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TO THE STUDENT xi

ournalism,” wrote English poet and critic Matthew Arnold, 
“is literature in a hurry.” And “hurry” may be what’s on 
your mind as you approach a journalism course. No matter 
how important the big picture—the use or misuse of infor-

mation, for example—you are probably eager to take on the 
responsibilities of school newspapers, magazines, yearbooks, Web 
sites and even television and radio programs.
 Nearly all the chapters in this book are designed as resources 
to do just that, to bring you up to speed as a working journalist. 
These chapters will train you to write well—to summarize infor-
mation, describe observations and accurately record the views and 
comments of others. The chapters also cover interviewing, sports 
writing, feature writing and the special demands of column and 
review writing. Still other chapters cover the knowledge and skills 
required to bring a product to the public’s attention.
 While only a few of you will actually find careers in the news 
media someday, all of you will most likely become lifelong news 
consumers. Journalism Matters provides chapters that touch on 
those concerns, too, by analyzing how you can make good, 
informed decisions about your concerns, causes, interests and pas-
sions. Indeed, the future of our democratic society depends upon 
the ability of a new generation of citizens to participate fully and 
effectively in the exchange of information.
 The theme of Journalism Matters is simply that journalism plays 
a vital role in the creation, development and continuing good 
health of democratic communities. Within that overarching 
theme are three separate but intertwined threads. The first empha-
sizes journalism’s role as a marketplace of ideas. The print, broad-
cast and Internet media provide a crucial “party-line” for both 
large and small communities. At their best the news media enable 
a community to hold conversations with itself.
 This thread highlights the intensely communal nature of jour-
nalism. “All stories are local stories,” the saying goes. Journalists 
must always keep the interests of their immediate audience in 
mind. They must strive to satisfy their readers’ and listeners’ 
needs for timely, accurate and relevant information. Throughout 
the text, you will encounter frequent examples of journalists 
engaged in community-building activities.
 A second thematic thread is the multicultural nature of journal-
ism. Journalists have no greater responsibility than to seek out 
their community’s many diverse voices. You won’t, however, find a 
“multicultural” chapter. One isolated chapter could never do justice 
to this critical aspect of journalism. Instead, you will find multicul-
tural concerns raised throughout the book. Special attention is paid 

Journalism is literature 
in a hurry. 

—Matthew Arnold

To the Student

“J
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TO THE STUDENTxii

to how the press itself, both professional and scholastic, is becom-
ing increasingly diverse. As one editor puts it, “A newspaper that 
does not look like a cross-section of the community it serves will 
not—and cannot—serve the community as it wants to be served.”
 The third thread in the book’s theme is a concern for ethics. 
Journalism, as many of its practitioners are fond of saying, is a 
craft, not a profession. But it is a craft with a strict code of ethics. 
You need to learn about that code from the very beginning because 
virtually every activity—from a short phone call to check facts to 
a lengthy off-the-record interview—raises questions of trust and 
confidentiality. You’ll find the importance of journalistic ethics 
reflected in the positioning of an entire chapter devoted to the sub-
ject early in the book. That thread continues in the form of learning 
activities, discussion questions and open forum “scenarios” where 
we challenge you to solve ethical dilemmas through role-playing 
situations.
 A brief word about history. Major milestones in the history of 
journalism are featured throughout the textbook as “Datelines.” 
Because they relate to the content of each chapter, they do not 
appear in chronological order.
 We think you can learn from both the pros and fellow students. 
Thus, the examples and anecdotes in each chapter are chosen 
equally from professional and student media. The professional 
examples offer glimpses of excellence—the standard to strive for, 
in other words—while student examples give you insights into 
applying what you have learned to topics that interest teenagers.
 Journalism Matters offers you a lively, engaging text—one filled 
with rewarding activities and compelling examples. The text can 
work well for anyone who seeks a broad overview of the news 
media and for anyone who wants a practical hands-on guide for 
producing student media. Toward this end, we have provided a 
Stylebook and Editor’s Handbook following the last chapter. The 
Stylebook combines the best of the AP rules and scholastic style 
sheets from across the country. The Editor’s Handbook provides 
numerous practical tips for organizing and managing a student 
staff. Also included is a complete Glossary with alphabetized defi-
nitions for all the marginal terms in the book.
 Journalism Matters will provide significant help and sound ideas 
for a new generation of journalists. As we move into the world 
of new media, journalism and the role it provides in communi-
ties—both local and global—will become increasingly important. 
Journalism Matters gives you the skills and factual background 
you will need to become active participants in your communities 
today and throughout your life.

     • James Schaffer
     • Randall McCutcheon
     • Kathryn T. Stofer 

A newspaper that does 
not look like a cross-
section of the 
community it serves will 
not—and cannot—serve 
the community as it 
wants to be served.

— Newspaper Editor
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For a concise overview of significant milestones in the history 
of journalism, refer to the timeline on the following six pages.
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TIMELINExvi

3000 B.C. —

Pre-A.D. —

100 A.D.  —

1400  —

1600 —

1700 —

BABYLONIA (now in Iraq), 3000 B.C.—Clay, stone and wooden tablets are used 
by the residents of Babylonia to advertise their businesses. (17)

THEBES, Egypt, 500 B.C.—Egyptians make papyrus, a form of paper, from the 
stems of the papyrus plant. (8)

POMPEII, pre-A.D. 79—Merchants use stone or clay signs to advertise what 
they are selling. (14)

CHINA, A.D. 100—Paper and ink were developed by the Chinese more than 
1,000 years before Europeans began using them. (15)

STRASBOURG, Germany 1438—Johann Gutenberg begins working on a 
method of printing using moveable type. (15)

LONDON, 1480—William Caxton publishes the first advertisements in English. 
(17)

LONDON, 1614—Signs attached to buildings or swinging over doorways iden-
tify local inns and taverns. These signs are the forerunners of modern billboards. 
(17)

CAMBRIDGE, Mass., 1638—The first printing press is brought to America to 
print religious texts, such as the Bay Psalm Book of 1640, for students at Harvard 
College. (1)

BOSTON, September 25, 1690—Benjamin Harris publishes Publick Occurences: 
Both Forreign and Domestick, a four-page newspaper. (2)

BOSTON, August 7, 1721—James Franklin establishes The New England Courant. (2)

PHILADELPHIA, 1732—The first foreign language newspaper in the United 
States, the Philadelphia Zeitung, is printed by Benjamin Franklin. (1)

NEW YORK CITY, August 4, 1735—John Peter Zenger, editor of The New York 
Weekly Journal, is found not guilty of “raising sedition” against the government 
through columns printed in his newspaper. (2)

CHARLESTON, S.C., January 4, 1737—Elizabeth Timothy becomes the first 
woman publisher in the colonies when her husband Louis Timothy, an apprentice 
for the weekly Charleston South Carolina Gazette, is accidentally killed. (6)

PHILADELPHIA, January 1741—Printers Benjamin Franklin and Andrew 
Bradford race to put the first American magazine into print. (18)

PHILADELPHIA, May 9, 1754—The first cartoon appears in the Pennsylvania 
Gazette. (11)

Significant Milestones in 
the History of Journalism
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TIMELINE xvii

— 1800

— 1810

— 1820

— 1830

— 1840

— 1850

— 1860

— 1870

PHILADELPHIA, July 6, 1776—The Pennsylvania Evening Post is the first 
newspaper to print the Declaration of Independence. (2)

PHILADELPHIA, May 30, 1783—On this day, the Pennsylvania Evening Post 
became the first daily paper in America. (2)

NEW ORLEANS, 1808—The first Spanish-language newspaper in the United 
States, El Misisipi, is published. (1)

LONDON, 1814—For the first time, the London Times used a steam-driven press. 
The press could print up to 1,100 sheets an hour. (15)

NEW ECHOTA, Ga., 1818—The Cherokee Phoenix, printed partly in an 86-character 
Cherokee alphabet, became the first Native American newspaper. (1)

NEW YORK CITY, March 16, 1827—The first black newspaper, Freedom’s Journal, 
is published. Founded by John B. Russwurm and the Rev. Samuel E. Cornish, 
Freedom’s Journal is a response to racist attacks by other newspapers. (4)

NEW YORK CITY, September 3, 1833—The New York Sun is the first penny 
paper. A paper for common working folk, it carries mostly sensationalized human 
interest news with a touch of humor. (9)

NEW YORK CITY, 1835—Regular Pony Express service is established between 
New York and Philadelphia by the postmaster. (4)

BALTIMORE, Md., May 24, 1844—”What hath God wrought?” The first electro-
magnetic telegraph message is transmitted over a telegraph line from Baltimore to 
inventor Samuel F. B. Morse, who receives it in the U.S. Supreme Court chamber. (4)

NEW YORK CITY, January 11, 1849—The first cooperative news gathering 
service, Harbor News Association, is formally organized by six New York daily 
newspapers. (4)

LONDON, August 16, 1858—”Glory to God in the highest, on earth peace, 
good will toward men,” is the first message sent over the Atlantic Cable 
connecting London and the United States. (7)

USA, 1866—The completion of the Atlantic Cable enabled an American wire 
service, the New York Associated Press, to exchange news with a British wire 
service, Reuters. (4)

PHILADELPHIA, 1874—One of the most famous American editorial cartoonists, 
Thomas Nast, introduced the elephant as the symbol of the Republican Party in 
a cartoon in Harper’s Weekly. He also made the donkey popular as a symbol of the 
Democratic Party. (11)
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TIMELINExviii

1880 —

1890 —

1900 —

BOSTON, March 10, 1876—Alexander Graham Bell successfully demonstrates 
his system for transmitting voices over wire by sending for his assistant, Thomas 
A. Watson, in their Boston laboratory. (5)

MENLO PARK, N.J., 1877—”Mary had a little lamb . . . “ Thomas Alva Edison 
shouts the nursery rhyme against the recording diaphragm of a model phono-
graph his assistant constructed from Edison’s sketch. (7)

GERMANY, 1887—In laboratory experiments with what would become known 
as “Hertzian waves,” physicist Heinrich Hertz proves the existence of radio 
energy and measures the length of a radio wave. (13)

NEW YORK CITY, 1889—Started by Charles H. Dow and Edward D. Jones as a 
financial news service for Dow Jones and Company, the Wall Street Journal has the 
largest circulation of any traditional newspaper in the United States. (11)

NEW YORK CITY, 1889—Richard Outcault’s cartoon character, the “Yellow Kid,” gives 
a journalistic style practiced in the last decades of the 1800s its name: yellow journalism. (8)

LONDON, 1896—Italian inventor Guglielmo Marconi registers a patent 
in London for instruments to send and receive communications by wireless 
telegraphy. (5)

NEW YORK CITY,  August 18, 1896—”All the News That’s Fit to Print” 
becomes the motto of The New York Times when Adolph S. Ochs is editor. (3)

NEW YORK CITY, 1904—Former New York Times and New York Journal reporter 
Ivy Ledbetter Lee opens a publicity firm dedicated to honest and truthful promo-
tion of clients in New York. (21)

1904—Magazines become instigators for social reform in the early twentieth 
century, and their style of investigative reporting is labeled “muckraking” by 
President Teddy Roosevelt. McClure’s magazine becomes the leader in the muck-
raking efforts with the publication of exposes on the Standard Oil Company by 
Ida M. Tarbell. (9)

BRANT ROCK, Mass., December 24, 1906—Using the same waves Marconi used, 
Canadian Reginald A. Fessenden broadcasts music and Christmas messages. (8)

NEW YORK CITY, December 1906—The father of modern radio, Lee de 
Forrest, patents the key element of radio, the audio tube, but it takes another 
decade to perfect the circuitry to make it work. (19)

USA, 1907—The word “television” is first used in an article in Scientific American 
magazine. (6)

SAN JOSE, Calif., 1909—The first radio station to have a regular schedule of 
programs is experimental station FN owned by Charles D. “Doc” Herrold. (19)
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TIMELINE xix

— 1920

NEW JERSEY, 1911—French film maker Charles Pathe introduces the silent 
newsreel to American theatres. (4)

NEWFOUNDLAND BANKS, April 14–15, 1912—The Wireless Ship Act, the 
first U.S. Radio law, passed in 1910 and required a radio and operator on all 
oceangoing passenger vessels; unfortunately it could not save the Titanic when it 
struck an iceberg on its maiden voyage. (10)

NEW YORK CITY, November 7, 1916—Despite the fact that he got the result 
wrong, Lee de Forest broadcast the first presidential election results. DeForest 
estimated that Charles E. Hughes had defeated Woodrow Wilson. (19)

USA, 1919—Coast-to-coast telephone service became possible, less than 50 
years after the invention of the telephone. (5)

USA, 1920–1950—Known as the Golden Age of Broadcasting, these decades 
bring news and entertainment into American homes via sound. (1)

PITTSBURGH, Pa., November 2, 1920—KDKA, the first fully licensed com-
mercial station for standard broadcasting, goes on the air from a studio in East 
Pittsburgh with a broadcast of returns from the Harding-Cox presidential elec-
tion interspersed with live banjo and phonograph music. (11)

NEW YORK CITY, August 16, 1922—Station WEAF goes on the air on August 
16 as the first commercial radio station. (17)

WASHINGTON, D.C., 1923—President Warren G. Harding’s face is immortal-
ized through wireless transmissions when Charles Francis Jenkins sends likeness 
of Harding to Washington from Philadelphia by wireless transmission. (14)

1923—Vladimir K. Zworykin, known as the “Father of Television,” immigrates 
from Russia to the United States. Four years later, working as an engineer for 
Westinghouse, Zworykin patents the first electronic camera pickup tube. (9)

NEW YORK CITY, November 15, 1926—The National Broadcast Company goes 
on the air with a four and one-half hour broadcast of music and comedy. (10)

SAN FRANCISCO, 1927—The first electronic television pictures are transmitted 
by a self-taught 21-year-old American inventor, Philo T. Farnsworth; he calls his 
new scanning and synchronizing system “image dissection.” (11)

USA, 1927—Philco makes the first automobile radio. (1)

WASHINGTON, D.C., 1927—Herbert E. Ives, working in the Bell Telephone 
Laboratories, sends a picture with synchronized sound of then Secretary of 
Commerce Herbert Hoover’s voice from Washington to New York. (14)

— 1910
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TIMELINExx

1930 —

1940 —

1950 —

1960 —

USA, September 18, 1927—The Columbia Broadcasting Company, later known 
as CBS, begins broadcasting with a music variety show. (10)

NEW YORK CITY, 1928—A new show, called Newscasting, is introduced by 
radio station WOR. (6)

LONDON, November 2, 1936—The British Broadcasting Company goes on the 
air with the world’s first open-circuit TV broadcasts. The BBC is the first televi-
sion station in the world to offer regular programming. (13)

GROVER’S MILL, N.J., October 30, 1938—H. G. Wells’ novel, The War of the 
Worlds, is adapted as a radio drama by Mercury Theater of the Air. The drama 
includes simulated news bulletins announcing that aliens are invading the coun-
tryside. (10)

NEW YORK CITY, April 30, 1939—David Sarnoff chooses the World’s Fair to 
launch regular television broadcasting by the National Broadcasting Company. 
The first telecast from the fair featured President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the first 
president to appear on television. (21)

NEW YORK, May 17, 1939—The first televised sports event, a baseball game 
between Princeton and Columbia universities, is carried on NBC. (6)

NEW YORK CITY, July 1, 1941—Commercial television is born when both 
NBC and CBS were granted licenses on the same day for their New York stations. 
That same year CBS began televising sporadic news reports shortly after the U.S. 
entered World War II. The first regularly scheduled network news was broadcast 
on NBC in 1945. (10)

JUNE, 1948—Three Bell Laboratory engineers, John Bardeen, Walter Brattain 
and William Schockley, demonstrate the transistor, a tiny, solid, crystal block that 
would replace the fragile, bulky tube construction in radios and televisions. (9)

USA, 1954—Small, easily portable transistor radios go on the market. (9)

1959—Two engineers working separately, Jack Kilby and Robert Noyce, invent 
the integrated circuit, or computer “chip.” Each man’s invention has advantages the 
other lacked, but Kilby eventually won the patent rights to the invention. (16)

MOSCOW, April 12, 1961—Soviet space officials hold the first radio talks with 
a human in space when cosmonaut Yuri Gagarin circles the earth for one hour 
and 48 minutes. (7)

July 10, 1962—Telestar I, an experimental communications satellite, is launched 
by the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration. Telestar I relays 
telephone calls and sends the first transatlantic broadcast, making live telecasts 
between Europe and the United States possible.
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TIMELINE xxi

— 1970

— 1980

— 1990

— 2000

MOON, July 20, 1969—”That’s one small step for man, one giant leap for man-
kind,” Astronaut Neil A. Armstrong announces as he steps from the Eagle onto 
the surface of the moon. (7)

1970—The television industry downsizes equipment until reporters can cover 
on-the-spot news with portable cameras and send pictures back to the station via 
microwave or satellite relay. (3)

USA, 1970—Computers begin replacing typewriters in newsrooms in the 1970s, 
touching off a revolution in journalistic technology. (16)

1972—Sony introduces the video cassette recorder (VCR) for educational and 
business uses.

USA, 1982—The FCC agrees upon rules for using direct broadcast satellites, and 
rooftop dishes on homes become a reality. (1)

WASHINGTON, D.C., September 15, 1982—USA Today becomes recognized 
as the first successful national general interest newspaper. (3)

LONDON and PHILADELPHIA, July 13, 1985—An estimated worldwide audience 
of 1.5 billion tune in to the 16-hour Live Aid concert broadcast simultaneously from 
London and Philadelphia. The Live Aid campaign raises pledges of more than 
$70 million for African famine relief. (18)

USA, 1988—For the first time, more than half of all U.S. homes have VCRs. (18)

SWITZERLAND, 1990—The World Wide Web is developed, enabling anyone 
with a computer to establish a home page on the Internet. (1)

USA, 1995—The sale of home computers exceeds the sale of television sets in the 
United States for the first time, with 32.6 million households using computers. (16)

USA, 1998—First MP3 players appear on the market.

California, 1999—Napster, a file-sharing program, introduces a way for users to 
share and exchange files, especially music, over the Internet. Users downloading 
copyrighted music without paying for it cause a legal battle and an examination 
of copyright law.

USA, 2001—the iPod and other similar devices change the way people use 
media; podcasts carry news, ads and programming.

USA, 2005—An estimated 820 million personal computers are in use worldwide 
with 223.81 million of those in the U.S.

USA, February 2009—All television stations begin broadcasting using only a 
digital format in accordance with U.S. federal law.
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Comment is free, but facts are sacred.

—Charles Prestwich Scott, British journalist
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WHAT IS NEWS? 43

ll the good stories, I call ‘em ‘Did ‘ja stories,’ because people 
say ‘Did ‘ja hear about this?’ or ‘Did ‘ja hear about that?’” says 
New York Daily News reporter Michael Daly.

How many times have you heard someone begin a conversation 
with “Did ‘ja hear about”? Maybe you’ve even done it yourself. When 
friends want to communicate information, they often begin that way. 
When television newscasters or newspaper reporters want to commu-
nicate information, they don’t begin with “Did ‘ja hear,” but they do 
convey information to an audience. When someone wins the lottery, 
an earthquake damages California freeways, a movie star gets married or 
multitudes of people die from hunger in Africa, journalists tell peo-
ple about it, and people talk to one another about it. They call it news.

In this chapter we will look at different ways news has been defined, at 
the characteristics that make stories news, and at the other things that 
influence what is news on any given day. We will also give you some tips 
that will help you start finding news for your newspaper or newscast.

DEFINING NEWS

News is all of the following:

• information, especially information you haven’t heard 
before,

• something interesting or important to you,

• something that has or will have an impact on you and 
others,

• what the media report.
Putting it all together, we say news is information we haven’t had 
before that is delivered through a mass medium and has some impact 
on our lives.

Every day hundreds, perhaps thousands, of pieces of information 
could be news. From all that information, certain individuals select 
the few pieces that will be called news for their communities. Directors 
and producers select the stories and plan the news shows for radio and 
television. Editors select and prioritize the items for each page of the 
newspaper. The individuals who determine what stories will be news 
for their communities have been called gatekeepers because of their 

In this chapter, you will learn 
the meaning of these terms:

news

gatekeeper

timeliness

run

prominence

proximity

conflict

impact

human interest

wire service

tip

budget

top story

news hole

news flow

cut

deadline

column inch

news judgment

beat

local angle

localize

futures file

news

information not previously 

known that is delivered 

through the mass media 

and has some impact on 

the audience

gatekeeper

a label put on those indi-

viduals, such as newspaper 

editors and broadcast news 

directors, who determine 

what stories will be news for 

their communities

A“

After completing this chapter, you will be able to:

• define news, and explain its characteristics,

• identify characteristics that make a story newsworthy,

• recognize other factors that influence news,

• find story ideas.
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THINKING LIKE A JOURNALIST44

role in selecting what they believe to be the important stories and 
rejecting what they believe to be the less significant stories.

As they look over all the possibilities, the producers and editors must 
feel like we all do when we stand in front of a candy store window and 
look at all the possible goodies we could have. But imagine that today 
you have been designated to buy one kind of candy to treat all your 
classmates. You are in charge of deciding what the most people will like.

As you watch, you notice that some people go past the candy dis-
play without buying anything. You observe that of those who buy, 
most select the chocolate fudge. You also notice that a few choose 
the peanut butter fudge or the chocolate-covered cherries. The really 
adventurous buy the macadamia nut mix. Some buy a little of each. 
You prefer the chocolate mints, but you compromise with the one the 
most people are buying, the chocolate fudge.

The front page of a newspaper is like a candy store window. People 
look in quickly. If there’s nothing there that tempts them in the first 15 
seconds, they go on by. They may stop only long enough to read the 
tastiest news, or they may stop to sample several stories.

The stories that the gatekeepers choose to put on the front page or 
at the beginning of the newscast are chosen because they are like the 
fudge in the candy store: they come closest to being of interest to the 
most people. The editors and producers, like the candy makers, have 
identified them as being the ones that will attract the largest number 
of people, and they have put them in the ‘window.’

Professional Journalists Define News
Longtime NBC news anchor David Brinkley said news is “what I say 

it is. It’s something worth knowing by my standards.” A professional 
journalist who spent his career defining news, Brinkley spoke as one of 
the key people who made the judgments about what would be news 
each day.

A more colorful definition of news was offered by Stanley Walker, 
editor of the New York Herald Tribune, in the 1930s. He said news 
revolved around the three W’s—“women, wampum, and wrongdoing.” 
Although today we might consider Walker’s remark politically incor-
rect, we can understand that he meant people are interested in stories 
about sex, money and crime. He believed that those were the topics 
people secretly desired to read about.

Walker was using metaphors to define news, but the categories he 
identified still dominate the news in today’s media. Today’s sex stories 
deal with more than celebrity romances. They focus on human traf-
ficking, sexual addiction, and equal rights for gay, lesbian, bisexual and 
transgender people. Money stories deal with the economy, unemploy-
ment, taxes, bond issues and the Dow Jones and NASDAQ averages. 
Crime stories deal with child and spouse abuse, gangs, terrorism, shoot-
ing sprees and computer hackers. Some stories, like natural disasters 
and the weather, are harder to fit into Walker’s categories.

Out Take
News is . . .

• “Anything that will make peo-
ple talk.”—Charles A. Dana, 
former editor, New York Sun

• “The glue that binds free 
societies together.”—Allen 
H. Neuharth, founder, USA 
Today

• “Anything that makes the 
reader say, ‘Gee Whiz!’”—
Arthur McEwen, former 
editorial writer, San Francisco 
Examiner

• “A business, but it is also a 
public trust.”—Dan Rather, 
Dan Rather Reports

• “What a chap who doesn’t 
care much about anything 
wants to read.”—Corker, a 
character in Scoop, a novel 
by Evelyn Waugh

• “What is news? It is informa-
tion only.”—Walter Cronkite, 
longtime news anchor, 
CBS News

• “What makes it a cover 
story? It sells papers.”—Erin 
Moriarty, correspondent, 
48 Hours
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WHAT IS NEWS? 45

More than a century ago, John B. Bogart, an editor at the New York 
Sun, said, “When a dog bites a man, that is not news, because it hap-
pens so often, but if a man bites a dog, it’s news.” Bogart was implying 
that in order for an event to be news, it had to be slightly out of the 
ordinary. Bogart’s definition is still being tested, if some recent head-
lines are any indication:

“Man charged after biting dog”
“Police dog bites handler’s wife”
“Burglar bites off part of man’s ear”

An executive producer of ABC’s Evening News recently said that 
people are interested in stories that tell them how safe the world is, 
how safe their families are and how safe their money is. This defini-
tion implies that people are concerned about more than just what they 
secretly desire to read. They’re concerned about the impact of what’s 
happening in the world. People want to know how the news will affect 
their own security and that of their families.

When the gatekeepers at the television networks plan the content of 
their newscasts, they make selections that fit their definition of news. 
Thus, stories that will be news on the newscasts today are determined 
by a few key people, but these people determine what becomes the 
news for everyone.

Consumers Define News

As a consumer of news, you are your own gatekeeper. You have a 
limited amount of time to spend reading or watching news. Your inter-
ests and preferences guide you to set your own agenda. From what the 
media gatekeepers choose to offer, you narrow what you will call news 
to the stories or sections of the paper or newscast that you’ll spend time 
investigating.

Each individual has a reading strategy. Maybe you read the sports 
first and never look at the editorial page, or you check out the 
front page and the comics but don’t look at the sports or weather 
reports. Your grandparents may watch the weather report and ignore 

the sports. They might read the 
 obituaries and the editorial page. 
Your little brother looks at only 
the comics. He watches his favorite 
weekly show and ignores the news 
altogether. He doesn’t even know 
what an editorial is.

Your parents, friends and neigh-
bors all want to read or listen 
to some parts of the news more 
than others, but not necessarily 
the same parts. Because the media 
report on an event, doesn’t make it 
news to  everyone.

NEW YORK, Aug. 19, 1896—
“All the News That’s Fit to 
Print” has been the motto 
of The New York Times since 
shortly after Adolph S. Ochs 
became editor in August 
1896. In his first editorial, 
Ochs wrote:

“It will be my earnest aim 
that The New York Times give 
the news, all the news, in con-
cise and attractive form, in 
language that is parliamentary 
in good society, and give it as 
early, if not earlier, than it can 
be learned through any other 
reliable medium.

Asked what news was unfit 
to print, Ochs replied, “What’s 
untrue.”

Today The New York Times 
is considered the newspa-
per of record, the source for 
complete, fair and accurate 
news of the day, for the 
United States. It earned the 
title because of its tradition 
of thorough coverage of the 
news events that make his-
tory: national politics, the 
administration, Congress, 
government agencies, foreign 
policies, news from abroad 
of significant governmental 
change, wars and certain gen-
eral topics in the news such as 
finance, science and the press.

Its reputation for accuracy, 
completeness and honesty, as 
well as its policy of carrying 
the complete texts of impor-
tant speeches, reports, docu-
ments and presidential news 
conferences, has made it a 
reference source for historians 
and researchers.
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CHARACTERISTICS OF NEWS

People, events and information that are newsworthy share common, 
identifiable characteristics. Not all characteristics are present in every 
news story, but every item that is newsworthy will have one or more 
of these characteristics: timeliness, prominence, proximity, conflict, 
impact and human interest. The importance of each characteristic dif-
fers from story to story. Most stories have elements of more than one 
characteristic.

Timeliness

News is timely the day it happens. In other words, timeliness is a 
characteristic of a news story about an event that is reported as soon 
as it happens. An accident, a fire, the signing of a peace treaty or the 
result of an election is news when it happens. It appears on that day’s 
front page or newscast. Many stories only run, or appear in the media, 
one day—the day they happen. Others continue to be timely news as 
long as there is new information to add and the audience is interested 
in knowing more about the topic.

School newspapers usually do not come out frequently enough to 
carry truly timely news. The time and cost involved in producing and 
printing the school paper means that several days or weeks may elapse 
between the time the reporter writes the story and the reader reads it—
long enough for much of the news to lose its timeliness. Most stories 
in school newspapers, therefore, are written as preview stories, time-
less features or consequence stories (stories that are news now as the 
result of earlier events). Sports coverage is particularly challenging for 
school newspapers when several games are played between issues (see 
Chapters 10 and 13).

timeliness

a characteristic of a news story 

about an event that is reported 

as soon as it happens

run

to appear in the media. A 

story is said to run the day it 

appears in the media: “The 

story will run in the Sunday 

edition.”

Your Beat

1. The members of the staff of your school newspaper, 
broadcast station or yearbook are gatekeepers of 
news for your school community. Put yourself in the 
gatekeeper role, and write a statement of what will 
be news for your audience. Compare your state-
ment with those of your classmates and together 
formulate one statement that tells your audience 
how your staff defines news for your medium.

2. Collect several editions of the same local or national 
newspaper, and compare the general categories 
of content such as local news, international news, 

opinions, lifestyles and sports. Are the categories 
similar from issue to issue? Are they different? 
Identify each paper’s organizational pattern. 
Do the same organizational analysis with a 
school newspaper.

3. As a staff, have a brainstorming session to come 
up with newspaper section ideas (or news segment 
ideas for broadcasts) that would reflect the interests 
of students in your school. List five stories that 
would be appropriate for each section or segment 
you select.
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Prominence

Prominent persons are those whose names you recognize. The 
president of the United States, rock stars, actors, actresses and Mickey 
Mouse all have prominence. Prominent persons do not have to be 
international celebrities. Every community has prominent persons. 
The mayor, the police chief, local radio or television personalities, and 
business leaders are generally recognized throughout the community. 
They are the people whose names, pictures and voices appear before 
the public on a regular basis and who have the power to influence 
public opinion by their actions or attitudes.

Prominent persons exist in your school community, too. Members of 
the board of education, administrators, faculty, the quarterback of the 
school football team and the president of the student council are some 
of the prominent persons your readers and listeners will recognize. 
These people are in positions to make decisions or express opinions 
that affect everyone in your audience. People expect to see the names 
of these leaders in headlines and to hear their voices in newscasts.

Proximity

The word proximity refers to being close by. If a hurricane destroys 
a small town in Florida, everyone in the United States is interested, 
because their fellow citizens are involved. But people in Florida are 
more interested than those in Oklahoma, because it happened in their 
state. If a tornado blows away a small town in Oklahoma, however, 
people in Oklahoma are more interested than those in Florida.

If a team in your school conference or district violates the rules and 
must forfeit the games they played the first half of the season, the 
story of the penalty is more newsworthy in your paper than in a school 
paper outside your conference or district. If one of the forfeited games 
was against your school, the proximity factor is even greater for you.

Emotional proximity may also make a story news to you. You lis-
ten for details when you hear a story about Fargo, North Dakota, if 
you have relatives there. You look closely at pictures of Yellowstone 
National Park in the Sunday entertainment section because you’ve 
vacationed there. You are attracted to a story about a child with leuke-
mia because a classmate has a terminal illness.

Conflict

Conflict involves opposing forces and the tension and suspense 
that is created when two sides meet. These forces may be physical, 
emotional or philosophical. The extreme and classic example of con-
flict is war. When opposing forces meet in battle, there is physical con-
flict, and one side usually emerges victorious. The conflict, however, 
may have begun as a philosophical disagreement between two govern-
ments long before their forces met.

A common example of conflict is an athletic competition. Two 
teams or several individuals meet to compete. One side or one person 
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prominence

a characteristic of a news 

story about someone whose 

name or job (such as the 

president of the United States) 

is well known and easily 

recognized by the public

conflict

a characteristic of a news 

story that involves two sides 

engaged in a “battle” from 

which one will emerge the 

winner, such as a story about 

war, an athletic competition 

or an election

proximity

a characteristic of a news 

story that happens close 

to home
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Severe weather can impact entire 
communities or larger areas; 
some storms cause power outages 
and transportation problems when 
power lines are knocked over.

impact

a characteristic of a news 

story based on the effect or 

consequence the story will 

have on the audience

wins. Another common example is an election. Elections are conflicts 
in that two or more persons with different philosophies about how a 
job should be done compete for votes, and the one with whom the 
most people agree gets elected. Stories about contests, debates, peace 
negotiations between nations, contract negotiations between teachers 
and boards of education, and fights in the school parking lot are all 
based on conflict.

Impact

The effect or consequence a story has on the audience is its impact. 
Readers’ interests are directly related to the degree of impact the subject 
of the story will have on their lives. Stories about the environment, for 
example, have an impact on everyone. A story about a nuclear waste 
dump’s being built in your county has more immediate impact on you 
than one about the deforestation of the jungles in Brazil, yet both have 
consequences that will eventually affect you.

News of a tax increase has an impact on all who will pay the tax 
and all who will benefit from the money collected. You may not feel 
that an increase in the property tax has consequences for you, because 
you do not own any property and will not have to pay the extra tax. 
However, if the money is going to go to build a new school, it may 
affect your younger brother or sister.

Imagine that your state legislature passes a bill limiting students’ 
freedom of expression. Your community paper gives it a couple of para-
graphs on page 15 of the first section. However, your school newspaper 
prints a front-page story on what the bill will mean to your readers and 
to your newspaper. The story has quotes from your state senator, your 
newspaper adviser and the principal. The editorial cartoon is about the 
bill, and an editorial explains the impact of the bill on your readers. 
The difference in the amount of coverage given to the story in each 
publication is a reflection of the consequence, or impact, the story has 
on the readers of that publication. Few general readers will feel the 
impact of such a bill, but all students will feel it.
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human interest

a characteristic of a news 

story about people, usually 

those involved in some emo-

tional struggle

Human Interest

A story that tugs at your heartstrings or satisfies your curiosity 
about other people and what happens to them has the news charac-
teristic of human interest. Ever since cave dwellers began gathering 
around fires to talk about who killed the largest mastodon, or who had 
been killed by one, people have wanted to know about other people. 
Whether a message about the life of another human being comes in 
a letter, by phone or through e-mail, everyone is interested. The com-
mon interest in what happens to others is what makes us seek out 
friends for conversation during a refreshment break or buy People to 
read in our spare moments.

When coal miners were trapped in a collapsed mine in West Virginia, 
millions of people watched to see if they would be rescued. When ter-
rorists attacked the World Trade Center in New York City, people 
everywhere grieved with the families of the victims. When a young 
family with a baby was stranded in the mountains in a snowstorm and 
the father walked for two days to get help, people followed the story 
and rejoiced when the family was found alive. When a hurricane in 
the Gulf Coast destroyed homes and injured people, others rushed to 
help or send food and clothing because they cared that human beings 
were suffering.

Children and adults doing normal activities in some slightly unusual 
way are topics for human interest stories. A high school student who 
does taxidermy as a hobby, a teacher in Missouri who spends summers 
in Alaska running a salmon-fishing business, a graduate of your school 
who celebrates a 100th birthday and a young person who overcomes 
an injury or handicap are all subjects for human interest stories for 
your newspaper.

Some stories are news because they are about unusual things 
that happen to people. Consider a story that happened in Munich, 
Germany, and appeared in American newspapers:

A Munich robber used unusual weapons to incapacitate his victim: 
instant-setting glue and an electric cable. The robber followed the 
victim home from the bank, and then pulled a pistol on the 25-year-
old house painter just outside the door to his apartment. When the 
painter refused to hand over the $2,700 the robber demanded, the 
robber forced him inside the apartment, glued the man to a toilet 
seat, and shocked him with the cable until he fainted. When the 
painter recovered, the robber and the money were gone.

People are held up at gunpoint everywhere, so conflict alone does not 
make this story newsworthy. Only the unusual twist of the robber’s 
gluing his victim to the toilet seat makes it news as far away as the 
United States.

Like the story of the German painter, many stories have more than 
one characteristic of news. Proximity, for instance, varies in impor-
tance depending upon the location in which the story occurs. When 
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A local student who advances 
to a national music competi-
tion could be the subject of a 
human interest story.

the president makes a speech to Congress, it is news to everyone in the 
United States, because he is the president. If he makes a speech in your 
state, it is more newsworthy to the people in your state, because some-
one with prominence is also in close proximity to you. If the president 
comes to your city or town, proximity is an even more important char-
acteristic of news for the story, because your readers or viewers have a 
very high degree of interest in the event. The day the speech is deliv-
ered, the story will be timely news in many distant locations where 
proximity is not a factor but where the president has prominence.
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DETERMINING NEWS

From events happening locally, from the wire services (member-
ship organizations that gather news from around the world and distrib-
ute it to local members) and from their reporters’ ideas, or tips, editors 
and producers set a budget. A budget is a list of stories that will be 
news in their papers or on their newscasts for the day.

Journalists draw on their knowledge of their community and its 
values and interests when selecting the stories they believe will inter-
est and affect people. They understand that some stories are of more 
interest to their readers and viewers, and that some have greater impact 
on the community’s economic or political future. Each staff selects the 
stories it feels will be most important to its audience.

WHAT IS NEWS? 51

wire service

a membership organization 

that gathers news from around 

the world and distributes it to 

local members; the way most 

local media outlets receive 

national and international news

tip

an idea for a story. A tip may 

come from a reporter, from 

the public or from a beat 

source.

budget

a list of the stories for the next 

newspaper or news broad-

cast. Budgets are determined 

by editors or producers.

Your Beat

1. List the characteristics that make each story on 
the front page of yesterday’s newspaper or on last 
night’s half-hour newscast newsworthy. Indicate 
the characteristic you feel is the most significant for 
each story. Explain your choice.

2. Find stories that you think do not fit any of the 
characteristics of news listed in the chapter. Add 
characteristics to the list to fit the stories you found 
(for example, consequence or bizarre). Define your 
characteristic or characteristics, and give examples. 
If you were writing the list of characteristics, which 
characteristic or characteristics would you omit? 
Explain your rationale for each omission. Are there 

characteristics on the list that might be combined? 
Which ones would you combine? Give examples for 
each combination you create.

3. Make a list of the prominent people in your school 
and their credentials or areas of interest. Compare 
your list to those of others in the class. As a 
group, make a master list of the prominent people 
who might be contacts for stories. Include their 
telephone numbers, office or room numbers, and 
homeroom teacher or counselor (if applicable) 
for ease in contacting them. Post your master list 
where everyone can use it, or keep a copy handy in 
your notebook for future reference.
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Fact, Interest and Audience

One way producers and editors decide which stories are news today 
is by considering fact, interest and audience. The facts are the material 
for the story itself: the words, numbers and pictures that make up the 
story. The facts must be adequate, accurate and timely. Interest indicates 
how much meaning the story has to the readers or viewers. What will it 
mean to their lives, their pocketbooks and their safety? The audience is the 
people who will be watching or reading the story and their values and 
interests. Within the audience are minority groups or subgroups whose 
interests need to be considered in today’s multicultural society. Fact, inter-
est and audience are not always of equal importance, but each should be 
considered for every story.

Every day’s front page, and the main page of the newspaper’s online 
version, carries the stories the editors deem most important to the larg-
est number of their readers. Let’s analyze a front page using the fact, 
interest and audience formula.

Stories available today include the president’s trip to Naples, Italy, to 
attend an economic conference with heads of state from 20 countries, a 
vote that will double the rates at the local landfill, the announcement 
of the state’s decision on school funds allocations for the coming year, 
confirmation hearings for a Supreme Court nominee, and the story of 
a cat that escaped from its pet carrier on a flight from New York to Los 
Angeles.

Looking over the shoulders of the editors in Anytown, USA, as they 
consider each story in terms of fact, audience and interest, we can see 
how the newspaper editors might weigh each story and each factor. 
The president’s trip to Europe is timely. The results of the conference 
with other heads of state will affect international relations and trade 
between the United States and 20 other countries for decades to come. 
The facts of the story are accurate, and the impact of the trip, both on 
current international relations and on the long-term economy of many 
governments, is momentous. There is no question, the editors think, of 
the importance of this story. Everyone should care about an event with 
such long-term international implications. Besides, the wire service has 
provided pictures of the president and his wife greeting foreign digni-
taries in front of historic sites that readers will recognize.
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Even though the president’s trip is an important event, the gate-
keepers know that not everyone will be interested in reading this story. 
Most readers will glance at the picture and maybe read the headline, 
but many will skip to another story. They will not care enough to 
read the details and weigh all that it may mean to them in the distant 
future. A few readers—those whose jobs are dependent upon interna-
tional trade, or those who have been in Naples at some time, or those 
whose professions depend upon their knowledge of economic issues, 
for example—will care enough to read the whole story.

The second story on page one, about a raise in rates at the local land-
fill, has already brought an outcry from the public. People have been 
talking about the issue, and now city council members have voted to 
double the present rate. This story is timely and has immediate impact 
on residents. Because the money will come directly out of the pockets 
of homeowners and business owners, nearly everyone in the commu-
nity will care. The editors are certain their readers will want to know 
about this immediately. However, fewer than half the subscribers live 
in the city. The others live in surrounding communities, where rates 
are not affected, so they likely will not care much about the story. The 
half of the audience who will pay the increase has a very high interest 
level; the other half has very little interest.

The third story involves something that occurs every year: the state 
allocates school funds. Because children and tax dollars are involved, 
the story is news every year, but the editors must ask whether there is 
anything that makes the story different this year. They discover that 
a new formula is being used to calculate the amount given to each 
school. Some schools will get more than they did last year; some will 
get significantly less. The local school is among those to receive less, 
but several schools in the area will receive more. The editors reason 
that everyone who pays taxes has a stake in this story, because it is his 
or her tax dollars being doled out by the state legislature. Some parents 
will be disappointed to see that the state is giving less support to the 
school their children attend. Others will be happy that their schools 
will get more. Teachers will fear that their salaries are in danger of 
being cut. Nearly everyone cares about this story.

The fourth story is about the confirmation hearings of a Supreme 
Court justice. Here the editors shake their heads, remembering that 
the last confirmation hearings took several months. The nominee must 
be approved by the Senate Judiciary Committee after a public hearing. 
The committee is very thorough in its investigation, because those 
appointed to the Court serve for life, and their decisions may influence 
national policy for many years.

Previous committee hearings have been televised, sometimes for 
days at a time. This nominee, a chief judge of the First Circuit Court 
of Appeals, has sailed quietly and almost unchallenged through four 
days of committee hearings. The public is hardly aware anyone has 
been nominated, let alone is about to be approved. The editors believe 
their readers need to know that this important vote is about to take 
place even though few seem to care. They decide to run the story on 
the front page with a photo of the nominee testifying at the hearing.
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Finally, there is the story about the cat. A three-year-old striped 
calico named Tabitha, missing for almost two weeks since she escaped 
from her pet carrier in the cargo hold of a Boeing 747, has been found 
frightened but alive in the false ceiling of the luggage compartment. 
During the 12 days Tabitha was missing, the plane had flown more 
than 32,000 miles and had been searched several times.

New York papers have been carrying the story for a week with daily 
“Pet Watch” updates, and several animal protection organizations have 
been pressuring the airline to find the cat. The story drew the attention 
of the national media when Tabitha was rescued, and the wire service 
sent a story and several photos to newspapers around the country.

The editors nod, knowing that there is little information of any 
value in the story but that everyone who picks up the paper will look 
at this story, because everyone seems to care about people and animals 
rescued from danger. A color picture of Tabitha and her happy owner 
will draw readers to the front page.

Now let’s analyze a local television news lineup for the same day. 
The producers would probably use the same stories. The state school 
funds allocation story might come first, because it will have the most 
immediate effect on the largest number of local viewers. The TV report-
ers can tell the story with pictures of local schools and students whom 
viewers will recognize. Graphics can be added to show how the local 
allocations compare with others in the area. However, if it is a school 
break and there are no students in the halls, or if the graphics are just 
dull pie charts, the editors may move the story out of the lead position 
because it lacks visual impact.

Because of its immediate impact on local viewers, the landfill story 
will be a close competitor for top story, the most important story 
on the newscast or the front page. It can be shown through pictures 
of trucks collecting residents’ garbage and dumping it at the landfill. 
News of the president’s trip and the Supreme court nominee’s hearing 
would lead the national news segment. The story of Tabitha’s rescue 
would probably be the last story of the evening in order to leave listen-
ers with a good feeling about the news.

Fact, Interest and Audience 
for School Media

School news staffs go through the same decision-making process in 
selecting the stories they will cover. They choose the stories they print 
or broadcast based on how much interest readers will have in the story 
and how much impact the news will have on them.

The fact, interest and audience formula works for school news, too. 
A story like the one above about state school funds allocations prob-
ably would not be covered in the school newspaper when it happened. 
Even though it was timely, the main reading audience, students, would 
not be interested in reading it. It would seem to them like a lot of big, 
meaningless numbers.

Two months later, however, when the school board announces a 
plan to remodel the gym and the fine arts wing with the money your 
school has received from the allocations, the story has much more 

top story

the most important story of 

the day, usually placed at the 

top of the front page or at the 

beginning of the newscast
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proximity and impact for your readers. Students are interested, and 
editors choose to cover the story. By the time the page is designed, the 
architect’s drawing is available to use as a graphic, and the reporter has 
quotations from school district officials. The story becomes the top 
story and the topic of the student opinion page.

Your Beat

1. Look at the stories on the front page of a recent edi-
tion of your local newspaper. Using the fact, interest 
and audience formula, analyze each story. Why do 
you think the editor chose to put these stories on 
the front page? Who is the audience for each story? 
How much interest do people have in each story? 
Look through the rest of the paper. Are there other 
stories you would have chosen for the front page if 
you were the editor? Why?

2. Using the fact, interest and audience formula, 
analyze the stories in the last issue of your school 
newspaper. Who is the audience for each story? 
Is it everyone in the school or only a portion of the 
students? Are there stories that represent the inter-
ests of smaller groups within the audience? Look at 
the other news stories in the issue that might have 

been on the front page. Which one would you have 
chosen for the front page? Why?

3. Try substituting the word impact for the word inter-
est in the fact, interest and audience formula. 
Instead of looking at how much interest readers 
have in a story, look at the impact or consequences 
the story will have on the readers. Analyze who 
the readers are and how much impact the story 
will have on them. Does this formula work as well? 
Would it change how the editors evaluate stories 
for the local paper? For the school paper? Choose 
either interest or impact, and write a persuasive 
paragraph convincing readers why it is the better 
choice.
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FACTORS INFLUENCING NEWS

A story that would be high on the budget today might not have been 
news if it had happened yesterday, and it might not make the news if it 
happens tomorrow. How can the same story be news one day and not 
another day? What is considered news on any one day depends on a 
number of factors not directly related to any single story.

Size of the News Hole

The news hole is the space or time available for news after the ads 
or commercials are run. Broadcast media are strictly limited by the 
amount of time available for news. In a 30-minute television news 
program, approximately 22 minutes are news, and eight minutes are 
advertising. Stations divide those 22 minutes among news, weather 
and sports. The news slot is subdivided among international, national 
and local news. Some stories will be given more time than others 
because of their importance, and some will be left out for lack of time.

In a newspaper, the news hole is the space left on the pages after the 
advertisements are placed. The amount of advertising sold determines 
the number of pages the paper can print. If fewer advertisers purchase 
ads for Monday’s paper than for Wednesday’s paper, there will be fewer 
pages available Monday and more available Wednesday. The news 
hole, therefore, will be smaller on Monday, and fewer stories will be 
printed. Some stories that have strong characteristics of news may not 
run because of the limited number of pages.

Sunday papers have many more pages and sections than do daily 
papers. Advertisers like to buy ads in Sunday papers because people 
spend more time reading the paper on Sunday, and more people buy 
the Sunday paper than the daily paper. Grocery stores usually advertise 
their weekly specials on Tuesday or Wednesday, so there is a larger 
paper, and a larger news hole, that day.

Your staff may be able to sell more advertising for an issue close to a 
special event, such as homecoming or prom, when students are spend-
ing money for flowers and special clothes. More ads and more income 
mean your staff can print extra pages and have a larger news hole in 
that issue.

News Flow

The news flow is the number of stories available at any time. 
The news flow determines a story’s importance or newsworthiness, 
because newsworthiness is relative. News that happens at the same 
time may make any story more or less newsworthy. The top story sud-
denly may no longer be the top story if something more important 
happens. Consequently, stories will be rearranged, and one or more 
stories may be cut, or omitted, from the budget to make room for 
the new story.

news hole

the amount of space in the 

newspaper or time in a news-

cast available for news

news flow

the number of news stories 

available to run at any one 

time

cut

removed from the budget. 

A cut occurs when a story 

that is planned gets set aside 

because a more significant 

story appears before the 

paper is printed or the news-

cast is run.

042-064_JM_S_S1_CH03_140262.indd   56 3/12/15   7:42 AM



For example, 12 firefighters in Colorado die when they are trapped 
by a wall of fire. The planned top story, a piece about the cease-fire 
agreement reached in the Middle East yesterday, suddenly becomes of 
less interest to most American readers and is replaced by the story of 
the firefighters’ deaths.

You discover that your school must forfeit three hard-fought games 
because of a rules violation, but you had planned a front-page story 
about the groundbreaking for a new sports complex. You decide your 
readers are more interested in knowing the details of the forfeitures 
just announced than in knowing more about the groundbreaking for 
a building that has been planned for a long time. Thus, you shorten 
the groundbreaking news to a picture in order to make room for the 
new story about the forfeitures. Compared with the breaking story, the 
planned one loses significance.

Sometimes there is just nothing happening. The news flow is slow. 
On those days more human interest and timeless stories become 
news.

Medium

Some formats work better than others for some messages. Fires, 
for instance, often receive more coverage on television than in the 
newspaper. Viewers can see the firefighters in bright yellow slickers 
streaked with soot as they tug heavy hoses to reach the flames. They 
can hear the roar of the fire and the screams of the emergency sirens. 
The newspaper is limited to one or two still photos and a written 
account. It has the advantage of being able to give more information 
and detail, but it lacks the gripping emotional appeal of the televi-
sion coverage. Journalists can use the Internet to present a news story 
in written form and accompany it with video. They can also report 
breaking news stories very quickly and add frequent updates as the 
story develops.

Radio is limited to very short stories listeners can comprehend with-
out visual images, but it has the advantage of being able to put news 
on the air very quickly. News may change more often in radio, where 
newscasts are heard frequently throughout the day. But the short time 
allotted to each newscast limits the number of stories put on the air 
and the amount of detail that can be given about each one.

The difference in the coverage of any one story on TV or the radio, 
the Internet and print media says more about the basic differences 
between the media than about the importance of the story.

Deadlines

The deadline is the time at which all stories must be ready to print 
or to be broadcast. Radio and television can break into their program-
ming and put a news bulletin on the air on a few moments’ notice. 
These media have very short deadlines. News can be posted online 

deadline

the latest time a story can 

be finished in order to be 

printed in that paper or 

shown on that newscast
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TEACHING SUGGESTION: 
Suggest to students that news is rela-
tive to the medium, but that it is also 
relative within the medium. Ask them 
to watch (or record and bring to class 
yourself) a network news show, a news 
segment from a cable news outlet and 
a story from a news magazine show. 
What differences do they see in topics? 
In coverage? Who is the audience for 
each show?

BACKGROUND: Explain to students 
that Congress established the Federal 
Communications Commission in 1934 to 
regulate what it saw as a valuable and 
limited natural resource: air waves. The 
FCC is a government agency composed 
of five commissioners appointed by the 
president. It licenses radio and television 
stations, assigns the frequencies and 
the amount of power they may use, and 
assigns station call letters. It also sets 
policies such as the number of com-
mercials a station may broadcast in an 
hour or a day and which words may not 
be said on the air.
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shortly after an event happens; very little time elapses between the 
time the story is written and the time it appears online. A newspaper 
staff must gather the facts, go to the scene and take pictures, write the 
story, wait for the next edition to be printed, deliver it and wait for the 
reader to read it. Several hours elapse between the time a story is writ-
ten and the time a reader reads it.

Television stations have several news programs each day. The aver-
age daily newspaper prints one edition; larger papers print more. 
Evening papers have deadlines before noon, so stories that happen after 
noon won’t appear in that evening’s edition. Morning papers have 
deadlines before midnight. Weekly papers have once-a-week deadlines. 
Even though desktop publishing has shortened production schedules 
for school newspapers, deadlines may be weeks apart. Anything that 
happens after the deadline has to wait for the next edition.

Newspaper deadlines dictate that a newspaper story must be treated 
differently than a broadcast story. The morning headlines scream, 
“Plane Explodes over the Atlantic.” But you knew that shortly after it 
happened at 8:30 the night before. The newspaper must focus on other 
points of view and on giving more detail than the broadcast news can.

Editorial Philosophy

Publishers and station owners set editorial policies for their news-
papers and broadcast stations that guide reporters in knowing what is 
news for their paper or program. Some newspapers, for instance, do not 
print the names of rape victims or the cause of death in obituaries to 
protect the privacy of the persons involved. Pictures and stories about 
little girls being crowned Miss Tot USA or Young Miss American Beauty 
are no longer carried by many papers because their editors believe that 
many of the contests exploit the children and their families. The gar-
dener who raises a 15-pound tomato or a 100-pound pumpkin may be 
disappointed to find that the newspaper does not want a picture of the 
amazing produce. Many newspapers have concluded that these natural 
wonders, usually produced with chemical help, are too common today 
to be news.

Since the 1700s the press has assumed the role of government 
watchdog. Newspapers have reported on the workings of government, 
and editors have offered their interpretation of issues through their 
editorials. Each newspaper has a political agenda, conservative or lib-
eral, that it supports. The editors may endorse or denounce political 
candidates on their editorial pages, and they regularly express opinions 
about proposed laws or expenditures by governmental bodies.

Until recently, the Federal Communications Commission prohibited 
licensed broadcast stations from taking political stands, because there 
were a limited number of stations available to listeners in any area. The 
FCC has changed the policy, but most broadcast stations still refrain 
from taking political sides or expressing editorial positions.
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Dateline
UNITED STATES, 1970s—From 
transistor to silicon chip to micro-
computer to time base corrector, 
the television industry downsized 
its equipment until, by the 1970s, 
reporters could cover on-the-spot 
news with portable cameras and 
send pictures directly back to the 
station via microwave or satellite 
relay.

The development of inexpen-
sive magnetic recording tape also 
helped revolutionize television 
news production. News could 
be recorded directly to the tape, 
wound on two reels inside a plastic 
case, and played back immediately 
or edited from the tape.

One or two reporters could go to 
the scene of a story in a car or heli-

copter and have pictures on the air 
in minutes, whereas before it would 
have taken a crew of several techni-
cians and a semitrailer full of equip-
ment traveling to the scene.

The system is called electronic 
news gathering (ENG). When satel-
lite transmission from a remote site 
is involved, it is called satellite news 
gathering (SNG).

The editorial policies of the scholastic press have become more 
professional. Most school publications staffs would say they aren’t 
involved in politics, but they do determine editorial policies by what 
they choose to include or to leave out of their publications. When 
your newspaper staff chooses to print a feature on multiculturalism, 
gender issues or sex education in schools in place of the “Heap of the 
Month” feature about someone’s dilapidated car, you have established 
an editorial policy. When the yearbook staff phases out large color pic-
tures of seniors to make room for a section on world news, it is saying 
something important about its responsibility to its readers. The topics 
your staff chooses for editorials and those your columnists write about 
become the publication’s image and reflect its editorial policy.

Choices like these reflect the way publications staffs view their roles 
as media in the school community. For a sample editorial policy, see 
the Editor’s Handbook at the end of this book.

column inch

a method of measuring space 

on a newspaper, yearbook or 

magazine page. The number 

of columns multiplied by the 

number of vertical inches in 

the columns equals the total 

number of column inches. 

Advertising is often sold by 

the column inch.

Business

Newspapers and broadcast stations are businesses. Owners expect 
them to show a profit. Salaries and bills have to be paid.

Advertising sales are the largest source of income for broadcast sta-
tions and newspapers. Subscriptions, newspapers sold at news stands 
or from racks on street corners, and special printing and video produc-
tion jobs pay for the rest. Advertising rates are based on the number of 
subscribers or viewers a medium has.

To stay competitive and pay expenses, the paper or station has to 
control expenditures. Fewer advertising dollars coming in may mean 
having fewer employees or printing fewer pages each week.

WHAT IS NEWS? 59
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Your Beat

1. Compare network television and newspaper news 
coverage as follows. Listen to an evening network 
news broadcast. Make a list of the stories on the 
news. Look at a newspaper for the same day. Are 
the same stories there? Where? Are they all front-
page stories, or even on the front page of sections 
such as national news, local news or sports? Count 
the stories in the paper. How many of them were on 
the broadcast? What percentage of the stories in 
the paper were on the news broadcast? Were there 
stories on the broadcast news that did not appear in 
the paper? Why do you think those stories were not 
in the paper? Now compare the network television 
news broadcast to one-half hour of a 24-hour news 
channel. Are the same stories covered? Why or 
why not?

2. Newspaper pages are measured in column inches. 
One column wide by one inch deep equals one col-
umn inch. Measure the column inches of news and 
of advertising in an edition of your local newspaper. 
Calculate the percentage of news to advertising. 
(Hint: Divide the class into groups, and have each 
group measure a section.) To compare the variation 
from day to day and calculate an average percentage, 
measure editions from several days.

3. Get a copy of a local newspaper or broadcast sta-
tion’s publications policy, including the advertising 
policy. Analyze it. Why do you think each statement 
or exception was made? What changes should be 
made in the policy? If no policy exists, draft one that 
represents the publication or station as it is or as 
you think it should be.

FINDING NEWS

Now you know how journalists recognize news. But how do they 
find all those stories?

News Judgment

An experienced journalist is sometimes said to have a “nose for 
news.” This cliché might make people think reporters look like a blood-
hound searching for an elusive scent. Their nose goes into high gear as 
it picks up the scent of a story. The cliché actually refers to the fact that 
with practice, journalists develop a sense, called news judgment, for 
which events and stories make news in their communities. They ask 
questions, jot down ideas and look at everything they see or hear as 
potential news.

Journalists use sources such as wire services, letters, and calls and tips 
from people to develop ideas for news stories. Editors and producers 
also expect each reporter to find two or three story ideas each week.

Beats

Beats are another way journalists find news. Reporters are assigned 
beats, or sources to contact regularly, from which ideas for stories may 
come. On a city newspaper or radio or television station, a staff reporter 

news judgment

a sense that experienced 

journalists develop about 

what events will make good 

news stories
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may be assigned the police beat, the education beat, the city govern-
ment beat or a beat made up of any group of sources with whom the 
producer or editor wants to make regular contact. From these sources, 
the reporter expects to gather information that will lead to news sto-
ries. The beat reporter checks with these sources frequently so that no 
news is missed between publications or newscasts.

School editors and producers assign reporters to beats such as the 
administration beat, the science and math beat, the board of education 
beat, the organizations beat and the athletic department beat. Prior to 
each staff meeting, reporters visit with the sources on their beats. They 
find out what has happened recently and what is being planned. In 
the staff meeting, each reporter then shares the information from the 
beat sources.

Professional Sources

Journalists also use their competitors as sources. Broadcasters read 
the newspaper, both print and online, to get ideas, and newspaper 
reporters watch the television news to see what stories are news today. 
Newspapers trade subscriptions with other newspapers, and broadcast-
ers watch other newscasts to get story ideas. Journalists attend profes-
sional meetings where they hear presentations and compare their work 
with that of their colleagues.

As a high school journalist, you can do the same things. Read the 
school bulletin. Ask for copies of other school publications, such as 
the administrator’s newsletter to school patrons or the parent-teacher 
organization’s newsletter. Exchange subscriptions or video or audio 
recordings with other schools. Attend meetings of your state scho-
lastic press association, and enter competitions. Join a national high 
school journalism organization such as the American Scholastic Press 
Association, the National Scholastic Press Association, the Columbia 
Scholastic Press Association or the Journalism Education Association.

Localizing News

Journalists find stories in news that originates in other places. A story 
written in Africa or Malaysia can become news in your community if 
journalists find a local angle, a fact or person that connects the story 
to the local audience. This is called localizing a story. When the presi-
dent sends troops to a foreign location, it is news because the United 
States is involved. If, however, one of the soldiers is a resident of your 
community, perhaps even a graduate of your school, that individual’s 
role gives the story special meaning to local residents. Interviews with 
the soldier’s family and classmates generate quotations that interest 
your audience and give the story a local perspective.

beat

a regular assignment given to 

reporters; a place reporters 

go regularly to get informa-

tion, such as the courthouse, 

schools, the police depart-

ment or the city council

localize

to find someone or something 

in your community that has a 

tie to a story from somewhere 

else and then to report it in 

order to make the story more 

interesting to local readers

local angle

a fact or person that con-

nects a story that originates in 

another location to the local 

audience
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Futures Files

Editors and reporters keep futures files of ideas, too. Whenever 
they hear, see or think of something that might be the subject for a 
story, or someone gives them the date of an upcoming event, they put 
it in the file or on a calendar. Before making assignments, they check 
the futures file so they won’t miss a good idea or a story that will be 
happening soon.

futures file

a list or file containing ideas 

for stories and dates of 

upcoming events for future 

issues of a publication or a 

later newscast

Your Beat

1. Find a story in the news that could be localized for 
your school newspaper. Explain to the class why 
you chose the story and what you would need to 
do to make the story specifically of interest to your 
readers.

2. Analyze the audience for your school newspaper 
or newscast. Make a list of the groups represented 
who have different interests. If some groups pres-
ently are being overlooked, suggest ways in which 
they might be included in your news 
coverage.

3. Listen for news. Carry a notebook just for record-
ing tips. A small one that fits in your pocket is best. 
Each time you hear people talking, write down the 
topic. The topics students are discussing in the 
cafeteria or in the halls before school are the things 
they are interested in. It may be an assignment for 

a class that sounds interesting, a movie or show 
they’ve watched, a competition that’s coming up or 
is just completed, the kind of cars they like or their 
jobs after school. Teachers, school announcements, 
television shows, homework assignments and par-
ents may be sources of ideas, too. Bring your note-
book to class and share your ideas.

4. As a class, establish a futures file for your school 
newspaper, broadcast station or yearbook. Put in a 
calendar with future issue or broadcast dates. Put 
notes and clippings for story ideas for future issues 
in the file. Keep the file where everyone can add 
ideas. Check the file before making assignments for 
the next issue or newscast. Some assignments that 
will take more time to research and write may be 
made several issues ahead.
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Show that you know the meanings of the following key terms by 

correctly using them in complete sentences. Write your answers 

on a separate sheet of paper.

news

gatekeeper

timeliness

run

prominence

proximity

conflict

impact

human interest

wire service

tip

budget

top story

news hole

news flow

cut

deadline

column inch

news judgment

beat

local angle

localize

futures file

Chapter Review

1. As a class, brainstorm ideas for a regular issue of your school 
newspaper or a regular broadcast of your school radio or television 
station. If your staff could print a special edition of your paper or pro-
duce a special broadcast, what event or topic would you choose to 
highlight? Why? Brainstorm ideas for the articles or segments you’d 
include so that there would be something of interest to everyone in 
your audience.

2. Who selects the newspapers, magazines and materials for your school 
media center? What criteria do they use for making their selections? 
What other publications or materials do you think should be included? 
Who would use them? Who, if anyone, would object to them?

   Write a letter to the person or persons in charge of selecting mate-
rials for your school media center. In the letter recommend a change 
in policy or something you think should be added to the school’s 
collection. Be sure to explain why you think your recommendation is 
worthwhile and should be considered.

3. Check the Internet editions of newspapers and magazines. How 
does the content of electronic publications differ from that of tradi-
tional publications? Is news the same for Internet users as it is for 
readers? Who is the audience for Internet publications?

4. Information has been considered a valuable commodity made avail-
able at no individual cost to people in the United States through such 
means as public libraries and public broadcast stations. How does 
having information available on the Internet affect the availability of 
information to everyone in the United States? What would you sug-
gest should be done to ensure that information remains available at 
no cost to individuals?

Open Forum
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1. Invite professional journalists to your class to talk about how they 
defi ne news for their newspapers or broadcast stations, who their 
readers or viewers are, how they’re trying to meet the demands of 
their audiences, and what editorial policies they have established.

2. As a class, design a survey to measure the media habits of your 
community. Each member of the class will survey 10 people about 
their news media habits using the questions the class has devel-
oped. Include at least fi ve adults, such as your parents, grandpar-
ents, teachers or neighbors. Find out what media the interviewees 
use most, how often they use it for news, and what parts of the 
news they listen to or read fi rst or most often. As a class, compile 
the results of your survey. What did you learn about the news and 
media habits of your community? What predictions can you make 
about the future of the news media in your community?

3. As a class, examine one issue of a local newspaper and one issue 
of USA Today section by section. What kind of news is in each 
section? Who might read each section? In what ways are your 
local paper and USA Today alike? How are they different? Why do 
you think the similarities or differences exist?

1. Search until you fi nd six examples—one to represent each of 
the six characteristics of news. For example, the timeliness story 
should be news mostly because it happened today. The human 
interest story should be news only because it is about people in 
emotional situations. The proximity story should be about some-
thing that is news only in your community and would not be news 
somewhere else because no one there would care. Label each 
story with its characteristic, and write a short explanation to help 
you remember what the characteristic means.

2. Begin a futures fi le for yourself. In it, put notes and clippings that 
give you ideas for stories you’d like to write someday. Check the 
fi le whenever you need a story idea for your news staff or for an 
assignment.

You may use any newspapers for this activity, including school news-
papers. Clip the page header with the name and date of the newspaper 
for each article; keep it with the example.

Media Watch

Portfolio
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