a new chaplain 
who had changes in store for 
the service. The story takes up 
the major space on the 
front-page but is framed by 
inside page summaries and a 
more timely news story on a 
commencement speaker. 
To add visual interest, staff 
include a panel of visual 
references to stories inside the 
paper across the top.  
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the special edition might frame the news event from the perspective of the student audience, 
providing context and school-oriented viewpoints. Many school publications chose to present 
special editions after the events of Sept. 11, 2001. other schools have published special editions 
after natural disasters and serious weather events in their communities or when tragic crimes 
such as school shootings occur.

Alternatively, a special section of coverage might be included in the next print edition, 
particularly if the coverage is still timely and ongoing in its effects on the school and community. 
This kind of coverage isn’t limited to news events, but could take a look at larger issues such as 
those of race, gender, sexual orientation, economics, politics, health or labor. in all cases, 
coverage should center on the people in the school and community, and should examine broader 
issues from a local perspective. Many schools publish special sections before political elections, 
particularly presidential ones, with coverage focused on student polls and perspectives, and on 
local candidates. interviewing students active in political campaigns or with strong political 
affiliations can provide a local angle while drawing on their knowledge and analysis (see 
Chapter 8 for more information on in-depth reporting).

in all reporting, student journalists should strive to ensure their coverage is fair, broad-based 
and sensitive to their readers. Student journalists should frequently evaluate their coverage to 
make sure they are being inclusive to all school populations.

concLUsion
Though news is still at the heart of a newspaper’s mission, technology has altered the way in 
which traditional news is presented. The core elements of news value remain important in 
choosing and presenting information to readers and viewers. without a timeliness angle, 
journalists rely on another value, often emphasizing a feature angle. information presented to 
readers should be chosen and organized based on audience interest.

Words of Wisdom
As a religion writer, I think about finding the faith angle in current events or localizing a larger trend in 

religion news. For enterprise story ideas, never turn off your curiosity. Try to discover the reasons 

behind facts and ask experts to predict the implications. For instance, why is your cafeteria switching 

food services? Was there a problem with the old company or its products? Will the new one help 

students maintain a healthy lifestyle? What will this mean for the overall functioning of your 

community? Will it save your school money? What can be done with a few extra pennies?

The answers could lead to more questions and unearth information vital to students, parents, faculty, 

staff and visitors. Always try to consider and give a voice to all players involved in a topic, and your 

sources may shape your story. Don’t try to pigeonhole a story into the blueprint you initially imagine.

Angela Cave, Reporter and Web Coordinator, The Evangelist, Albany, N.Y.

test your 
knowledge
Can you think of an 
upcoming event, 
anniversary or special 
occasion that would 
make a good topic for 
a special section of 
coverage?
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 sUmmarY 

 ●    Reporters should be inquisitive and sensitive to discussions with friends and 
throughout the school in identifying topics that would make good stories. 

●  Hyperlocal news and reporting about your specialized school audience will be of 
primary interest to readers. 

 ●  Journalists must take seriously their role as gatekeepers of information. 

 ●  News value helps reporters order news in placement in print and online. 

 ●  Organized beats help newspapers broaden coverage across the school. 

 ●  Featurizing news helps keep it current. 

 ●  News sources should primarily be local, school and community based. 

 ●  News appears throughout the print edition and website in sections such as news, 
sports and entertainment.   

 KeY terms 
   advance story 

 angle 

 attribution 

 audience 

 beats 

 breaking news 

 confl ict 

 coverage 

 direct quote 

 drama 

 emotion 

 evergreen news 

 featurized news 

 future story 

 gatekeepers of 
information 

 human interest 

 hyperlocal news 

 indirect quote 

 localizing news 

 news brief 

 news lead 

 news story 

 news value 

 primary audience 

 primary sources 

 prominence 

 proximity 

 review 

 secondary audience 

 secondary sources 

 special edition 

 special section 

 surprise or oddity 

 third-party source 

 timeliness   
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exercises
1 Do a demographic survey of your community and 

your school population. Using the latest U.S. 
Census figures from www.census.gov, analyze the 
make-up of your neighborhood, city, county and 
state in terms of population, ethnicity, age/sex and 
housing status. Visit the website for your school 
district and see if you can compare similar data 
for your school or district. Or, see if your school 
keeps data on these demographics.

2 Using the data you collected in Exercise 1, go 
through a copy of your newspaper and the 
website and note how many stories relate to this 
data. What other story ideas can you think of that 
might draw on, or relate to this demographic 
information.

3 Find five examples in stories of news value from 
print or online editions and explain how the value 
affected the story’s placement and space.

4 Analyze five leads from online or print editions. 
Mark each to identify the who, what, when, where, 
why and how elements. Which news element was 
featured in each lead?

5 In a group, find two examples of featurized news 
from print or online editions. Share and discuss 
your examples. What is the timeliness factor? Why 
was the news featurized?

6 Identify three examples in past editions of your 
print paper or online edition in which strong visual 
impact is present in a photo, online slideshow or 
video. How does the visual impact increase 
interest in the story?
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