






story about the football team, the editor or his designee has 
made it clear what the purpose and angle of the story are, so 
the reporter is able to do her best work.

EARS — The ability to listen is a life-long skill an editor best 
perfect. Sometimes people get too caught up in what they 
want to say next, so they never really listen. A journalist must 
be able to hear what is being said and process it. By far, this is 
the top skill an excellent reporter needs.

The ears are near the brain, 
and when it comes to the 
anatomy of a excellent leader, 
this makes perfect sense. An 
editor must be engaged with 
others before making a decision 
or answering a question.

HEART — It is difficult to say 
any parts of a strong editor are 
better than another, but without 
heart there is nothing. Heart is 
perhaps the most symbolic of all 
the body parts.

The editor needs to be the heartbeat of the staff and keep 
a finger on the pulse of what is going on with the staff and 
at school. A perfect editor has a strong passion to create the 
best product each and every time. He doesn’t compete with 
other high school publications or staff members, he competes 
with himself to always improve each and every time.

When staff morale is down, the editor motivates. He is 
willing to do any task he asks of another staff member. He 
picks up the pieces after a conflict, and when someone else 
drops the ball, he takes over and finishes the job. The perfect 
editor should be the hardest working person on staff each 
and every day.

GUTS — While technically not a real part of the body, an 
editor must have guts to handle the tough issues. An editor 
has the guts to pursue a controversial story and defend his 
staff when needed.

No one wants to follow a coward. A staff needs someone 
they can get behind. Why, it takes guts just to be the editor-
in-chief. It is often a thankless job but an important one. 
When considering the most important people in a school 
building, one might mention the principal, the student 
council president or the football team’s quarterback. In reality, 
an editor-in-chief is one of the most important people. A 
newspaper editor sets the discussion for that day or week 
based on the content of the paper. A yearbook editor controls 
the memories we will have years from now. The job of editor-
in-chief is arguably the most important student position 
available in a school.

SPINE — No one wants to be told to get a spine, but the 
editor is the backbone of the paper and needs to be able to 
handle the bad that comes with the good.

Student publications will have critics. And at times, the 
critics will be harsh. New staff members might be hurt when 
readers attack, so a great editor will be a source of comfort to 

a wounded ego. At the same time, an editor will stand up for 
the paper and accept responsibility for mistakes when they 
occur. At times an apology may be hard to deliver, but a great 
editor does so humbly.

HANDS — An editor doesn’t need just any old pair of 
hands, he needs a pair of hands that aren’t afraid to get dirty. 
An editor can’t be afraid to get down in the trenches and 
perform the tasks he asks of others.

The hands represent all of the 
hard work that goes into producing 
a student publication.  An editor 
leads by example. A staff is not 
likely to complain about their leader 
when he is dedicated and on-duty 
all of the time.

We’ve heard that phrase about 
idle hands. An editor’s hands are 
never idle, and a strong editor will 
have assignments to keep his staff 
busy, too.

FEET — Sitting still isn’t really an 
option for a great editor. Not only must an editor encompass 
all of the characteristics already mentioned, he must be able 
to do all of those things on the move. During the typical day 
an editor will be pushed and pulled in a variety of directions. 
The ability to multi-task is a must. The butt isn’t one of the 
parts an excellent editor needs, because he shouldn’t plan 
to have time for much sitting. An editor is always on the go, 
problem-solving, goal-setting and coaching. An editor’s work 
is really never done.

And of course, an editor must think on his feet!

A truly great editor is not a harsh leader, he is someone 
who is based upon all of their parts. A respected leader is a 
definite voice for the staff, yet listens and is part of the team.

Responsibility is another major component of a successful 
student editor. That is a non-negotiable trait, as is being 
organized. It is certainly not easy staying organized in a 
publications room, but it is important. Organized chaos is 
organized at least!

Finally, follow-through is a key characteristic for a leader. 
An editor will lose support quickly if he says one thing and 
does another — or does nothing at all.
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It’s one of those things you don’t realize you need 
until you’re in a tough situation: an obituary policy. 
However, being proactive can make for easy decisions if, 
and when, student journalists need to cover the death of 
someone in the school community.

What to consider when drafting your policy:
Develop a policy in advance, so a decision won’t be 

based on a specific situation or as a reaction during an 
emotional time. Consider the news value and equity 
when forming a policy.

• What’s in an obituary? Standard obituaries include 
the dates of birth and death, survivors, notable 
biographical information and information about a funeral 
service.

• Who will the policy cover? Only current students and 
staff? Former students? Retirees? What factors will be 
used to determine who gets covered?

• Minimum coverage. Be careful about what is 
guaranteed since page deadlines and subsequent 
coverage may make it difficult or impossible to give equal 
treatment.

• How will you cover a suicide? There is not a definitive 
opinion on whether to list the cause of death, unless 
the death occurred in a public place or the person was 
very well-known. The American Foundation for Suicide 
Prevention has guidelines at its Web site, www.afsp.org. 
Under the “About Suicide” menu, select “For the Media” 
and then “Recommendations.” The Poynter Institute also 
has guidelines at its Web site, www.poynter.org.

• Avoid dedications. The staff should not dedicate 
the yearbook or have a tribute page to the deceased. 
Consider adding information to the advertising policy for 
memorial ads.

• Deaths during the summer or after deadline. 
Determine a procedure for covering deaths that happen 
after the yearbook is sent to the printer or after the final 
newspaper is published.

• Family consent. Use sensitivity in approaching 
the family of someone who has died. However, the 
newspaper or yearbook should not leave the decision 
of coverage to the family. Relatives may be consulted 
for additional coverage, special angles or if photos are 
needed.

Samples... 
Model policy from Communication: Journalism 

Education Today, Winter 2000; Journalism Education 
Association:

Should a student or faculty member die at any time 
during the current coverage period, the staff will treat 
the death in a tasteful manner. A short obituary with 

the individual’s name, school activities, date of birth, 
date and manner of death (if appropriate) and any 
other information shall appear in the news section. 
This treatment will provide an adequate testimonial 
to the individual for those closely associated while not 
overemphasizing the death for other readers.

The Orange & Black newspaper
Grand Junction (Colo.) High School 

In the case of the death or deaths of current or former 
students and/or staff, The Orange & Black will cover the 
death with at least an obituary.

The obituary will be journalistically written with an 
emphasis on the person’s life and, if timely, give details of 
the funeral service and/or contribution details.

If a suicide is involved, the obituary will say “took his/
her own life,” but will not give any details of the suicide.

In addition, all stories/packages dealing with any 
form of death will contain information about death/grief 
counseling and/or resources.

The death may be covered more extensively if the 
situation warrants as determined by the staff with the 
guidance of the adviser. As with all content in The Orange 
& Black, the editor(s) will make the final decision about 
the extent of the coverage of the death.

Catamount newspaper
Rancho Cotate High School 
Rohnert Park, Calif.

Should a student and/or school employee die, the 
staff will treat the matter in a tasteful, respectful manner.

The portrait of the individual will appear in a standard 
size, but the name of the person and dates or the birth 
and death will be set off in a 30 percent black screen.

Text of the obituary will not specify cause of death. 
This will provide adequate memory of the individual for 
those closely associated while not overemphasizing it for 
other readers.

The North Star newspaper
Francis Howell North High School
St. Charles, Mo.

• Any current student, staff member, faculty member, 
or building administrator who dies during the year will 
be recognized in the school newspaper.

• The school newspaper will publish factual 
information (date of birth, date of death, survivors, 
organizations, hobbies and interests) in a 300-word 
obituary and include one mug shot if possible.

• The school newspaper will first obtain permission 
from the deceased’s family before publishing any 
information regarding the cause of death.

What is “The Wheel”?
We call this section of resources The Wheel because it’s a place to find that perfect sample, the definitive 

model. Whether it’s a policy or a form, chances are someone has created what you’re looking for. Resources 
in The Wheel are mainly those items that help student media organizations function, the elements that help 
students and advisers be successful.

Why reinvent the wheel? It’s all right here! Permission is granted for use in educational student media 
environments with proper attribution. Check http://studentpress.org/nspa/wheel.html for updates and 
new materials regularly.

Creating the obituary policy
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• The school newspaper will treat all deaths in a tasteful and 
respectful manner

• An issue should not be dedicated to or in memory of the 
deceased.

Excalibur yearbook
Francis Howell North High School
St. Charles, Mo.

• Any current student, staff member, faculty member, or 
building administrator who dies during the year will be recognized 
in the school yearbook.

• The school yearbook will publish factual information (date of 
birth, date of death, survivors, organizations, hobbies and interests) 
and one 1” x 2” mug shot if possible in a 1/8 page space.

• The school yearbook will first obtain permission from the 
deceased’s family before publishing any information regarding the 
cause of death.

• The school yearbook will treat all deaths in a tasteful and 
respectful manner.

• A book or any portion of it should not be dedicated to or in 
memory of the deceased.

• Cause of death will be listed at the discretion of the editorial 
board, however suicide will not be listed as a cause of death.

Note: This and two other schools in the same school district have 
nearly identical policies. However, those publications have customized 
the policy for their own school communities. Francis Howell Central’s 
specifies the obituary will appear on the first news page but not Page 
One and that the staff may also investigate deaths for newsworthy 
elements of interest to the audience. Francis Howell’s says no cause 
of death will be listed, that parents may purchase ad space for 
memorials and that an autograph section will be donated to the 
family for signing. Photos where the deceased appears elsewhere in 
the yearbook are not changed or deleted.

Obituary Guidelines — 
Tracy Anne Sena, Convent of the Sacred Heart High School,  
San Francisco

Sooner or later, every school will be faced with the loss of 
a member of its community. Because school newspapers and 
yearbooks are official records, obituaries are appropriate material 
for publication. 

Even though a staff may assume everyone knows about a 
death, the story of a person’s life — especially in a small school 
community — deserves to be told. Therefore, both the newspaper 
and yearbook could run a story, beyond just a picture with a pat 
“In Memoriam.” If the death takes place over the summer, then the 
story should appear in the next issue of the publication.

Someone who is removed from the situation should write the 
story and be the consulting adviser. A good friend of the deceased 
is probably not the correct person for either job, as he or she may 
be grieving and therefore unable to keep an objective distance 
from the story.

The Interview
Most family members want to tell the story of the person whom 

they have lost. Explain to them that you are a member of the 
newspaper or yearbook staff and you are writing a story about the 
deceased family member. Approach family members and close 
friends with special sensitivity. If a family member says he or she 
is not ready to speak about the loss, ask if there is another family 
member who is ready to talk. Most families want to talk about a 
deceased relative. Allowing people to tell their stories helps them 
in their grieving process.

Throughout the interview remember that emotions are running 
high and you will need to show special sensitivity. People may cry; 
but the reporter must maintain composure (even if he or she tears 
up) without sharing in the grief, so he or she can report the story 
accurately. Be prepared for tears. Reporters should take an editor 
or even the adviser with them for additional support to interviews 
with family and close friends. 

Begin the interview by thanking the source and acknowledging 
his or her loss. Explain as fully as possible the probable angle of the 
story. Be sure to communicate clearly with the subjects and all the 
sources. If a particular sentence or phrase of the interviewee stands 
out, ask then if you may quote him or her. Take exceptional notes 
or use a tape recorder if it’s OK with the interviewee — this is not 
the time to keep re-interviewing your sources.

The Story
Be factual throughout the story without using flowery language 

or reducing the story about a death to a cliché. Phrases such as 
“met his Maker,” “loved one,” “went to her reward,” etc. should be 
avoided.

Educate readers with a sidebar or accompanying story about 
the cause of death. Teenagers will especially want to know if the 
untimely death of a friend could also happen to them, and if so, 
how it might be prevented. If a disease causes the death, explain 
the causes and/or what one can do to prevent contracting it. 
Accidental deaths, such as those caused by driving under the 
influence, also can have stories and factoids about prevention. 
However, if the cause of death was probably due to the deceased 
person’s negligence, preventative stories should run in a current or 
future edition while considering timeliness and sensitivity.

Suicides should be treated as any other obituary, but usually 
do not mention the cause of death. Suicide prevention experts 
recommend keeping the obituaries short so as not to encourage 
copy-cat incidents from other people who may have suicidal 
tendencies. 

A well-written story puts a death in perspective and helps the 
grieving process for the family and the school community. An 
added focus on the survivors gives hope to the readers in the face 
of a difficult situation.

Finish the story in time so that you can go over the facts and 
quotes before the story goes to print. Avoid inaccuracies or 
“surprises” in the printed story so that grieving families are not 
further traumatized. 

Why reinvent the wheel? NSPA has an ever-growing library of 
resources available on its Web site.

Visit it at http://studentpress.org/nspa/wheel.html
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Defining responsible journalism is often a flash point for 
conflict between journalism teachers, advisers and students.

Administrators argue that reporting about sex, drugs, alcohol 
or anything they see as controversial is not responsible. If 
something is poorly written or researched it is not responsible. 
Often, “poorly written or researched” is in 
the eye of the beholder. 
If reporting or comment 
is negative, to critics, it is 
not responsible. Critical 
of adults or their policies: 
irresponsible. Disloyal to 
mother school, unheard of.

Administrators simply 
will not define what 
they see as responsible 
journalism.

So we will.
Beginning with a January 

retreat at The Poynter 
Institute, the Journalism 
Education Association’s 
Scholastic Press Rights 
Commission set out to 
develop principles of 
responsible journalism 
for student media and 
to organize teaching 
materials emphasizing those 
principles.

Commission members 
hope such principles will 
enable an open dialogue 
with administrators and 
give journalism educators 
a foundation to build their 
programs. 

The Six Tenets of 
Responsible Journalism 
parallel standards all schools 
state as part of their overall 
mission, from improving 
and practicing citizenship to 
developing critical thinking 
and empowering clear and 
effective communication.

Briefly, the six tenets as directed at students and schools 
officials are: 

Schools that support responsible scholastic journalism  and 
student-directed media will

• Establish policies to aid thorough and effective reporting.
• Provide opportunities through media to build better 

citizens who apply critical thinking and decision-making skills.

 • Hire and rely on professionally educated advisers who use 
sound curricula.

•  Ensure open lines of communication among students, 
teachers, administrators and community members. 

• Strengthen student media content through access to 
accurate, thorough and 
diverse sources.

• Encourage student-
directed media that report 
information in verbal and 
visual context, enhancing 
comprehension and 
the greater good for all 
communities.

Students who support 
responsible scholastic 
journalism will

• Follow established 
policies and adopt new 
ones to aid  thorough and 
effective reporting.

• Apply critical thinking 
and decision-making skills 
now to become more 
involved future citizens.

 • Seek the advice of 
professionally educated 
advisers.

• Maintain open lines 
of communication with 
other students, teachers, 
administrators and 
community members. 

• Report accurately 
and thoroughly, using 
a range of diverse and 
qualified sources. 

• Operate media 
that report information 
in verbal and visual 
context, enhancing 
comprehension and 
the greater good for all 

communities.
Explanation for each point can be found at:   

http://jeapressrightsorg.	
In addition to the six tenets, the press rights commission 

will make available a variety of lessons, activities, podcasts and 
teaching materials based on each principle by the start of the 
2008 Fall school year. Materials will be available on a to-be-
developed Web site and be downloadable.

With the support from other journalism groups, JEA also will 
mail a set of posters to all high schools in the fall.

the law
Coming soon to your classroom: posters!

by John Bowen
scholastic press rights chair • JEA
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Some might not understand why Indianapolis Arsenal 
Technical teacher Kathy Jesse would give up a 20-year career at 
the Indianapolis Star to teach at the high-poverty, high-crime 
urban high school. Yet the reason is clear when listening to Jesse 
talk about her program that uses four 
computers and a laptop for her 43 
journalism students to produce the 
12-page, 8.5” x 11” monthly student 
newspaper that gets printed in the 
school’s vocational wing.  

“This is relevant, real learning,” 
Jesse said. “I want journalism to be the 
reason to get out of bed.” 

It sounds like the cliché script 
from a save-our-underprivileged-kids 
movie: professional journalist looks 
for higher calling and finds it teaching 
inner city students the craft she loves.

But don’t look 
for Jesse to start 
gushing over her 
“sacrifice” for the 
greater good. She’s 
a little busy with 
other things such as 
finding the two new 
cameras that went a 
whole three weeks 
before getting 
stolen or figuring 
out how to get her students to be 
successful in a school that hovers at a 
40 percent graduation rate. 

This is no easy task at Tech, and the 2006 Indiana Department 
of Education figures, the most recent to be released, tell the story 
as to why. Of the nearly 2,000 students enrolled, only 8 percent 
participated in AP testing, 38 percent passed state standardized 
testing and 76 percent are enrolled for free or reduced lunch. 
Only 13 percent of seniors took the SAT. The same story is told 
throughout the IPS school district where nearly 55 percent of the 
8,000-plus high school students never earn a diploma. 

Yet those figures serve as the motivation for Jesse’s journalism 
students to follow the expectations established in room 351 rather 
than ignore them. Her prerequisite of a C or higher in English might 
be the toughest standard in the school’s curriculum. That is, until 
those students get into her classroom. 

You see, this journalism class isn’t about the Pacemakers, Gold 
Crowns or even Hoosier Stars that recognize excellence in student 
publications. No, it’s about something much more in the Tech 
journalism room.  It’s not so much the product as much as it is the 
process that serves as the award, and Jesse’s journalism students 

must agree to follow that process every time they come through 
her door.  

Just ask the Latino journalism student that walked into Mrs. 
Jesse’s room asking for a pass out of class to do an interview. 

She made it perfectly clear that the 
responsible action of previously 
requesting permission from the teacher 
to leave class was more important than 
the interview needed for the upcoming 
issue. 

Jesse was just as clear to the African-
American journalism student that came 
in during her prep period asking if she 
had seen his geometry homework 
lying around. His look of trepidation 
was attributed to the well-established 
classroom rule dictating that paperwork 
without a name on it met the bottom of 
a trash can. 

“Did you put your name on it,” Jesse 
asked.

“Don’t tell me you threw it away,” the 
young man replied.

“I threw it away,” she answered. 
“Homework goes in your locker, not 
lying around the room.”

Was the student now going to fail 
the assignment he was expected to 
submit when he returned to his math 
class? More than likely. Would the 
previous student be excused from class 
to do the requested interview despite 

the lack of prior approval to do so? Probably. But that’s not what’s 
in Jesse’s lesson plans. She’s using journalism to show her students 
that there are other aspects of education just as important as 
homework, quizzes and tests – such as what is expected of them 
when they agree to the standards in her newsroom.  

“If you make a commitment, you keep it,” Jesse said. 
It’s just so easy to get worked up in teaching leads, bleeds, slugs, 

rule of thirds and all of the other material from the journalism 
textbooks and judges’ critiques. That’s where those such as Kathy 
Jesse in room 351 at Arsenal Technical High School come in. 
Even though she recently received notice that her job, as well as 
journalism, might not survive the round of budget cuts at the end 
of the year, she continues to reach those students that too many 
have deemed unreachable. By doing so, she and her students serve 
as the reminder that true awards aren’t placed in a display case but 
can be shown simply with a student remembering to put his name 
on geometry homework. 

“These students never had a sense they had a control over their 
destiny,” Jesse said. “They have that control now.”

backpage
Pro turns to the classroom

by Ryan Gunterman
Bloomington (Ind.) High School North

Veteran brings strong work ethic to students






