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Comments from 2010 Newspaper Pacemaker judges

≥	 Content is king.
Cover the lives of your readers 

through brevity and depth. Start with 
the fundamentals (sports, theater, de-
bate and Homecoming). Expand on the 
issues (the recession, substance abuse, 
sexual identity and crime). Bring the 
national and international stories 
home with local angles in news and 
commentary.

≥	 Visuals support 
the content. 
Give each section front a powerful 

visual (usually photos, but also illustra-
tions). Develop concepts. Take risks. 
Crop secondary photos tightly.

≥	 Design introduces 
the content.
High school readers expect and 

deserve clean, simple, spacious design 
that shows off visuals and content. Play 
those lead visuals big and secondary 
visuals smaller.

If the presentation is complicated 
and tight, you lose readers.

≥	 Typography and 
white space are 
the navigation. 
Type and space distinguish the win-

ners. Text type should be simple and 
silent, with no gaping letterspacing or 
wordspacing. 

Frame your lead packages with 
white space. That takes some bravery 
— but pays huge dividends for readers.

See additional characteristics and tips 
on next page.

Judges spent two days looking at hundreds of high school newspapers and 
newsmagazines. Here’s a summary of their suggestions.
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1News publications covered topics 
that are interesting to their core 
audience: high school students. 

Interesting topics are the kinds of 
things students will talk about on 
lunch break: Who’s that interesting 
guy? What’s the reason behind a new 
school rule or state/local law, and do 
people think it’s fair? What do those 
foreign exchange students think of us? 
Why do people get pigeon-holed into 
cliques? Why was the dance canceled? 
What’s the impact of sharing nude 
photos with other students? (Notice 
that these are all questions.)

2The staff held educational insti-
tutions accountable by testing 
whether they were performing 

according to the rules (e.g., enforcing 
school rules, following safety proce-
dures).

3Writers expressed bold opinions 
in columns or on the editorial 
page, being willing to disagree 

with the school administration — or 
even (perhaps especially) willing to dis-
agree with prevailing student opinion.

4Reporters dug for facts, not just 
good quotes. Are classes being 
cut? Name them, and show the 

reader which areas of study are most 
affected.

5Editors ran corrections, dem-
onstrating to their audience 
that they are willing to correct 

errors (which we all try to avoid, but 
which are inevitable, even in the best 
of professional newspapers).

6Designers used infographics 
that both engaged the readers’ 
eyes and made useful or inter-

esting information very accessible.

More Comments from 2010 Newspaper Pacemaker judges
Judges spent two days looking at hundreds of high school newspapers and 
newsmagazines. Here’s what they thought.

6things
the best
don’t do

1Don’t enlarge small images to fit 
large spaces — they will pixelate 
and make your newspaper look 

amateur.

2Avoid cutesy design elements 
that are difficult to read, such 
as no spaces between first 

and last names in bylines. All design 
should engage readers and facilitate 
comprehension of the content.

3Don’t steal copyrighted photos. 
And if you are using a copy-
righted photo with permission, 

note in the credit that you are using it 
with permission.

4Don’t refer to singular nouns 
with plural pronouns. A “team” 
is an it, not a they. “Student 

council” is an it, not a they. Yes, every-
one else makes this mistake, but jour-
nalists are the ones who are supposed 
to get it right.

5If a topic seems boring to you, 
but necessary to cover, do your 
best to find out why it’s im-

portant and figure out how to make it 
interesting. If it’s not, and you can’t, 
confine it to briefs. No one reads bor-
ing stories.

6Avoid worn-out, lazy, cliché 
ledes. Don’t start with “Imag-
ine,” don’t start with quotes, 

don’t start with scenes from your re-
porting unless the scenes are compel-
ling and directly relevant to the topic.

6things
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the best

The LANCER
Thousand Oaks HS
Thousand Oaks, Calif.

THE ROCK
Rock Canyon HS
Highlands Ranch, Colo.


