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The Headline Writing 
Contest:
• Six stories, six headlines
• 30 minutes (5 minutes a story)
• Count parameters
• About speed and creativity



Sell the story. A good head involves readers 
much like a clever ad.

Tell the facts. Precise and specific heads inform 
readers instantly of what they may or may not 
want to read.

Be accurate. All facts, names, numbers, whatever 
must be correct.



Be objective. Don’t editorialize.

Simple but precise. No fancy words. No weird 
constructions. Find the right word to 
communicate the meaning.

Make tone fit content. Serious story. Serious 
headline. Funny story. Funny headline.



Two types of stories:

§ Straight news stories – usually with a 1, 2 
or 3 deck headline

§ Feature stories – usually with a Main 
Headline (creative), with a secondary 
headline



Write: 1-line headline counting 16-32
For the first time in more than 20 years, the school will have a 

mascot position on the cheerleading squad next year.
“When I was a student here in the early 1990s, we had a mascot 

who cheered and travelled with the cheerleaders,” Principal Margot 
Roberts said. “Then, right after I graduated, the costume was damaged 
in a school fire. After that, the school didn’t buy a new one.”

The cheerleaders raised $500 to purchase the new costume.
“It’s a nice-looking wolf costume,” senior cheerleader Tonya Harpin

said. “He’s smiling, and he’s got a super-cute outfit with a big ‘L’ on a red 
shirt.”

Cheerleader sponsor Greta Gerson said the cheerleaders have not 
decided on when to have tryouts.

“We may have them in late May or wait until summer,” she said.

The News Story



For the first time in more than 20 years, the school 
will have a mascot position on the cheerleading squad 
next year.

After 20 years, school will have a mascot next year – 52

• Avoid linking/be verbs
• Eliminate articles



Mascot to return after 20 years - 31



Story 5 — Write: 1-line main headline counting 18-24 and a 1-line 
secondary headline counting 26-32

Thing are bad. Real bad.
Or at least they could be for a $10 entry fee.
Next Monday, students can try their hand at escaping from jail when 

the senior class holds its annual spring fundraiser. The class is sponsoring 
an escape room with a jail theme. Student players will be “booked” for a 
bank heist and thrown in the slammer. Then, they will have 30 minutes to 
figure out how to break out of jail.

“Breaking out won’t be easy,” senior Allison Jannus said. “We tested 
the room on three different groups of seniors, and only one group figured 
out the clues to escape.”

The escape room will be set up in math teacher Willem Defuel’s
classroom from 1 p.m. to 10 p.m. next Saturday and Sunday. Students can 
reserve time slots with Defuel starting tomorrow. Students can have up to 
five students in their escape group.

The Feature Story



What are some key words 
we could use in the main 

headline?



Go directly to jail - 19
Seniors host escape room event - 30



Kinds of 
Head(line)s



• 1-line-headline

Dr. Seuss, man of rhyme and reason, dies at 87



• 2-line-headline

Halloween scares up snow
across much of Panhandle



• 3-line-headline

Pianist keeps
city’s singers
in good tune



• Main/secondary headline

A waffle lot of love 
New club obsesses 
over breakfast pastry 



• Main/secondary headline

Meat and greet
Barbecue expects crowd
for freshman orientation



• Main/secondary headline

It’s about thyme
Garden club grows herbs,
plans to sell for fundraiser                



Headline
Tips



• Be as specific as possible in your headline.  
Get to the heart of the news.

(not good)
School board discusses items
at heated Tuesday meeting



(better – more specific)
2 board members walk out
over budget argument



• Avoid semicolons. The headline should be a 
single sentence, not a collection of sentences.

Hurricane strikes;
school swamped;
pep rally cancelled Better: 

After hurricane,
school cancels
Friday pep rally



• Don�t pad headlines with school initials 
or dates. Also, avoid initials and 
abbreviations in headlines.

Too vague…

2018 MHS FFA plans
to hold annual event



• More specific…

Willie Nelson to appear
at FFA rodeo Saturday



• Avoid be verbs and linking verbs. Action. Shoot 
for present tense or future tense.

(weak)
Seniors will prank
Friday pep rally,
class president says

(better)
Seniors to prank
Friday pep rally,
class president said



• No articles. 

Junior makes the science finals in D.C.

Junior makes science finals in D.C.



• Use a comma instead of �and�

Heat wave blisters California, Texas



• No clichés.

Swimmers dive into season
Golfers swing into action

Exchange students say �Hasta la vista�
Math Club multiplies
Football team tackles opposition
Drama Club acts up

Military recruiters say, �I Want You�



• Do not repeat key words or phrases
from the main headline into the secondary 
headline

Pocket lasers banned
Authorities ban laser pointers

Just in case you didn�t 
catch it, the repetition is 
the word �laser� and 
�ban�



Pocket lasers banned
Principal cites injuries, class disruptions

This headline provides 
twice as much 
information in the 
same amount of 
space! Yippee!



• Avoid "headline-ese" either in the form of 
simplified spellings or odd synonyms.

Principal to dance
at Friday nite game

Senior play
to continue
thru Easter

Bball team
destroys
West in finals



• Avoid initials or abbreviations, unless 
the initials are instantly recognizable.  

UIL students attend
SAC at UT-RGV



• Avoid passive verbs in headlines.  

Obstacle course was run
in record time by senior

Better: 

Senior sets record 
on obstacle course



• Put modifiers and words modified on the 
same line

Fire guts Fred Astaire
Dance Studio, 2 injured



• Do not end a line with a preposition. Avoid 
splitting prepositional phrases.

Baseball team ready for
playoff game, coach says



• When separating two sentences in a 
headline, do so with a semi-colon.

Seniors fill principal’s office with frogs;
juniors leave ducks in counselors’ area



• The main headline should never be 
dependent on a kicker or other secondary 
headline.

(incorrect)
Raccoons stealing 
Jump drives, hiding them in closets

(correct)
Bandits busted 
Raccoons hoard 
‘stolen’ jump drives



• Alliteration in headlines should be used 
sparingly and in appropriate situations.
Acceptable:

New Planetary Puzzlers
A distant, oversize world causes cosmic confusion

Take�meowt�
to the cat show
Annual festival of felines begins today



• Unacceptable:

Cheney�s chest chink
Vice president�s thumper goes thud



• The headline should reflect the mood of 
the story.

Superman to die,
so steel yourself



Bears capture playoff birth

• Be careful of word use and 
misinterpretation.



Now for 
some fun …



Bush, Kerry
butt heads



Panda mating fails;
veterinarian takes over



Be sure to eat 
right before surgery



Homicide Victims Rarely Talk to Police

Plane too close to ground, crash probe told

Mayor to homeless: Go home

If strike isn't settled quickly, it may last a while

Blind Woman Gets New Kidney from Dad She Hasn't Seen 
in Years

Autos Killing 110 a Day--Let's Resolve to Do Better



Kicking baby 
considered 
to be healthy



Crowds rushing to see
Pope trample 6 to death



Police Say Man Hid
Crack in Buttocks



A few more rules …

• Avoid contractions
• Do not end a headline with a period
• Avoid names unless they are easily recognizable
• Always use single quotes in headlines



Let�s look at a story:
Write: 1-line main headline counting 18-24 and a 1-line 
secondary headline counting 26-32

For years, culinary arts teacher Janie Refugio has claimed her 
school kitchen is haunted.

“Every time we go into the kitchen, food items and utensils 
are moved around,” she said. “I’ve asked the custodians, and they 
never move things on our counters. I hate being alone in the 
kitchen now.”

The latest incident happened last Friday, she said.
“I left the crepes on the counter near the sink and went out to 

do hall duty,” she said. “I locked the kitchen when I left, and no 
one went in. But when I returned, the crepes were on the counter 
by the refrigerator.”

Refugio said she’s tired of people calling her “crazy” for 
saying the kitchen is haunted.



Giving her the crepes 21
Kitchen haunted, teacher says 29



Let�s look at a story:
Write: 1-line main headline counting 12-18 and a 1-line secondary 
headline counting 26-32

Junior Rick Rusting loves the cold. In fact, he loves it so much that he 
joined the local Polar Bear Club.

“I am definitely the youngest guy in the club,” he said. “I think the 
average age is about 65. I wasn’t sure I would fit in, but I am having a blast 
with these guys.”

The Polar Bear Club visits bodies of water, like springs and even the 
ocean, all winter long for chilly swims.

“We went to Barton Springs in Austin last month,” Rusting says. “The 
water is 68 degrees year round. Really it wasn’t that cold, but getting out was 
rough. Austin had a cold snap that weekend, and it was barely 30 degrees.”

Rusting said he heard about the Polar Bear Club from his great uncle who 
had been a member for years.

“I thought I was too young to join,” Rusting said. “But there is no age 
requirement.”



Unbearably cold 15
Junior joins wintry swim club 29


