Writing A Feature Story

THE FEATURE LEAD

The feature lead serves several different purposes at once.  It:

1.  Introduces the subject of the story.

2.  Sets the tone of the story.

3.  Piques the reader’s interest and curiosity.

4.  Entices or hooks the reader to read the rest of the story.

There are several types of leads that can accomplish these purposes.  The editor’s job is to make certain the writer has selected the best start because if the story flounders at the beginning, there is little chance the reader will continue.

The summary lead is essentially the same as that used in most hard news stories.  It gives the gist of the story and lets the reader decide if he is interested enough in the subject to read the rest.

Summary leads are most often used when the reporter has a strong, interesting subject that will sell itself.  Because the summary lead is the easiest to write, many reporters fall back on it when they are under deadline pressure, or when they are stymied in searching for a better lead.

Charles and Louise Taylor have been living in a 1964 Ford since he lost his job two weeks ago.  They are out of money and almost out of gas.

The narrative lead, a favorite with fiction writers, puts the reader into the story and draws him through it.  The technique is to create a situation and skillfully let the reader become the protagonist, either by leaving a vacuum which the reader mentally fills or by allowing him to identify with a person in the midst of the action.

Narrative leads are especially effective in telling adventure stories.  Perhaps a mountain climber flopped helplessly at the end of a rope for hours before he was rescued.

Craggy boulders loomed menacingly 200 feet below as Charles Summers swung helplessly on the end of a rope that dangled along a sheer cliff, in a buffeting wind, on the north side of Adams Peak.

The descriptive lead conjures a mental picture of the subject or site for the reader.  While applicable to many types of features, the descriptive lead is a favorite for many reporters in writing personal profiles.

A sea of white shirts and dresses sprinkled with red caps and pennants rippled in eddies toward hot dog stands as the World Series opened Sunday in Cincinnati’s Riverfront Stadium.
A profound, succinct quote can make an interesting lead, particularly when the speaker is well known in the community.  The quote should give insight to the character of the speaker.

Remember, the lead must set the stage for the story to follow, so the

quotation should focus on the nature of your story.

“The people, my friend, area great beast,” writer H. L. Mencken snarled.

A question lead can be effective if it succeeds in challenging the reader’s knowledge or curiosity.

Too often, the question lead is used as a backup by a reporter who can’t quite create an imaginative lead.  It is easy to write, but is rarely the best possible lead.

In most cases, the questions are gimmicks.  The reporter knows very well that the readers can’t know the answer.  Yet he is whetting their curiosity for the rest of the story.

What’s the best way to strike out an all-star catcher?

Oakland pitcher Jim “Catfish” Hunter believes there’s no substitute for subterfuge.

When the reporter communicates directly to the reader, it is called a direct address lead.  Almost invariably, the direct address lead is characterized by the word “you” inserted somewhere in the first paragraph, or implied.

So you think you’re a law-abiding citizen.  Maybe.  But chances are that you have broken the law several times today.

A teaser lead is a device to deceive readers in a jesting manner.  The total objective is to grab the reader’s curiosity and gently lead him into the story.

Teaser leads are generally very short, crisp, and light.  Riddles are frequently used.  The teaser lead gives the reader little or no insight to the nature of the story to follow:

It has 200 legs, a thousand toes, a hundred noses and scores of horns.

Lettuce is green

Milk is white

Food prices are going

out of sight.

An imaginative – if unpoetic – reporter may try such a lead in writing a zany feature story about soaring food prices.  The lead is catchy and informative.  Its unusual, non-conformist style may attract readers and sell the story.

Freak leads are the most extreme gimmicks.  Yet, the sheer brazenness of  the lead may hook the reader -- if the reporter can follow his first act with a zany, lively story.  The tone of the lead is very hard to sustain throughout a story.

Many leads you see in your newspaper combine two or more types of leads, using the best elements of each.

Quotation leads are often combined with descriptive leads.

 “I never stole a cent of public money,” Mayor Richard Jackson shouted as he wiped tears from his eyes and mopped beads of perspiration from his brow. (Williamson, Page 26)

THE NUT PARAGRAPH

Every feature lead except the summary lead must be followed immediately with a nut paragraph.  Like the news lead, the nut paragraph tells the reader what the story is about.

If a descriptive or narrative lead is used, the nut paragraph makes clear what is being described and why it is important.  If a quote lead is used, the nut paragraph provides the context in which the quote was given.  If a teaser or freak lead is used, the nut paragraph must make clear the subject as well as the focus of the story.

Simply put, the nut paragraph says to the reader, “Now that you’re hooked into the story, here’s what you’re going to read about.”

Example 1:
Lead: Viola Marriott wakes up every morning at 5:30 with her gunnery sergeant husband, and for the next 12 hours, she’ll be at home and at work.

Although her first child won’t arrive until 6:45, the early morning allows her time to do paperwork, clean the house and cook breakfast.
Nut Paragraph:
This has been her lifestyle for the last three years as a licensed child care provider.  It’s a great profession for her; it gives her the opportunity to stay home with her 4-year-old son Jack and earn extra money as well.  Her oldest son, David, is in the seventh grade.
Example2:
Lead: “I’ve got more time backing down than you have under way,” goes the old cutterman’s putdown.

The Coast Guard Cutter Tamaroa’s executive officer, LCDR Melville B. Guttormsen, is no braggart, but in his case that just might be the truth.

Who’s to challenge him?  Certainly not the cutter’s crew, who revere their XO. Guttormsen has sailed the oceans of the world for more than 30 years, longer than any other Coast Guard officer.

Nut Paragraph: Guttormsen is the reigning Officer Ancient Mariner, which is to say he is the officer on active duty with the earliest date of cutterman eligibility.  He inherited the title from past Commandant ADM Paul A. Yost when Yost retired last year.  From Yost, Guttormsen received the ceremonial emblems of his office, a cocked hat and epaulettes.

STRUCTURES OF A FEATURE STORY
Building on the most appropriate lead, feature stories are written according to the format that most accommodates the natural telling of the story.  The structure of the body depends upon the topic and the tone set in the lead.  The most common feature structures include:

1.  Chronological.  Histories, battles, careers and extended exercises are best told in a chronological format.  If you take past events out of their natural sequence, you must clearly indicate when the event occurred in relation to other events in the story.

2.  Topically.  This approach works well with policy issues, where the reporter takes the reader through a logical progression of several topics.  For example, in explaining the current drawdown, the reporter might describe the collapse of the former Soviet Union, the end of the Cold War nuclear threat, the decline of the U.S. economy and the change in military requirements in the post-Cold War era.  Each topic would be handled completely, then the reporter would move onto the next.

3.
Inverted pyramid.  The old standby from news writing also works for features such as spotlights on off-duty activities and events.  The story would still use a feature lead and a nut graph, but the remainder of the information would be presented in the descending order of importance.  One important difference:  When used as a feature format, the inverted pyramid ends with a conclusion.

4.
Functional.  Processes can be described according to how they work.  A reporter can lead the reader step-by-step through a new medical procedure, how a piece of equipment works or how policy is set.

5.
Geographical.  In a geographical feature, the reporter takes the reader on a tour of a new facility or a unique terrain.  This is an option for describing a battle; writing as a tour guide on a battlefield park.

6.
General to specific (or vice versa).  This type of story takes the reader from the familiar into the unfamiliar, or when a larger concept is explained through smaller examples.

ENDING THE FEATURE STORY

Unlike an inverted pyramid story, which tapers off when there is nothing else to say, feature stories require some type of ending to wrap up the story.  Remember, we have hooked the reader into the story.  Now we must give them a satisfying conclusion.  Like a movie with a bad ending, a feature story without a conclusion disappoints and frustrates the reader.

There are several types of conclusions that can be used on a feature story.  The most common are:

The Summary Ending.  The summary ending simply ties up the loose ends of the story and points back to the lead.  “And they lived happily ever after.”

A feature story on the last day of the annual state fair, which tried to capture the human side of the fair and reactions to the myriad activities, may end in a summary:

Clutching a red and white teddy bear under her arm, Cindy Lewis, 9, gazed longingly back at the bright lights of the midway and asked her mother, “Can we come back next year?”
The Stinger.  A startling, surprising ending that jolts the reader.  The writer simply uses the body of the story to set up the reader for the unexpected conclusion.  The stinger ending is a close cousin to the modem movie trend in which the “good guy” loses out to the “guys in the black hats.”

A feature story dealing with the careful, painstaking training of a race horse may build steadily toward the big race.  The readers have been carefully convinced that victory is at hand: the months of preparation are leading to a successful climax.  Then the writer uses a stinger ending:

But as the starting gates snapped open and the thundering hooves of seven glistening thoroughbreds churned the moist track number 4 faltered and fell behind
And, as the jockies urged their steeds across the finish line, mighty “Bright
Starlight” had finished dead last.
The Climax.  This ending is popular in stories written in chronological order.  It’s closely akin to the traditional literary format except that, in the feature story, the writer stops at the point where the outcome of the story is clear, rather than continuing in literary form through a post-climax wrap-up.

Using the same example, a happier climax could make a natural ending.  Let’s pick up after “Bright Starlight” falters.

But, as the horses entered the stretch, “Bright Starlight” slowly closed the gap.  With long, stretching strides, she was suddenly beside the leader as the finish line loomed ahead.

At the finish line “Bright Starlight” and “Coal Smoke” appeared absolutely tied But when the film from the photo-finish camera was developed, “Bright Starlight’s” nose was a fraction ahead to win.
The Unending.  The writer purposefully ends by emphasizing a key, unanswered question.  The reader isn’t sure whether the protagonist wins or loses.  He wraps up the story just before the climax, either because the outcome isn’t yet known or because the writer simply wants to leave his readers hanging.

Again, using the same example, the writer decides to end his feature on a suspenseful note:

As the starting gates snapped open and seven thundering thoroughbreds churned the track, “Bright Starlight” glistened with sweat as she strode after the goal she had been trained to win. (Williamson, Page 41)

