
 

 

 

Free Press 101: Middle & Senior Years 
WHAT'S IN A HEADLINE? 
 
This group of learning experiences are meant to be short, informative, and equip learners with skills to 
better understand topics in journalism and journalistic integrity. 
 
BEFORE YOU BEGIN 
 
� Read through this document and What's in a headline? in Free Press 101.  
� Facilitate learner access to technology as needed. 
� Retrieve a print copy of the Free Press to use in the learning experiences. 

 
GOALS OF THESE LEARNING EXPERIENCES: 
 

Learners will demonstrate understanding of how and why headlines are developed. 
 
DEFINITIONS:  
 
 Headline: a short, engaging description of the story, placed above it in larger front. 
 Deck:     a secondary headline, sometimes flowing from the main headline, sometimes calling       
         attention to another point from the story. 
 Fold:     The horizontal fold of the newspaper. Important stories are placed "above the fold", that is,   
         nearer to the top of the page. 
 
EXTENSION OPPORTUNITIES:  

 
These learning experiences take learners through the process of understanding the form and function of 
headlines, including writing their own. Below are some further considerations for writing good headlines. 

• Humour: when appropriate 
• Length: the headline must fit in the space allotted 
• Mood: should match the tone of the story 
• Specificity: the headline should tell the reader enough that they want to learn more  
• Appropriateness: the headline shouldn't oversell or undersell the content of the story 
• Accuracy: the headline should accurately reference the content of the story  
• Font size and placement: more important headlines get bigger fonts and are placed higher 

on the page 
• Headlines are written after the stories are, and they are written by copy editors, not by 

reporters 
  

https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/free-press-101/whats-in-a-headline
https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/free-press-101
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LEARNING EXPERIENCE 1: EXAMINING HEADLINES 
 

1. • Using your copy of the Free Press, ask learners to make observations about the headlines in it. A few guiding 
questions are below. 

1. What do you notice about the headlines? 
2. How do the headlines convey the tone of the story? 
3. Which headlines seem to grab your attention? Which don't? Why? 

 

• Cut out several headlines from the paper, or ask the learners to do this. Ask learners to compare and notice 
similarities and differences. Have them group the headlines according to their observations, and then explain 
their choices. See "extension opportunities" on the previous page for some ideas for prompts. 

 

• Ask learners to compare the options for headlines that could accompany a story. You can create these yourself 
or use the examples on pages 3-7 (PDF here). Learners should read the story and headlines, and then choose 
the headline they feel is the best option. Ask them to explain their choice. This can be done individually or in 
small groups. 

 
 

LEARNING EXPERIENCE 2: WRITING HEADLINES AND DECKS   
 

2. • Examining headlines on current Free Press stories, ask learners to write alternate headlines. One way to 
collaborate on this task is to pin an article to the whiteboard or bulletin board and ask students to write on paper 
or the space around the article. They can be challenged to write headlines that respond to the various 
opportunities for extension on the previous page. For example: 

1. Write a humourous headline for this story. Is it appropriate to the tone of the story? 
2. Write a headline that communicates a different mood than the original one. 
3. Write a headline that is more specific or more general than the original.  
4. Write a headline that is longer or shorter than the original.  

 

• Ask learners to reflect on their alternate headlines. 
1. Would they commit to using any of them? 
2. What observations can they make about how a headline influences the appeal of a story? 
3. Are there any suggested headlines that they would avoid? Why? 
4. Ask them to make a final decision on a headline for each story. 

 

•  Explain the concept of a "deck" to the learners (see previous page for definition). Ask learners to examine the 
newspaper for examples of a deck, and then write a deck to accompany each of the headlines generated in the 
previous task. Reflect upon whether the addition of a deck adds or takes away from each story's appeal. 

 
 

LEARNING EXPERIENCE 3: SHOWING IMPORTANCE THROUGH SIZE AND PLACEMENT 
 

3. • Explain that journalists make decisions about the importance of news events, and communicate that 
importance by using various font sizes and placement of headlines. Examining the Free Press, ask learners to 
question the decisions made by the journalists. 

1. How many different font sizes do you see on the page (not counting ads)? 
2. Which types of stories get the biggest fonts? 
3. Which types of stories are placed "above the fold"? 
4. 
 

If you have several different days of newspapers to compare, note differences in font size 
and position of the lead stories on each front page.  
 

• Ensure students understand that the most important story of the day doesn't always get the biggest font 
available: the font size is determined by the story's importance and anticipated reader interest. 

• Explain that typically, the very largest fonts are reserved for world-changing events such as the September 11 
attacks on the United States, or the end of a World War. Pages 8-16 have examples to share Free Press front 
pages with these enormous fonts (PDF here). Compare these examples to today's paper to provide context for 
how font and placement decisions are made. 

https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2025/08/FPML-MY-SY-Choose-the-headline.pdf
https://www.winnipegfreepress.com/wp-content/uploads/sites/2/2025/08/FPML-MY-SY-Enormous-fonts.pdf
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Read the news clipping and then choose from the possible headlines to pick the best one. Be ready to 
explain your choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
  

  

Winnipeg's weather 
whiplash week 
 
From sizzling to 
shivering in 72 hours 
 
Manitoba plunged 
into weather chaos 
 
Canada sees big 
changes in weather 
 
Winnipeg hottest city 
as heat records fall 
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Read the news clipping and then choose from the possible headlines to pick the best one. Be ready to 
explain your choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
  

 
 
 
 

 

Crime, kindness and community in Winnipeg 
 
Stolen cash register returned to Winnipeg meat shop months 
after break-in 
 
Stolen heirloom returned but crime ravages city streets 
 
Meat shop owner grateful register returned 
 
Winnipeg hottest city as heat records fall 
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Read the news clipping and then choose from the possible headlines to pick the best one. Be ready to 
explain your choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 
 
 

 

Ace of (ice cream) 
base 
 
One madman's quest 
to make the perfect 
ice cream 
 
This guy thinks ice 
cream is just cold 
soup and honestly, 
he's not wrong 
 
Making ice cream is 
easier than you think 
 
Tyler Malek shares 
tips, recipes in new 
ice cream cookbook 
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Read the news clipping and then choose from the possible headlines to pick the best one. Be ready to 
explain your choice. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  

 

Hockey helping 
newcomers feel at 
home in Canada 
 
Sports can help bring 
people together 
 
Newcomers embrace 
hockey as a path to 
belonging in Canada 
 
Hockey heals: How 
Canada's game brings 
comfort to 
newcomers 
 
Fleeing war, finding 
friendship at the rink 
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Read the news clipping and then choose from the possible headlines to pick the best one. Be ready to 
explain your choice. 
 
  

 
 
 

 

Fast track to the fast lane: 
Manitoba teens gear up for 
accelerated driving lessons 
 
MPI offers condensed summer 
driver education for high school 
students 
 
Summer brings changes to local 
programs 
 
MPI to offer driver's ed summer 
school 
 
Driver Z summer school to 
premier this year 
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