Reading newspapers: Factual reporting
This learner's guide introduces students to the use of historical newspapers as primary sources and
provides key questions for reading them.
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Historic newspapers had different formats, types of content, and styles of reporting than newspapers today.

Much of what you will likely find in a newspaper will be factual reporting or “news.” Factual reporting may appear in
several different sections of a newspaper — national news, international news, local news, sports, and so on. Factual
stories can be long or short and can be written about almost any topic imaginable. What makes this kind of reporting
special is that it attempts to provide the facts of an event in a fair and unbiased way, allowing the reader to gain
information that is untainted by the opinions of the reporter or the newspaper’s editorial staff.
Some factual news stories will be brief and to the point, providing the reader with basic information without detailed
background, large numbers of quotations from interested parties, or connections to other key topics. Other stories will
be much longer and go into much greater depth — often these more in-depth stories are called “features.” Sometimes a
reporter will focus on one topic, individual, or event through a series of features over a space of days or weeks. These
feature articles will often explore a topic in tremendous detail, considering several different perspectives and including
first-hand accounts and perspectives from a number of people connected to the story.
You may notice that news in historic newspapers is not as current as we would expect from today’s newspapers. Many
modern American newspapers are published daily, and even events that happened late at night can be printed in the next
morning’s edition and delivered before dawn. The online version of a newspaper is often almost instantaneous,
publishing details about a breaking story as events are still unfolding.

Key questions
Here are some questions that you can consider as you read news stories (factual reporting) in a historic newspaper.

What events does this article describe?
It may be helpful to jot down a summary of the article and make note of any key dates, individuals, organizations, or
events that are mentioned.

Where is this article placed in the newspaper? Does its placement reveal anything about the
editor’s views on its importance?
Typically, one will find reporting on the events that the editor deems most important or of greatest interest to the
newspaper’s readership on the front page or in the front section of a newspaper. Reporting on special topics such as
international news, sports, the arts, and business will appear elsewhere, often in their own designated sections of the
newspaper. Historical newspapers often lack the clearly defined sections that you might expect in a modern newspaper,
and news stories may be mixed in with other kinds of content or organized in a way that you didn’t anticipate. Try to
figure out how the editors of the specific newspaper chose to organize the content of each edition and see if you can
figure out what that tells you about the relative importance and role of the particular story that you are analyzing.

Who might be interested in this story?
Is this a story that would be of great interest to any reader, or does it have a limited appeal? Is that appeal limited by
geography? Age? Personal interests? For example, an article about an event of national importance such as an upcoming
presidential election might be of interest to almost any reader in the country, and a human interest story about someone
doing something courageous or incredibly generous might have almost universal appeal. But a story about a local
school board election is probably only going to interest people within the bounds of that school district who care about
local government and the local schools.

Who wrote this story?
Often the name of the reporter who did the research and wrote the story will be listed near the title or at the end of the
article. This is called the byline. Be careful, though — sometimes you’ll notice that the reporter will also credit other
newspaper personnel who contributed to the article, so it may have been a collaborative effort. Similarly, the newspaper
will sometimes list AP or Reuters reports as either the “author” of the article or as a major source for the article. These
are news services that allow newspapers to pool their resources and have access to the same stories — instead of
hundreds of newspapers each sending its own reporter to cover an event, all of the newspapers that belong to a given
news service will receive the report written by the news service’s reporter, allowing each newspaper to focus its own
reporters’ energies on adding to that story with angles of particular interest to their own unique readership. For example,
a North Carolina newspaper might receive a news service report about predicted troop deployments from a news service
but add the perspective of troops at Ft. Bragg to that news service report in order to make it more relevant to local
readers.
Sometimes, you may notice that the newspaper article doesn’t list any author for the story. In pre-Civil War newspapers,
especially, it was common for news stories to be run without an author credit.

Where did the information in the story originate?
Be sure to ask yourself how the author of each story got his or her information. What sources of information do you see
discussed in the story? Government records? Research literature? Police reports? Interviews with specific individuals?
News service reports?

Do the sources of information for this story seem accurate? Unbiased? Balanced?
A factual account is only as accurate as its sources, so you will want to think critically about the sources that the
newspaper reporter used to create each story. Are the sources of information reasonable ones to have chosen for this
particular topic? Can you think of other potential sources of information that do not seem to have been consulted? Do
you detect any bias in the sources? Do people quoted in the story use words that reveal a specific opinion or attitude
about the topic? If you do detect bias, does the story provide an opportunity for people with a different point of view to
voice their opinions, too, or does it mostly just tell one side of the story?

What choices did the reporter make in researching and writing this story that might have
influenced the resulting article, its point of view, and its tone?
Most modern newspaper reporters strive for journalistic objectivity — that is, they try to provide factual, fair, and
unbiased reports to their readers. But no human being is completely without bias or opinion, and the choices that every
researcher and writer makes are bound to affect his or her writing. Try to notice whether there are any clues to the
author or editor’s views in the story itself.

Would you expect to see more coverage of this topic or related topics in earlier or later
editions of the newspaper?
It is often helpful to read issues of a newspaper that were printed before and after the event that you are interested in.
Reading earlier newspapers can help you see precursors to an event — for example, news stories on issues related to
race and education might be useful background information to help you understand later stories about Brown v. the
Board of Education, and news articles from days, weeks, months, and even years later might help you understand the
impact of Brown v. the Board of Education over the long term. By pausing to think about what you might look for in
earlier or later editions of the newspaper, you can get a head start on further research.

Reading newspapers
A learner's guide to reading letters to the editor and other reader contributions in historical
newspapers.
By Kathryn Walbert
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Although most of the content in newspapers is written by journalists, columnists, and editors, newspapers frequently
publish contributions from their readers.
One of the most common forms of reader contribution is letters to the editor — correspondence from readers responding
to articles in the newspaper. These responses may offer reader opinions about the content of news stories — for

example, someone who read an article about a government program may write in to share his or her own opinion of that
program. They may offer reader opinions on the newspaper’s coverage of the news and its editorial decisions — for
example, they may critique the editor’s choice of comic strips to run in the daily newspaper or allege that there was bias
in the coverage of a recent news story. Sometimes, letters to the editor are responses to previous letters written by other
readers!
Newspapers sometimes include other contributions from readers as well. Newspapers may hold contests or offer regular
features in which readers submit writing, photography, recipes, or other content for publication. Readers sometimes
submit poetry or fiction writing for publication in local newspapers. Many newspapers run columns in which readers
ask for advice and receive responses from an advice columnist or from other readers.
Web editions of newspapers are opening up new opportunities for reader participation in newspaper publishing. Online
editions frequently offer readers the option of commenting on news stories and opinion pieces or to engage in question
and answer sessions with newspaper staff members using online forums, blogs, and wikis. Readers may submit photos
of breaking news, such as images of storm damage, and have the photographs appear on the newspaper’s website.
Readers may even be able to customize the way the newspaper appears on their own computer so that the sections of the
newspaper and the topics that most interest them are highlighted in their own personal online edition.

Key questions
When you encounter reader contributions, you may want to ask yourself:

What is the nature of the contribution?
Is the reader contributing an opinion through a letter to the editor or is the reader contributing something else (a poem? a
photograph? a recipe?)? What views has the reader expressed in the contribution?

Do we know anything about the reader who made the contribution?
Sometimes the newspaper will print details about the contributor such as his or her location, age, or occupation, if
relevant. For example, you might think about a letter to the editor on health care reform written by the president of a
major health insurance company differently than you would think about a letter on the same topic from a cancer patient.
Similarly, if the newspaper is printing reader-submitted photographs, it may be helpful to know which photos were
taken by professional photographers and which were taken by school children. When you learn about the people who
have made contributions, you may notice some trends — for example, people in one town served by the newspaper may
be more likely to support a particular issue than people in another nearby community. Further research might help you
figure out possible reasons for those differences.

Why did the reader contribute this material to the newspaper?
Was this contribution reader-initiated? In other words, did the reader spontaneously decide to send something to the
newspaper and, if so, why might the reader have done so? Sometimes readers feel passionately about issues that
influence them directly and may choose to write a letter-to-the-editor as a way of expressing their views to a broader
public. Sometimes a reader may decide to write to the newspaper to “set the record straight” about an issue when they
feel that the newspaper’s earlier coverage may not have fairly reflected all sides of an issue. Readers might also send
contributions to a newspaper in response to a contest, an editor’s request for reader submissions, or as part of an advice
column that regularly asks for reader questions and responses.

Why did the newspaper print this item?
Newspaper editors may receive many letters on any given topic, but have the space to print only a few of them. Other
reader contributions, too, are almost always chosen from among many. So why did the newspaper choose to print the
particular reader contributions that they selected? Do you think the contributions were chosen at random or on a firstcome-first-served basis? Were the editors trying to present contributions that represented a range of views or offering
both positive and negative feedback on a recent story? Might some people’s letters be printed because of their
occupation or standing in the community — for example, might a county commissioner’s letter be more likely to get
published than an average citizen writing about the same local political issue? Or might the newspaper, in an effort to

present both sides of an issue, be more likely to print the letter of someone who was mentioned in an earlier news story
who was writing to complain that his or her views were misrepresented?

What role do reader submissions play in the newspaper?
Newspapers may have many reasons for including reader submissions. Reader contributions may diversify the points of
view found in the newspaper, allow people in the community respond to local, national and world events in a local way,
help readers feel more connected to the newspaper, or allow newspaper editors to gauge readers’ interests and views so
that they can direct the newspaper’s attention toward the kind of coverage that is likely to attract and retain readers. You
may notice that a newspaper’s editors respond directly to the concerns raised by a letter to the editor or launch a more
in-depth series of articles on an issue that generated a lot of reader submissions. You may also notice that reader
contributions seem very common in some parts of the paper — such as the Op-Ed page or the Lifestyle section — but
appear very seldom in other sections. Thinking about why newspaper editors include these sorts of reader contributions
and why they may have positioned them as they did can help you get a sense of the role that reader contributions played
in a specific newspaper at a specific moment in time.

