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“Good news is good news.”
Alyssa Boehringer

UIL Journalism Director
aboehringer@uiltexas.org

News
Writing



News Writing
Gives the reader information – starting with 
the most recent information/events. It flows 
from most important to least important. 



“What is news? 
It is information only.
            – Walter Cronkite

  Former CBS news anchor



News stories are…
- Objective (anything that is not an absolute 

fact must be attributed
- Written in third person
- Written in short paragraphs
- Accurate
- Timely
- Quote/transition formula
- Concise
- Written in active voice



Inverted Pyramid
Most Important Information

Least
Important

Information





Let’s talk 
about leads.



Leads…
- Most important information
- Newest information
- Focus on the future

Who is your audience and what 
will they care about the most?



Types of Leads
- Most news stories use a summary lead

- 5 W’s and the H, starting with the most 
important
- Who - probably not
- What - yep
- When - probably not
- Where - probably not
- Why - yep
- How - yep



The ‘Who’ lead
Definitely NO!

Principal Joe Blow announced Tuesday that 
students will no longer be allowed to leave 
campus for lunch. 

Avoid leading with the name of a boring school 
employee. If you start with the who, they better 
be special. 



The ‘Who’ lead
Actor Chris Hemsworth, who plays Thor in the 
Marvel movies, will visit the high school Thursday 
about being a “real-life superhero.”

Who leads are also acceptable when talking 
about a group.

Students will no longer be able to leave campus 
for lunch after Principal Joe Blow announced a 
new policy Tuesday. 



The ‘When’ lead
Don’t start with the time element. 

NO:
On Tuesday, Principal Joe Blow announced 
students will no longer be able to leave campus 
for lunch. 

STILL NO:
Starting Thursday, students will no longer be able 
to leave campus for lunch. 



The ‘When’ lead
Maybe if the date IS the story, but even then 
probably not. 



The ‘Where’ lead
NOPE:
At the school board meeting, Principal Joe Blow 
announced that the school will no longer 
off-campus lunch. 

No one cares about the school board meeting!

MAYBE:
In the principal’s office, the senior class built a 
mini go-cart to protest the cancellation of student 
parking on campus. 



Leads that work
If a group of parents can’t change Principal John 
Roberts’ mind about his ban on the 2019 class 
shirts, seniors say they might wear the shirts to 
school Friday, an act that could get them 
suspended. 



Leads that work
After driving a sick student to an urgent care 
clinic in his personal car, varsity football coach 
Ned Winter faces possible termination for 
violating district policy. 



Leads that work
After four car accidents last month, Principal Stan 
Lebowski announced Friday that seniors will not 
be able to leave campus during lunch. 



So how do you 
write a good lead?



Writing a lead
- Read the prompt
- Find the newest information in the prompt
- Beware of older or more controversial news
- Write one or two sentences summarizing the 

“new” news including as many of the other 
W’s and the H’s as possible
- Avoid the who, where and when

- Keep it in third person, concise and 
to-the-point

- No need to mention the word Leaguetown
- Do not editorialize







What is essential 
for this lead?



Solid lead
To protest the school board’s book ban, Book 
Freedom, a student group that opposes 
censorship, will hold a Read-In Friday in the 
cafeteria. Students will each bring one of the 10 
banned books and read it silently during lunch. 



Another solid lead
Members of an off-campus student group, Book 
Freedom, will bring banned books to lunch Friday 
for a Read-In protest. 

Students formed the club after the school board 
banned 10 books for being too “graphic” or 
“inappropriate.”



Let’s talk about 
direct quotes.



The KEY is…
Find the people and the quotes 
that matter to the story. 



Direct quotes…
- Can be longer than one sentence
- Should have attribution after the first 

sentence of the quote
- Attribution should be Noun then Verb
- Correct: senior Bob Rodriguez said. 
- Incorrect: said senior Bob Rodriguez. 

- Do not stack two quotes back-to-back without 
a transition. 



Direct quotes…
- Should not repeat the transition/lead that came 

before them. 

For example:

Bearinger, who declined to comment on the book ban, 
said her administration will not intervene in the 
Read-In.

“We will not intervene in the Read-In,” she said. “My 
assistant principals have more important things to do.”



Direct quotes…
- Should be linked from the paragraph before them. The 

quote should elaborate on the previous paragraph.

For example:
Celia Taggert, the parent who spearheaded the book ban, 
said the administration needs to shut down the Read-In.

“Those books are not supposed to be in the school, 
period,” she said. “If the administration doesn’t act, then 
the parents will.”



Lead and first quote
To protest the school board’s book ban, Book 
Freedom, a student group that opposes censorship, 
will hold a Read-In Friday in the cafeteria. Students will 
each bring one of the 10 banned books and read it 
silently during lunch. 

“While this is not a disrupting protest, we are breaking 
the rules because all of these books have been banned 
from campus, which is ridiculous,” senior Li Wei, the 
president of Book Freedom, said. 

What comes next?



First Transition
The school board banned the 10 books after a group of 
parents said the books were “too graphic” and 
“inappropriate” for teens. None of the banned books 
were used in English classes, but they were in the 
school library. 

What comes next?



Direct Quote

“All of the banned books deal with either LGBTQ+ 
issues, sex, violence and/or racism, and they were 
singled out because of these themes,” Wei said. “As a 
member of the LGBTQ+ community I am offended and 
disgusted.”

OK, then what?

It should elaborate on the previous transition. 



Celia Taggert, the parent who spearheaded the book ban, said the 
administration needs to shut down the Read-In.

“Those books are not supposed to be in the school, period,” she 
said. “If the administration doesn’t act, then the parents will. The 
school board listens to us.”

Wei said she informed Principal Barbara Bearinger about the 
Read-In. 

“She said if we are not disruptive, she will not confiscate our 
books,” said said. “Honestly, I think she supports us, but she can’t 
say it. 

More transitions and quotes, linked together



Who is important to your 
story?

Which quotes are essential to 
your story?



Let’s talk about 
transitions.



Transitions
- Extremely important!
- Hold the story together
- Link paragraphs together
- Can be a:

- Fact
- Indirect quote
- partial quote



Fact Transition - my fave
None of the banned books were used in English classes, 
but they were in the school library. 



Partial quote transition
The school board banned the 10 books after a group of 
parents said the books were “too graphic” and 
“inappropriate” for teens. 



Transitions
- Use transitional words to help with the flow, as needed. 

- After all
- Also
- Finally
- In addition
- However
- Otherwise
- Then

For example: 
However, none of the banned books were used in the school 
library. 



Transitions
- Use parts of direct quotes and information to create 

the transition
- Facts go in transitions. Opinions go in direct quotes.
- Beware of indefinite terms leading your transitions

- Many
- Some
- Most
- These are weak!



Transitions - example

Book freedom has 149 members, but Wei said other 
students have asked if they can join the Read-In. 

“We welcome all students to join us,” she said. 

Li Wei, senior and president of Book Freedom
The Read-In is only our first step. It’s a respectful way for those parents 
and school board members to see how many of us support the Book 
Freedom mission and oppose censorship. Right now, we have 149 
members, but many students who are not members asked if they could 
participate in the Read-In. We welcome all students to join us.”

Transition

Direct 
Quote



Transitions - example

The school board banned the 10 books after a group of 
parents said the books were “too graphic” and 
“inappropriate” for teens. None of the banned books 
were used in English classes, but they were in the 
school library.

From the situation
Parents who spearheaded the initiative said the books are “too graphic” 
and “inappropriate” for teens. The books contain themes of LGBTQ+, 
racism, violence and sex. None of the banned books were used in English 
classes, but they were in the school library.

Transition



Do not copy word-for-word 
directly from the prompt!



Let’s talk about 
the ending.



The end
- End with a strong quote

- Save one of your strong summary quotes. This is 
your kicker quote. 

- Tie the package up with a pretty bow
- Do not write your own ending or end on a transition. 



The end - example
“Start with 10 and the list grows,” she said. “No one was 
forced to read any of those books. Those books talk 
about subjects that some students experience on a 
daily basis. To deny students those books is to deny 
them their identity.”



Let’s review.



How should you avoid starting 
your lead?



What is attribution? What 
needs attribution in a news 
story?



Who should always be quoted 
in your story?



Where do you find 
information for a transition?



What is a “must have” for 
your lead?



Remember
transition/ 
quote formula!



Just say no
- Using the word “Leaguetown.” Students know where they go
- Writing a feature lead for the news story
- Adding facts that aren’t in the prompt
- Editorializing - keep your opinion out of the story
- Use first and second person. Common error: “our school”
- Messy handwriting, poor grammar and spelling
- Long paragraphs
- Misspelled names - they’re right there in the prompt!
- Trying to use all the information
- Stacking quotes
- Forgetting to quote students
- Start transitions with indefinite terms



Checklist for news stories
- Are the most important and most recent facts first? Future 

event!
- Is the story accurate? Are sources identified fully?
- Are the paragraphs short? 1-2 sentences
- Is the sentence structure varied in the story?
- Is the story neat and double-spaced so it’s easy for the judges 

to read.
- Does the story flow?
- Did you use active voice?



So how do I win?



Lead with the future event. 

Get the news peg in the lead. 



Using transition/quote formula.



Using “correct” sources and 
quotes.



On contest day
- Read the whole prompt
- Look for the newest information and underline it
- Highlight or underline the 5 W’s and the H
- Highlight or underline the most important people and 

essential quotes
- X out any stupid or inane quotes
- Pay attention to the “additional information”
- Write your How, Why or What lead. 
- Write an “additional info” paragraph if needed
- Use a strong direct quote from the main source 
- Write a transition about the next important thing



On contest day
- Use a direct quote related to the information in the transition 

above. If it’s an indirect quote, use a direct quote from that 
same person

- Write another transition about the next most important thing
- Another direct quote
- Keep going
- End with a kicker quote
- Put your contest number on each page and staple before 

turning in



Let’s write
a lead.





Alyssa 
Boehringer
UIL Journalism Director
aboehringer@uiltexas.org




