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Based on independent studies by multiple scholastic press 
organizations as well as media research into teen trends and 
not just a little bit of our own gritty content analysis of student 
publications, we conclude the following:  

 Students can’t write and don’t want to. 
 Students don’t read.  
 You can’t make them. 
 Writing is over-rated anyway.  
 So, why bother? Right? 



Wrong! 



In order to tell the story 
of the year, journalists 
must… 

 balance alternative and traditional reporting. 

  search for story. 

 report. 

 tell the reader something new. 



It’s not enough to… 

 replace narrative with data 

 such as quickie quotes, 

 and checklists,  

 and timelines and factoids and maps 

 and call outs, not that they don’t have a place. They do. 

 Also, you can’t sit on your duff in the journalism room and 
assume you know what really happened or rely on dumb, 
obligatory quotes. If you do…  



Typical survey Question 1. 
What was the worst part of summer football 
practice?” 

   Getting screamed at all the time. 
   It’s so hot, and we all got thirsty. 
   The coaches work you to death, and it’s hot. 
   It seems to go on forever. It’s hot.” 
   The workouts. They’re hot. We get thirsty. 



Typical Survey Question 2: 
How do you get to school? 

   I drive my car. 
   I ride the bus. 
   I walk. 
   My parents bring me. 
   I ride with my older sister. 
   I didn’t. I dropped out. 



Typical Survey Question 3:  
What did you do over spring break? 

   Went skiing in the mountains 
   Went to the beach 
   Slept 
   Worked 
   Caught up on my studies 
   Nothing 
   Answered yearbook surveys 



Typical Fill in the blanks:

The thing I enjoyed most about ___________ was  

the great ___________. My two best friends,  

__________ and _________, told me, “___________  

_____________________________________________ 

_______________,” and boy, was that ever true.  

“________________,” I replied with a chuckle. 



Typical reader response:

 Are you kidding? 

 Who cares? 

 So what? 

 What’s the point? 

 How does this matter? 

 I paid $75 for this? 



Here’s why people don’t read  
yearbook copy:

 It’s dumb. 

 It’s abstract. 

 It’s preachy. 

 It doesn’t tell the truth. 

 Here are a few examples… 



PEOPLE 

Success is relative. Some students have different goals, 
and once they’ve achieved them, they say to themselves, 
“I’ve achieved that goal.” But others are not so quick to be 
satisfied. 

“I have high expectations, so I expect a lot of myself,” 
said senior Roger Wellington III. “I know that success is the 
key to my future. That and my family’s fortune.” 

No matter if the individual’s goal was to make a sports 
team or score a 1600 on the SAT or just to graduate and 
get a job at McDonalds, if one works hard enough, he or 
she can achieve those goals.  



Quote/Unquote 
“Being student council 
president, success is 
something that I think 
about often. I suppose I 
should be thinking 
about dangling 
participles instead.” 
Roger Wellington III, senior 

By the numbers 
Is Student Council President Roger Wellington III 
an insufferable bore or what? 

63%  Duh! 
17%  Generally 
  9%  Roger who? 
  6%  You should meet his parents 
  5%  Roger is student council president? 

   



ACADEMICS 

Curriculum, as at any school, was the hub around which 
all student life and extracurricular activities revolved. 
Without curriculum, there would be no need for school at 
all. The expanding variety of classes offered this year 
opened up new opportunities in almost any field of interest. 

Although the usual basics were required, students had 
many choices of elective and advanced courses with which 
to fill their schedules. These classes offered students an 
opportunity to face the challenges and changes of the 
future. 



CLASS MATES 
We asked students to list their 
favorite classes. Their responses: 

1.  Yearbook 
2.  Photography 
3.  Journalism I 
4.  Spanish 
5.  American History 
6.  Advanced Yearbook 
7.  Any class that doesn’t contain 
Roger Wellington III 

Survey conducted of 25 random 
students found in the journalism lab 
one afternoon after school, right on 
deadline. Margin of error: +/- 100 
percent.   

Quote/Unquote 
“My favorite class is 
debate. I plan to be 
U.S. senator, and 
knowing how to 
successfully debate will 
help me succeed in 
fulfilling my future 
plans, which are 
important to me, as I 
have noted earlier.” 
Roger Wellington III, senior 



STUDENT LIFE  

Almost everybody has a friend. A friend is always there for 
you and someone you can count on at all times. 

“Friends are for hanging out with on the weekends,” said 
senior Wade Hamm. “I party with my friends.” 

Time spent with friends was an important part of school, 
and to some, more important than school. Lunch time 
provided the perfect time for friends to get together and talk 
about school, dates and life in general. 

“Don’t ever forget your friends because they play an 
important role in your life,” said Ben Scott, sophomore. 
“They are what help you get through the day.” 



FRIENDS 
Most students have friends 
but some don’t, including: 

1.  Roger Wellington III 
2.  Heywood Rockefeller 
3.  all debaters 
4.  the woodwind section 
5.  my ex-boyfriend 

Quote/Unquote 
“Sure, friends are important, I 
guess. It would be kind of 
tough not to have friends. I 
suppose I wouldn’t like that.” 
Rachel Harrison, junior 



STUDENT LIFE 

What began as a flirtation in the halls soon became a 
raging romance for many couples at school. Love is an 
irresistible force that sometimes brings two people together, 
closer in a way that they have never been before. 

“A soul-mate is not something that you look for. It’s just 
something that happens,” said senior Katie Emerson. “I 
should know. I had at least three my junior year alone.” 

So, if you haven’t found your soul-mate yet, don’t despair. 
When God created the Earth, He also created one man for 
every woman, so just be patient. The right one will come 
along eventually. 



Quote/Unquote 
“Chicks dig me.” 
Wayne Street, senior 

Step-by-Step 
How to meet girls 

1.   Go to where they are.  
2.   Act cool. 
3.   Wear tight jeans. 
4.   Flex muscles. 
5.   Wear lots of Axe. 
6.   Use cool pick-up lines like “Hey 

baby, wanna get lucky?” 



CLUBS/ORGANIZATIONS 

The Spanish Club sold pinatas this year to help the needy 
in the community. They raised $3,000 which helped buy food 
for six families and Christmas presents for the children. 

“Being a member of the Spanish Club was mucho fun,” 
said senior Mark Gary Cutsinger. “We learned to speak 
Spanish and we ate Spanish food and we did all sorts of cool 
stuff in Spanish Club, which I was a member of.” 



What’s wrong with this story? 

 It’s stupendously boring. 

 No one will read it. Ever. Not even members of the Spanish Club. Or 
their parents. 

 It doesn’t tell the truth. 



Try something like this… 

     Tears ran thin courses down the face of the 30-year-old 
mother of five. The pile of toys, including a Cabbage Patch 
doll, a red wagon and a basketball goal lay in a heap in the 
middle of the cluttered little living room. 
     Behind it on the table sat boxes of canned goods, dried 
beans and a frozen turkey. This was, according to Virginia 
Smith, the first real Christmas her babies had ever had, and 
the first she could remember in more than a decade 



The sale of 500 pinatas made this scene possible in four 
homes. 

“I think we could have sold even more if all the club 
members could see this stuff being delivered,” Joanna 
Rodriguez said. “I even cried when I told my mother about it.” 

With $6 profit on each pinata, club members raised 
$3,000. Not everyone did their fair share, and others did far 
more. 

Rodriguez sold 25. Chris Perry, the top salesman, sold 30. 
“I didn’t tell anyone I was the top salesman,” Perry said, 

“but I felt really warm inside knowing that I was.” 



Why does this story 
work? 

 It captures real emotion. 

 It shows. It doesn’t tell. 

 It’s built on meaningful quotes 

 It’s told in a logical, smooth order 



So… 

 How do you get a story like this? 



No… 

 They talked to the club adviser and members to find out 
when the delivery of the food and toys was to take place. 

 They brainstormed with photographers to help them 
anticipate the photos they might see when covering the event. 

 They were there. 



They showed…  

 Virginia’s surprised look when she sees the kids with the 
baskets of goodies 

 big kids playing with little kids as they discover their new 
toys 

 a boy shooting baskets 
 a girl playing with her new doll 
 another boy pulling the wagon around the room, pretending 

it’s the garbage truck taking away all the trash 



Secondary coverage 



Secondary coverage 



Secondary coverage 



Secondary coverage 







Be a journalist… 

 Interview 

 Find the right person 

 Get that person to reveal the truth 

 Re-create action, emotion 

 Capture drama 

 Empathize 

 Think 



RATHER THAN 

Trying to make the world a better place to live was the goal of 
the Key Club. Members made the local community a better place 
to live by conducting food drives, cleaning up vacant lots, helping 
needy children and visiting elderly citizens. 

“I am glad that I was a member of the Key Club,” senior Cindy 
Thomas said. “We learned a lot about caring for our community, 
and we had a lot of fun doing it.” 

Members said they liked working with children and old people 
at the nursing home most.  

“It was rewarding to serve and entertain them,” Rachel 
Pursley said. 

Whatever the situation, Key Club members worked to make 
the world a brighter place for everyone, just like they did last 
year. 



CONSIDER THIS 

Alone in the shredded back seat of the old yellow school bus, 
senior Nicole Moore cries, her tears trickling down her cheeks, 
dripping onto her brick red Jansport backpack. She holds a white 
lace handkerchief. It had belonged to her grandmother, who died 
two years ago. 

“Visiting the nursing home is always so difficult because it 
reminds me of my grandmother,” Nicole says. She and 12 other 
Key Club members spend at least one afternoon per month at 
the Hillsdale Retirement Center where for two or three hours they 
serve refreshments, chat, sometimes play checkers or dominos. 
Nicole works the room like a pro, pouring tea, serving cookies 
and making small talk with the old folks. 



But she reserves most of her time for one special friend. 
“I met Mrs. (Anna) Segretti on my first visit to the center, and 

we had an immediate connection,” Nicole says. “Her husband 
died in World War II, and she raised four children alone, working 
as a nurse. She put her children through college and then went to 
college herself. She’s lived the most amazing life.” 

Nicole often brushes her friend’s hair, which has gone gray 
now but retains enough hint of auburn to suggest that years ago, 
she must have been striking. Today, Mrs. Segretti resembles a 
very old Holly Hunter. 



“She likes to tell me about her children, how proud she is of 
them,” Nicole says. “And she listens to me, lets me tell her about 
my problems. I talk to her about my parents, about boys. I tell her 
things I can’t tell anyone else. She reminds me so much of my 
grandmother.” 

With that, her eyes swell and glisten, and she turns away. 



A good story…  

 tells the reader something new 
 explains what it means 
 reveals humanity, personality 
 appeals to emotions and senses 
 captures powerful moments 
 has tone, pace and voice 



Bad theme copy 

Bonded together by a common thread, the student body was 
organized into a unified form. Some were separate from the body 
while others grew closer to it. By being friends with at least one 
person, students learned that friendship is an extremely 
important factor in the piece of the puzzle. They learned that the 
game of life is unpredictable. 

Players must know the rules of the game before they begin. 
There are rules of friendship, discipline, competition and emotion 
in every game. Knowing these rules leads to success. This year, 
we learned those rules, and we succeeded! 



Great theme copy 

I like worms. And dirt. And recess kickball. I’m the little guy 
who came into the world full throttle, ten fingers and ten toes and 
one big ego. You fed me and read to me and taught me my 
colors and numbers and how to spell my name. You taught me to 
tie my shoes, toss a ball, ride a bike, and when I crashed, you 
picked me up and dusted me off and splashed some monkey 
blood on the strawberry on my knee. 



When I turned six, you walked me up to that big school 
building, gave me a hug and a kiss and a little shove. Reluctantly, 
I let go of your hand. You taught me it’s okay to be afraid. It 
keeps you safe. And when I came home from school, you 
washed the spaghetti stains and paper mache fragments from 
my white shirts and gray shorts and fed me peanut butter and 
jelly sandwiches while I watched Arthur and Buster and the 
animaniacs. 



In time, I grew to love school, riding on the shoulders of a 
senior at the Christmas party, going to football games, praying in 
chapel.  

Now, I’m older, old enough to travel to Houston for an over-
night NASA field trip. I can run the mile in six minutes and have a 
fistful of Presidential Fitness awards to prove it. I wear khaki 
shorts and navy blue shirt each Friday to help Doc take care of 
the varsity football players. 



It’s been a long road, and every day I dream of that sixteenth 
birthday, the driver’s license, that Ford 150. I can’t wait to be one 
of those varsity football players, to chill on weekends with my 
buds, to break curfew. It’s coming and it’ll be here before I know 
it, before you know it. But for now, Boy Scouts and carpool will 
have to do. I’m still tethered to you. But my day is coming. 

— DANIEL PLUMLEE, St. Mark’s School, Dallas, TX 



Open your eyes… 

 Search for anecdotes 

 Isolate a single event that has great meaning 

 Explain what it all means 

 Note how the following article shows “leadership” rather 
than regurgitating obligatory quotes about “leadership” as an 
abstraction. 



Isolate a single event… 

For the first two months of school, the girls’ basketball 
practices have been only an hour. But in mid-October, the team is 
ready to begin longer practices six days a week. They don’t end 
until Coach Sara Hackerott says they do. They’ve been known to 
go as long as three hours.  

Coach runs the sessions with script and stopwatch, efficiently 
moving the girls from one activity to the next. Even the water 
breaks are scheduled.  



At the first Saturday morning practice, the girls’ sweat has 
already turned their peppy red T-shirts the color of crimson when 
Coach tells them to divide up among the gym’s six baskets. They 
are to attempt 10 free throws, she instructs, keep track of the 
number they make, then go to one end of the court.  

The girls obey quickly. Among the traits they all share is what’s 
known in competitive sports as “coachability.” They don’t have to 
be told twice, and they don’t ask why.  



Once they’re finished with their free throws, Coach asks if 
anyone has sunk all 10. No? Then run, Coach says.  

Running is the part of practice the girls dread the most. Not 
only does it sap the energy they’d rather expend practicing the 
game, but also the simple truth is, it sears the lungs, it squeezes 
the muscles. Running hurts.  

But when Coach says “Go!” they do, full out, galloping down 
the length of the court and back.  

They’re still trying to catch their breath when Coach asks if 
anyone has sunk nine baskets. No? Then “Go!” The girls run 
again, up and back.  



Eight? Jalie Mitchell, one of the team’s starters, raises a hand. 
“Get a drink,” Coach says, and Jalie heads to the water cooler. 
The others must run. Up and back again.  

Seven baskets? A couple more girls raise their hands, and 
they have earned their water. The rest run. Up and back.  

And so it goes – six, five, four – until only one sweaty, panting 
girl remains: Portia Lowe. She’s a senior, a small and quiet 
guard, and this is only her first year on the varsity. On any other 
high school team, she probably would have started last year. Not 
here. Here she’s just hoping to earn some game time.  



Now, she's alone, segregated from her teammates, who are 
gathered around the cooler, taking great, satisfying gulps of 
water.  

Then, as Portia awaits Coach’s order to run, something 
happens: one of the starters, senior Andrea Bentley, puts down 
her cup. She trots over to Portia, and without a word, takes a 
place beside her. And when Coach says, “Go!” the two girls run 
together. And then they walk to the water cooler, together. 
Nothing is spoken, but everything is said.  

With these practices, the opportunity for such defining 
moments — of leadership, of teamwork, even of heroism — 
comes often. Less than an hour later, another one arrives.  



The girls are all on the baseline, and Coach is going over the 
new “running” rules: she will pick one player to attempt two free 
throws. The fate of the whole team now will be up to her. If she 
misses her first shot, everyone must run up and down the court 
— twice. If she misses the second, everyone runs up and back 
once. But if she sinks both shots, nobody has to run. 

Jalie — the one who earlier had sunk eight of 10 shots — is 
called. She takes aim and muffs the first shot.  

Time to run. Up and back, and up and back again. They're 
sucking air by the time Coach picks Portia to shoot next.  



“Take your time!” Kenya Larkin exhorts breathlessly, in what 
she probably intends as encouragement, but it comes out 
sounding more like a plea for an extra minute before she surely 
has to run again.  

Calmly, Portia takes aim, then releases the ball. The ball arcs 
toward the basket, and . . . swoosh. Nothing but net.  

The relief on the sidelines is momentary – there’s still another 
shot. Portia hefts the ball in her hands. She aims. She fires. This 
time the ball bounces off the rim. Thunk, thunk. And then it 
decides . . . to drop . . . through . . . the . . . net.   

Not a word is said, nor is there a need. Portia Lowe, second-
string Pantherette, is the hero of the hour. 

— NANCY KRUH, The Dallas Morning News 



Remember… 

 Everyone has a story. 

 Everyone is on a journey. 

 Be curioius. Ask why and how, so what and what if. 

 Take risks with your writing. Break out of formula. 

 Keep it short, tight, active and specific. 

 Remember: great journalism is a result of dogged reporting, 
descriptive writing and ruthless editing. 



The Marriage of WRITING & REPORTING 

The few drivers on this dark, lonely stretch of the Suncoast 
Parkway in Pasco County pull up to the toll booth, hand their 
dollars to Lloyd Blair and then speed away. None of them knows 
why the old man sits here, night after night, working the 
graveyard shift.  

Well, here’s why: 
Because years ago, on a freezing winter night at a party in 

Queens, N.Y., he met a woman named Millie. 
Because he fell in love with her brown hair and wide eyes and 

100-watt smile. 
Because they got married, moved to Staten Island, had a son 

and worked for decades in Manhattan; she as an accountant, he 
as a banker. 



Because it had been their dream to retire to Florida, and so 
they saved all their lives to make it possible. 

Because, just as they began to talk of leaving New York and 
heading south, she was diagnosed with breast cancer, and they 
spent their time and money traveling to New Jersey, San Diego 
and Mexico in search of a cure. 

Because, in the end, they came to Florida anyway. 
Because they finally bought a house in Spring Hill, although 

she was too weak that day to get out of the car. 
Because she died nine days later on Jan. 5, 2002, a day “the 

whole sky fell,” he says. 



Because, after she was gone, he found himself alone and 
$100,000 in debt. 

And so he took a job collecting tolls. The drivers who pass by 
see a smiling 71-year-old man with blue eyes and a gray 
mustache who tells each of them, “Have a great night!” 

They don’t know the rest of Lloyd Blair's story, or that he 
keeps Millie’s picture in his shirt pocket, just under his name tag, 
just over his heart. 

— Brady Dennis, St. Petersburg Times 


