


Dear students,
Congratulations on your acceptance to Youth Journalism International, and welcome!
You’ve found an organization with a rich history of producing great youth 

journalism and a bright future. It's exciting that you'll be part of shaping YJI's future.

This booklet is designed to be an overview for newcomers. It contains some instructional 
materials to introduce you to the basics. It should answer many of your initial questions, 
and serve as a resource in the future.

The Story of YJI

Youth Journalism International began with two working newspaper reporters who 
embarked on an adventure with local teenagers in Bristol, Connecticut in 1994. Our first 
students, all based in Connecticut, taught us how much fun working with the next generation 
of journalists could be.

Over the years, the organization grew bigger and stronger. Our first website, in 1996, gave 
the world a glimpse of the wonderful work students were doing. It didn’t take long before 
talented young people like you, living all around the world, reached out, wanting to be part 
of it. Adding students from around the world changed YJI forever, and for the better.

Now we have YJI students who are active on six continents, in many, many countries and in 
many states in the U.S. And all over the world there are YJI alumni who stay in touch. They're  
willing and able to offer guidance, support and a helping hand.

 Those who are studying at a university or who are already working can offer college and 
career advice to younger students who are choosing where they’ll go after high school 
graduation. 

What started as a little local club more than two decades ago has turned into an amazing and 
wonderful worldwide force. YJI offers not only journalism education, but a way for young 
people with similar interests but different backgrounds and diverse cultures to meet, exchange 
ideas and work together on common projects.

You can see that the first students laid a solid foundation for YJI and that they were followed 
by others who built upon it. Still more are continuing to carry it out. Everyone who has taken 
part shares in YJI’s success.



The Future of YJI

The organization has grown so much and is so busy that it needs a 
full-time staff to handle everything, but we don’t have enough 
funding for that – yet. We are doing our best with a small group of 
volunteers, which we hope you keep in mind if you ever have to wait a 
bit for an answer to a question.

YJI has never charged students money to participate, and there are no 
plans to do so. We want to keep our programs free to all students and we 
want to keep growing.

We do need to find funding, however, so if you have any ideas, please 
share them. We are recognized in the U.S. by the IRS as a 501(c)(3) public 
charity, so any donations are tax deductible and YJI is eligible to apply 
for grants.

But let’s now move on to the heart of the matter – what you’ll do as a 
new student of YJI.

Don’t Be Shy in YJI!

The most important thing for you to know is that you will get as much out of YJI as you put into it. 
We generally do not give assignments, though we will sometimes ask students if they would like to write 
about a particular thing or take part in a group project.

It’s up to you to read the emails from advisors, to come up with ideas for stories, to ask questions of us and 
to act on what you’ve learned. Students who jump in when offered opportunities are the ones who learn the 
most and excel.

There is no minimum requirement for how much you must do. That is entirely up to you.
After editing, your work will likely be published in the organization’s blog, yjiblog.org and on the website, 

youthjournalism.org. It might also be published in other places, too. 

Not everyone who joins YJI wants to be a journalist, and that’s okay. Writing and reporting is a great skill 
for many jobs and for life in general. Learning to ask questions and follow up on what you’ve heard can serve 
you well in many ways. 

We expect our students to read and write in English. But English is not the native language for many of 
YJI's students. We know they work extra hard to read emails from us and to write their stories. We try to give 
them the help they need to improve their English skills. We've found that the students who improve the 
most are usually the ones who write a lot and who pay close attention during the editing process.

Sometimes, we have students translate a story into their own language after it has been written in English. 
We don’t do this often, but it’s very cool when we can publish a piece in more than one language.



What You Can Do First

Something every new student wants to know is how to get started. Other than 
to urge you not to be shy, but to jump in and start swimming, here are a few other 
suggestions.

First of all, write a little introduction about yourself aimed at the other students in 
the organization. There are hundreds of you from all over the world. If you want to 
meet other terrific young people, this is a great place to do it.

Include your name, place where you live and some of the things you like to do 
or why you decided to get involved in YJI. We'll send your introduction to all of 
our students and maybe you’ll hear back from some of them. You might meet 
someone in your own city who is part of this organization or you might hear from 
someone on the other side of the planet who likes the same things you do. If you use 
Facebook, you can also join the YJI Students group there, where many friendships 
blossom and journalism discussions take place.

Do Some Snooping, Then Make a Proposal
Any good reporter does her homework. Delve deeply into YJI's website, youthjournalism.org, its blog, yjiblog.org and its 

pages on Facebook, LinkedIn and Instagram. YJI also has a presence on other social media, including several Twitter 
accounts. Learn as much as you can about what students have written before you. Absorb YJI's history and get ideas for how 
you can make your own mark through YJI. What will you do first?

Writing a news story is different than writing in the first person about your travels or experiences. It's also not the same as 
an academic report for school. Besides news stories, we accept and will work with you on first-person, journal-style writing, 
opinion pieces, travel pieces and reviews of movies, books, music, theater or games. We love photos, cartoons and graphic 
art, too. We do NOT work with fiction or poetry.
     We'd like you to write a first-person piece about where you live. Your "hometown" piece can be about all the things you 
love about your city, or a blistering account of why you can’t wait to leave. Or, it can be a little of both. It is much better if 
you can send us photos (that you take yourself) to go along with it.

These hometown pieces are interesting, and give a perspective unlike what you might get from a travel writer who swoops 
in and then leaves. It’s more insightful because it’s a tale told to the world about one corner of it – yours – by an expert – you
—because you are the one who lives there and you know it so well.

Each August, YJI students collaborate on a group project: our annual back to school guide for incoming freshmen. Usually 
written in the first person, it contains wise words of experience for first year students. You can write about a topic that has 
already been covered, if you have a different point of view. It should be written as though you are advising a friend, 
younger sibling or cousin who is jittery about the first day of high school. All YJI studenst are welcome to contribute 
photographs, cartoons and written pieces for the annual back to school guide.

Sending Your Stuff to YJI



An Important Point
Please do NOT send YJI something for publication if it has already been published else-

where – on your blog, in your school paper or website or your local paper. If you wrote 
something you’re especially proud of and want to show it to us, that’s fine, let us know that 
it’s just for show and that it’s already been published. It is not right for us to publish 
something that another paper already had and we won't do it.

Also, if you’re writing something for YJI, don’t put it on your Facebook page, blog or 
give it to another publication – another organization, town or school paper. That’s not fair to 
YJI, since we’re investing our time, energy and talent into your work. Putting links to it after 
we’ve published it, however, is okay – and encouraged!

News Stories Are Next

We hope that soon many of you will 
want to write news stories. Some of 
you have had training in this, but 
most have not. You'll need to write a 
hometown article, a back to school 
piece or a review before we give the go-
ahead for a news story.

The journalism YJI produces is of 
professional quality. We expect you 
to maintain our high ethical standards. 
That means we use real names, for 
writers and for sources. We say where 
we got our in-formation and we don’t 
ever take it from other news sources 
without saying where we got it.

Please do NOT send YJI a news 
story without checking with us first. 
Before you invest a lot of time, tell us 
your idea and we'll talk about whether 
you should proceed and how to do it. 
If we give you the go-ahead, that 
means you have our commitment to 
work with you on the story. Otherwise, 
we may not be able to help, so please 
check before sending.

Sending Your Stuff to YJI
Whenever you write to us or to the group, there are a couple things to keep in mind 

to make the best use of everyone’s time and attention.

First, please sign every email with your first and last name and place where you 
live. This helps us get to know you.

Second, make good use of the email subject line. Don't leave it blank! And please 
don't write "my story" or "article." That is not much better than a blank line. Instead, 
put something intelligent and informative in the subject line. If your name is not part 
of your email address, you can put your name there with something indicating what 
the email contains, like “Batman Begins review by Alan Burkholder” or “News story 
idea on college choices from Yanni Lee” or “Hometown piece, Paris, by Elle 
Georges.”

 Below, you'll learn about YJI's “Leadership Ladder,” which explains how you get 
to move up in the ranks of students based on your work and involvement in the 
organization. You'll see YJI's rules and expectations, too.

Please feel free to write with any questions you have after digesting this package of 
information. We also hope you will share all of this with your parents or other family 
members, who deserve to know what you’re doing and who are likely to be proud of 
you for your initiative and eager to see what you write.

To write to us directly send email to yjieditor@gmail.com. 

I am looking forward to getting to know each of you! 
Yours in youth journalism, 

Jackie Majerus and Steve Collins
Co-founders, Youth Journalism International



Writing About Your Hometown
One of the many wonderful things Youth Journalism International stu-

dents can do is write a personal reflection about the place they call home
Everyone on Earth has a place where they live, whether it is in a major city, 

a small town, a village or in a remote spot. It could be in the mountains, on 
the desert, in the woods, on a farm, or in the middle of the rolling prairie or a 
rice paddy. Some people even live on a boat in the water.

Writing about your hometown is something we’d like every YJI student 
to do, and it is something any young writer should be able to do. But that 
doesn’t mean it is easy.

In fact, it might be a little bit challenging, but that’s okay. You will get the 
benefit of thinking a little bit about a place you are more than likely taking 
for granted.

If it is your home, it may not seem special or exciting to you because you 
are used to it.

But if you didn’t live there, and had never visited, you might find it a very 
interesting place indeed. The point of this is not to convince others of how 
wonderful your hometown is, but rather to share a little bit of what it is like 
to live there.

You Are Not A Tourist. You Are At Home
This is NOT travel writing, where you explore a place as a visitor or tourist, hit the hot spots, the must-sees 

and the charming places you’ve heard or read about and just couldn’t wait to see for yourself.  There is a place 
for travel writing in YJI, but this is not it. Travel writing is not what your “My Hometown” piece should be. 
No, this is something else.

The idea is for you to think about how you feel about this place you call home, both the good and the bad, 
what you like and don’t like about it. Perhaps you love it and could never imagine living anywhere else on 
the planet. Or maybe you are desperate to leave. Either way, that’s what we want you to share with readers.

We want you to give them an authentic flavor of your corner of the world. Now if your town has world-
famous places, you might want to mention them, but please don’t let that be your focus. That information is 
widely available, and that’s travel writing, anyway.

Even if you live in a famous place like New York City, which most people the world over have seen in movies 
or photos or read about and many have even visited, they don’t know that city like you do, because it is your 
city. They don’t live in your neighborhood, walk your streets, attend your school or frequent your favorite tea 
house, ice cream parlor, football field, bookshop or other special places in town

You are not writing about an entire country, or even province or state. Your writing focus should be narrower 
than that, zooming in on where you live within that boundary – your city, town, or village.



Some Great Examples
Every “hometown” piece is different, reflecting the unique aspects of the place. 

Yours should be, too, but here are some examples that might inspire you. We’ve 
had “My Hometown” pieces from big cities, including Los Angeles, U.S.A. and 
Brisbane, Australia, where YJI reporter Nancy Hsu listed a lot of what she loved 
about her city, especially the river. 

Elaine Truong dispelled the myths and misconceptions people might have 
about that great big city, LA. She focuses on getting around on public 
transportation, the city’s neighborhoods and people. It helps to narrow the 
focus, especially with a large city like LA because it would be hard to write 
about everything in the space allotted.

But not everyone, indeed most of us, don’t live in a world-famous city. That’s 

one of the things that makes writing a hometown piece so wonderful. You get 
to tell the world about a place most people will never visit and may not even hear 
about until they see what you wrote. And they get to learn about, and through 
you, experience a little bit about your part of the world. Take a look at this piece 
by Monica Blaze of Wixom, Michigan.

One of the best examples of this, and indeed, where this whole “My 
Hometown” effort began, is with YJI alum Cara Nelissen of the Netherlands. She 
wrote an excellent piece about her twin hometowns of Ermelo, where she lives, 
and the almost-adjoining town of Harderwijk, where she attended school. Take a 
look at Cara's piece here.

Another YJI student, Thuy Le of Hanoi, Vietnam, gave readers an insider's 
view of her city, with photos and great descriptions, but also some original 
drawings she made of Hanoi scenes.  See her work here.

The Importance of Photos
Pictures make a huge difference. No matter how wonderful the writing is, a photo adds a lot. If 

you don’t have a camera, try to borrow one. Unless you absolutely cannot take any photos, please 
take many and send them, along with some information about what each one shows.

In writing about her town in the Netherlands, Cara took wonderful photos that show the nor-
mal things there, scenes you might well not even notice if you lived there – a shot of the main 
street, the train station, a tuba player in a marching band, a Dutch windmill, road signs and more. 

There are more hometown pieces to come. Make yours one of them!

http://home.comcast.net/~majerus-collins/myhometown-brisbane-hsu-2010-07-19sdbfnsdf534089509236823455626.htm
http://home.comcast.net/~majerus-collins/hometown-LA-2010-10-18nsdabyr324588934276526.htm
http://youthjournalisminternational.blogspot.com/2010/12/my-hometown-wixom-michigan.html
http://home.comcast.net/~majerus-collins/hometown-nelissen-20091116fga435387162065564.htm
http://youthjournalisminternational.blogspot.com/2011/12/my-hometown-hanoi-vietnam.html


Rules we live by and some explanations for students

PLAGIARISM

This is the biggest sin in writing and journalism. It is when 
you take someone else’s work and pass it off as your own. It 
boils down to lying, cheating and stealing. It is a terrible offense 
and we will not tolerate it. We routinely check for plagiarism (as 
do our sharp-eyed readers) so if you are tempted, forget it. It’s 
wrong and it’s not worth the risk.

So, to be very clear: all writing, photos and artwork you 
turn in to us must be your original work. No exceptions. 

We had, we are sad to say, one person who plagiarized at least 
one piece of writing she turned in to us many years ago. 
When we found out, not only were all of her articles removed 
(we could not take any chances) but we felt compelled to make 
a public apology to the journalist who was the victim of this 
crime and to his publication. It was humiliating for us, but 
even more so for the young person who did it, who not only 
was expelled from the organization, but lost a job and an 
overseas writing trip outside of ... . She will carry the stain of 
her offense forever, thanks to the magic of Google searches on 
her name. No doubt she did not enjoy explaining it to the col-
lege admission officers or future employers. She learned the 
hard way that the internet is permanent and that we don’t 
have an eraser for online mistakes.

So listen carefully: if you want to quote from someone else’s 
work, you can do that, but you MUST give them credit for 
being the source of the material and only use a small sample. 
That is fair, but only if you give credit to the reporter who did 
the work. If you’re not sure, ask us rather than risk a mistake 
you will regret.

WHY SO MANY PARAGRAPHS?
Newspaper style is short paragraphs, to help readers who 
are in a hurry whip through stories. It might look and feel 
weird at first, but you get used to it.

HEADLINES
    In journalism, stories and other articles don’t have 
titles. We call them headlines. Editors write them, but 
reporters are encouraged to make suggestions. The goal 
of a headline is to summarize the piece of writing in a 
way that entices readers to give it a chance.
    Clever or even provocative is good. Space is crucial 
in writing headlines, since there isn’t much of it. So if 
we don’t use your suggested headline, it may be for 
space reasons, or it may just be that we think we’ve come 
up with a better one. We try not to use the same words 
in more than one headline or else it can look like 
everyone wrote the same story.
     Articles are different, and the headlines should reflect 
that.

COOL TRICKS WITH TEXT
Exclamation points!!! ellipses… as well as italics and 
WORDS IN ALL UPPER CASE LETTERS and (little asides 
in parentheses) don’t really belong in news writing except 
in very rare circumstances.  Please resist.



PICTURES
     Photos are important! We need them. Good photos will have 
young people in them who are identified by name, age, school 
and town. We want to see their faces! They don’t have to be posed. 
Photos must NEVER be staged or an event “recreated” for the 
sake of a picture. Faking a photo in this way is just like lying, or 
cheating, so don’t do it. The same is true for "finding" a photo 
online. They are not yours to use for free. Original photos only.
     The words under a photo are called the “cutline” in journalism 
lingo, not a “caption” as everyone else calls it. Cutlines should 
include the following information: who or what is shown in the 
picture, what they’re doing, where it was taken and when. The 
photo credit tells who took the picture, and we need that, too.
     Ideally, we want you to take your own photos. If not you, it 
can be taken by a young friend, who would then get the credit. If all 
we'd got is a snapshot that someone’s mom took, well, we can use 
that with her permission, but unfortunately, Mom doesn’t get 
credit. If, however, Mom is a professional photographer, that 
changes things. She will want and deserve credit and probably 
money. We don’t use professional photographer’s photos without 
permission and certainly do not have the funds to pay for them. 
Using them without permission is stealing and we don’t do that.

SENDING US YOUR FABULOUS WORK

     Please send written work in the text of the email to 
yjieditor@gmail.com and attach a Word document of 
it if you are able.
     Whenever possible, use the simplest way of saying 
something rather than big fancy words. You want to 
get your point across and for the reader to 
understand.

 Style points: 
  We don’t indent paragraphs in stories . 

    Numbers under 10 are written out (three teachers, 
17 students) unless they are percentages, which are 
written with the numeral and the word “percent,” like 
this: 3 percent, 150 percent. 
     Only one space after a period.

IT’S ALL IN A NAME
When you write someone’s name, whether it is a fellow student in your school or the name of a rock star in a review, spell it 

right! And identify that person by age, year in school, the name of the school they attend and the town they live in. If it is an adult, 
you can skip their age (unless it is relevant to the story for some reason) and identify them by their town and occupation or 
position, such as “parent of three teenagers.”

Respect people enough to spell their names correctly. It is amazing to us to check up on work sent in by students and find 
they’ve incorrectly spelled the name of an Olympic athlete, a movie director or anyone. Do not rely on editors to catch and fix 
your mistakes. Your name is the one on the article. (Spell your own name correctly, too!)

On the first reference, we might use a title, such as headmaster or principal. None of these are capitalized unless they are right 
before the name, such as Headmaster Dolly Mitchell. After the first reference, where you use first and last name, use last name 
only. Even with the headmaster or principal.

We do our best to check your work, but sometimes there are things we have to take on faith. When we check over your work 
and find that you are careful, it builds trust and we can have that kind of faith in you. If we aren’t sure of you, we won’t take that 
chance. When we find careless mistakes, it will take a lot longer for us to trust your work.



EDITING, OR, WHO CHANGED MY WORK?

We’ve had editors ourselves and we still do. We know how 
irritating they can be. But we’ve had good ones and bad ones, and 
we try to be good ones for you. We think we’re pretty sensitive to 
writers because we’re writers ourselves.

But editors often have to work quickly. They have a tough job 
of making sure articles make sense, are written fluidly (the words 
flow nicely) and compellingly (they’re interesting) and that all the 
requisite stuff is in there, such as proper identification, background 
and context.

As you learn how news stories are structured, you’ll get the gist of 
it and we won’t be tinkering quite so much with your writing. 

Try to remember that we’re trying to help you with the 
changes we make by improving your story or opinion piece. Look 
over the changes carefully! Ask us why we did what we did if you 
don’t understand it. That is how you learn. We want and expect you 
to object if you don’t feel comfortable with how something is 
worded or if we accidentally insert an error. We’ll listen and respect 
what you have to say, but final decisions are up to us.

QUOTES ARE SACRED
When we quote someone with quote marks, it 
must be the exact words they said, not the best 
that we can remember. That’s why it’s 
important to write them down during the 
interview. Even if someone speaks awkwardly 
or with grammatical errors, we don’t change 
their quotes. If you are inter-viewing 
someone in a language other than English 
and you have to translate to English when you 
are writing, do your best to represent their 
words in English. If you can’t get it exactly, 
then paraphrase, or describe what they meant 
but don’t use quote marks. If your source is 
speaking in another language than English, 
mention that in the story so readers 
understand that you are acting as a translator as 
well as a reporter. “I really like my school,” he 
said in Swahili.

WHAT DOES “30” MEAN?
 It’s more journalism lingo. It means “the end.”

    Back in the day, people used to say, “That’s 30.” Sort of like 
when filmmakers say, “It’s a wrap.” 
     Some people also use this symbol: ### as a substitute for 
“30,” but “30,” which we like to set off with dashes (maybe 
so it doesn’t get lost) seems so much more fun.

-30-



YJI Leadership Ladder: 
Levels of student participation in writing and art

Students advance from one level to the next based on the advisor’s review of their work, which includes an evaluation of journalis-
tic skills (writing, reporting, photos and/or art) as well as his or her participation, including personal enthusiasm, team spirit and 
interaction with fellow students and editors. Time invested, commitment to YJI and the challenges of writing in a non-native language 
are also considered. Students who contribute both writing and artwork (photos, cartoons and/or graphics) will have two titles. The 
level requirements listed below are guidelines. Moving a student from one level to another is at the discretion of the advisor. Students 
are encouraged to try to advance and may ask what they need to do to reach the next level.

Writers
Cub reporter – A new student who has expressed interest and enthusiasm for learning journalism and may be working on a first 

piece, but has not had anything published yet.

Junior reporter – Student has completed from one to eight pieces. Work includes a combination of first-person pieces, journal 
entries, opinion, artistic reviews, profile stories, features and contributions to group projects. Works closely with editor or advisor on 
story ideas and writing style. 

Reporter – Student has completed three to 10 pieces that must include at least one news story. Eagerly contributes to group projects 
and is beginning to generate own story ideas. Writing style is developing with coaching from editor or advisor.

Senior reporter – Eight or more pieces completed, including several news stories and steady participation in the organization. 
Student is well along the path of mastering the art of writing a news story, review and feature article and is beginning to work 
independently. Student generates own story ideas and writing style is refining. Learning about open records laws and student press 
freedoms.

Correspondent – Twelve or more pieces completed and a year or more of steady participation in the organization. Student has 
mastered the art of writing a news story, artistic review and feature article and can work with little or no direct supervision. Writing 
style is fluid. Takes a leadership role in group projects, is an active voice in the organization and develops own story ideas with 
approval from editor or advisor.  Beginning to use open records laws where applicable.

Senior Correspondent – Works independently after at least two years of steady participation in the organization, developing his 
or her own ideas for advanced news stories with impact, including investigative and spot news reporting and follows through with a 
solid, well-written story. Keeps editor or advisor well informed of developments. Uses documents in addition to sources and where 
applicable, can use the First Amendment and Freedom of Information laws. Can also handle other types of writing, including feature, 
proile, opinion, first person and artistic reviews. Mentors newer reporters by example and direct contact.

Associate editor – Student not only has mastered the art of the news story, feature, profile, artistic review and first-person 
writing, but has developed his or her writing and reporting skills to a high level and can help guide newer reporters and edit their 
work.



Artists

Photographer – Student has contributed one to 10 photos. Eagerly contributes to 
group projects and responds with good effort to requests for photos to accompany 
stories. Student is beginning to generate own photo ideas. Artistic eye is developing 
with coaching from editor or advisor. 

Senior photographer – Student has contributed at least eight photos, including 
news, feature, stand alone or profile shots. Generates own photo ideas with a developed 
artistic eye. Beginning to take a leadership role in determining art to go with stories, 
especially group packages and responds quickly and well to requests for photos to 
accompany written work. Beginning to mentor newer photographers and takes on a 
vocal role within the group on artistic issues.

Associate photo editor – With more than a year as a photographer in the 
organization, the student has mastered all the qualifications of a senior photographer 
but also actively mentors new photographers and takes a definite leadership role in 
determining art for publication and within the organization on artistic issues.

Cartoonist – Student has produced at least one editorial cartoon, whether a stand 
alone type or one to accompany a piece of writing.

Graphic artist – Student has produced at least one graphic art illustration to go 
with a group project, series or single piece of writing.

Senior Cartoonist / Graphic artist – Student has produced at least six cartoons or 
graphic illustrations. Develops own ideas but can also draw a cartoon or create an 
illustration to go with a particular piece of writing. This artist is a leader within the 
group.

-30-



Writing a news story for
Youth Journalism International

If you are reading this, it means you are going to write 
a news story for YJI. Great!

It’s not that hard, but there are some rules to follow.

1. You must be accurate, complete and fair. You can start by
having an opinion on a topic, but you must be willing to change 
it, or at least present opposing views. Otherwise, you are not 
writing fairly.

2. You must talk directly with sources, not electronically. That
means you need to talk with people in person (the preferred 
method) or on the phone (the back up method.) You are not 
allowed to conduct interviews via email, instant messaging or 
text messaging. If you cannot conduct an interview without 
using one of these (it’s okay to SET UP the interview using these 
methods, however) then you must check with us. We may have 
an idea or we may make an exception for you, but you have to 
talk with us about it.

3. When you approach a possible source about an interview
or to ask questions, you must first identify yourself by first and 
last name. Tell them you are a student reporter for Youth 
Journalism International and explain that YJI will publish your 
story at www.youthjournalism.org and possibly elsewhere. 
Never misrepresent yourself when you are gathering 
information. If a source wants to know more about YJI or would 
like us to verify that you are working with us, tell them they can 
call us or write us. You may give out our phone number and  
email address.

You should explain to your interviewees a little about your 
story and why you are writing it. They need to know that we 
think it is important for young voices to be heard.

4. Next, get their identifying information. We want to know
their name, age, school, year in school, town where they live. 
Ask them to SPELL their names, even if their name is Mary 
Smith. It could be Maree Smyth. Seriously. You can say, “Mary, 
M-A-R-Y?” if you like, but you must verify the spelling of even 
the most common names. You might be surprised how much 
people appreciate it when you spell their name correctly and 
how much they hate it when you don't. Mistakes like that are 
not really excusable since they are easy to avoid. Also confirm 
how to spell the name of their school and town unless it is also 
your own, and maybe even then, if your spelling needs work.

Be sure to get their email address so you can contact them if 
there is a follow up question. To help yourself, get their phone 
number. Make sure they understand that we will NOT share or 
publish their email address or phone number. If they don’t want 
to give you a phone number, that’s okay, but try hard for that 
email address.

If you are interviewing an adult, get all the same information 
except for age and school information, unless it is a teacher or 
school official. Do find out their occupation, because that helps 
identify a person, and if they work at a school, find out what 
school and where it is.

5. Youth Journalism International identifies everyone by
their real, full name. Without explicit permission from us, you 
may not agree to quote a source anonymously or to keep their 
name confidential. YJI withholds names only in the rarest of 
circumstances and in those cases, you will need to have a 
serious conversation with us about it first. You do not have the 
authority to grant confidentiality or anonymity on your own. 
This is an important issue of credibility for YJI.



6. Don’t interview more than one person at a
time unless there is no other way. It is too 
confusing, even for seasoned reporters.

7. Take good notes and type them up quickly
afterward so they are fresh in your mind. (See the 
section below about taking notes.)

8. You are absolutely NOT allowed to show
your story to anyone before publication, except 
for your parents and, of course, us. Sources will 
sometimes ask to see it before it goes into print. 
Politely tell them that your advisors forbid this. It 
is for your own protection. 

However, if they are nervous about the inter-
view, you are allowed to read back their quotes 
aloud to them. They can make changes at that time, 
if they are unhappy with how they sound. If there 
is a dispute (the principal, who clearly told you he 
took money from the yearbook fund for a swingin’ 
trip to Vegas but now denies it, for example) then 
talk to us about it and we will help you sort it out. 
If it is someone who isn’t used to talking with 
reporters and they think a quote sounds bad, let 
them rephrase it to you and then read it back out 
loud to them. If they are unsure, but you think it’s 
a good quote, try to let them know that you think 
it’s good and is a powerful thing to say. Sometimes 
that makes people feel better about it.

9. When taking notes, write down the question
and what they said, unless it is obvious from their 
answer what the question is. If it is an exact quote, 
put quote marks around it, or around the words 

that you are certain they said. If you are paraphrasing (not 
an exact quote, but generally what they said), then don’t put 
quote marks around it. If you noticed anything about them 
when they answered that seemed important at the time (they 
were laughing, crying, slamming a book in anger, etc.) you 
can add that, to your notes, too. Sometimes that is helpful in-
formation to have.

If you are writing about a sensitive topic, you may find 
that some of the people you interview get upset (sad, teary, 
angry) when you are talking. This is not a bad thing. It just 
means that you hit a sensitive spot, which means you are 
doing your job. Don’t back away from it completely, but be 
kind. Give them time to get it together, and above all, 
LISTEN to them. Let them talk. Sometimes if you just stop 
talking or asking questions, they’ll feel like they have to fill 
the space with words. Those words could be the valuable 
pearls you’re waiting for.

If you get off a sensitive subject for awhile, don’t be afraid 
to lead them back to that line of questioning, but be gentle 
about it. Remember that this might be hard for them, and 
don’t hesitate to tell them that you know it might be tough to 
talk about some of these things. Your work is important – not 
more important than their feelings – but not less so. Just 
because someone is upset doesn’t mean they don’t want or 
need to be heard.

Remember: we are always available to help you, guide 
you, get you unstuck and generally lend an ear, lend a hand 
whenever you need us.

When you need us (and if you are getting good stuff and 
really getting into a story, chances are you are going to have 
questions or need other kinds of help) call us at (860) 
523-9632 or  (860) 655-8188, email us or reach us on 
Facebook. We will help you. 



Try to keep things relaxed, comfortable and as informal as you can. Strive to have more of a 
conver-sation where you are taking notes rather than a stilted question and answer session. You are 
not interrogating your source, after all, and you want them to talk to you.

Ask a question and let the interviewee talk while you write. If they are going too fast, it’s okay 
to ask them to pause or slow down. We still do this after many years of recording people’s gibberish. 
Take more notes that you think you will need. Students generally do not take enough and then 
when it is time to write the story, they can come up short.

Quotes are sacred. You cannot change them or “clean them up” to reflect better phrasing or 
gram-mar. When you’re taking notes, you can only put quote marks around the actual words that 
your subject says.

If you get down the general idea but not the exact words, it’s paraphrasing. That is fine, but 
don’t put quote marks around it.

We NEVER show a story to a source or interview subject before it goes to print. It takes the 
power away from the press and puts it in the hands of the subject. It’s wrong and not fair to readers, 
who expect you to be fair and not a tool of your subject.

If someone asks you to see a story before it goes to print, say you are sorry, but that your advisors 
and editors do not allow it. Then offer to read back their quotes to them. That is fair and that is 
acceptable. They can then make changes at that time, if they want to.

Avoid a conflict of interest. What this means in real life is, don’t interview anyone unless you feel 
okay about making them uncomfortable or unhappy, if that happens to be the outcome. In other 
words, don’t write about your family or best friends because you can’t be impartial, no matter how 
hard you try, and more importantly, no one believes you won’t slant things to make your friends 
and family look good. 

We don’t recommend recording devices. They’re time-consuming and cumbersome and 
sometimes, they fail. They can also make people nervous. Use them only in special circumstances 
(like when you’re confronting the principal about the money he stole for his trip to Vegas) when 
you’ll have just one shot at a source.

When you’re finished with the interview, type it up right away. Don’t let your notes grow 
cold. Type them into the computer as soon as you can, while they still make sense to you. You'll be 
glad you did.
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Tips for interviewing and taking notes:




