Writing a News Story

Generally, a story must contain one of the following elements to be considered news.

1.  Impact.  How many people an event or idea affects and how seriously it affects them determine its importance as news.  So does the extent to which the information may be useful.

2. Proximity.  Usually, the same happening is bigger news if it happens in your area than if it is 1,000 miles away.

3.
Timeliness.  Today’s news may be stale tomorrow.  However, some issues of great impact are timeless.  So the best time to tell an important story is as soon as you can.

4.
Prominence.  Names don’t always make news.  Still, happenings that involve well-known people or institutions are likely to be interesting even if not important.

5.
Novelty.  The unusual makes news.  Neil Armstrong and Sandra Day O’Connor were newsworthy because they were first.  The bizarre makes news, too.  A 19th-century editor decreed that “when a dog bites a man, that is not news; because it happens so often.  But if a man bites a dog, that is news.” The principle, if not the example, still applies.

6.  Conflict.  Most reporters spend most of their time covering conflict whether wars, politics, crime or sports.  Conflict is both a contributing and a complicating factor in news.  Usually present, it is often hard to understand and hard to describe (Missouri Group, Pages 6-14).

Four other important elements:

1.  Sex.  Issues of sex play a prominent role in military journalism.  This element includes topics like single parenthood, women in combat, and fraternization/harassment.  Be careful to steer clear of sexism and sensationalism, though.

2.  Consequence.  Readers want to know how news affects them.  Consequence brings news localization one step further by making the news personal.  How will a new law passed by Congress affect your readers?  Find out how, and use that angle to tell the story.

3.  Progress.  New technologies are often developed in or for the military.  Write about these advancements, taking time to show how these advancements will improve your readers’ quality of life or their ability to perform their jobs.

4.  Suspense.  News stories can be as suspenseful as fiction novels.  When Air Force pilot Capt. Scott O’Grady was trapped behind enemy lines for several days, it was a suspense story in the making.  A major training evolution or even the results of a congressional action on who is eligible for the GI Bill are also news stories with the element of suspense.

WRITING THE NEWS
News is written for the reader.  You remember from Chapter 6 that our readers scan the newspaper for only about 20 minutes.  To help the reader glean the information that is most important, we structure stories so that the reader can determine in the first few paragraphs whether they need the information in the story.

Journalists summarize the important details of the news in the first paragraph or the lead.  The lead is usually a single sentence of 30 words or less that answers the reader’s most pressing questions about a news story.  The remaining facts about the event are told in the body of the story in the descending order of importance -- from most important to least important.  This structure of placing the most important facts ahead of the least important facts is called the inverted pyramid style.

Newspapers developed this story formula for two important reasons:

1.
Because the reader may stop reading at any time, you must provide the important news (information) first.  A person who reads as little as one paragraph gets the essential elements in the story.

2.
Many newspaper stories are cut to fit a certain amount of space, and cutting is easier if information is presented in order of descending importance.  The inverted pyramid format allows editors to cut stories from the bottom quickly without destroying the story (Missouri Group, Pages 49-51).

One problem reporters and editors have in writing straight news stories in the inverted pyramid structure is identifying the most important facts and prioritizing the remaining details.  Usually the lead attempts to answer the most common questions a reader can ask about a story:

1.
Who?

2.
What?

3.
When?

4.    Where?

5.    Why?

6.    How?

Journalists call these the five W’s and the H. Most news leads attempt to answer at least four of these: Who, What, When and Where.  The remaining two, Why and How, usually require more detailed information to answer and often are not immediately known when the news story is written.  For example, in writing about an aircraft accident, the Why may not be known until  completion of the official investigation, which may be several months after the news coverage.

Once you have gathered the information, it needs to be summarized into a one-sentence lead, usually no more than 30 to 35 words, that tells the reader the most important facts of the news story.  This lead is called a summary lead.  While it nearly always contains four of the Ws, it may not report Why or How if those facts are not yet available.  

Example:
 “More than 2,500 Marines from Camp Pendleton competed in the Run for Life Marathon Thursday.”

Attention must be paid to what W or H is placed first in the lead.  Usually, the most significant of the five W’s or H is put at the start of the lead.  This placement is called the lead emphasis, and it helps readers determine the relative importance of the story.  Normally the lead emphasis will be the Who or the What in the story because they are usually more newsworthy than the other W’s and H.  Note, though, the lead emphasis refers to the placement of a W or H.  Although the lead emphasis should be the most important element, whatever is placed first in the lead is considered the lead emphasis.

A Who lead emphasis: “Camp Pendleton Marines were ordered to Los Angeles Friday as part of a joint task force formed to help restore order after riots devastated large areas of the city.”

A What lead emphasis: “Dental appointments for non active-duty people will be limited at the base dental clinic beginning April 1.”

As an editor, you must determine whether the writer used the correct lead emphasis to get the reader’s attention.  Leads with a wrong lead emphasis often have a poor sentence construction as well because the writer has taken the information out of the most logical order.

Wrong:
“A Navy Achievement Medal was awarded to an H Company drill instructor Monday for saving a recruit’s life at the Weapons Battalion indoor pool May 9.” (Problems include a wrong lead emphasis and passive voice.)

Correct:
“An H Company drill instructor received a Navy Achievement Medal Monday for saving a recruit’s life at the Weapons Battalion indoor pool May 9.”

There may be occasions to use the When or Where if it is the most significant element.

A When lead: “On July 1, 1997, a color guard will haul down the American Flag in front of the Soldiers Support Center Headquarters as the last duty day ends at Fort Benjamin Harrison.” (The story would explain that the closing day had been selected.)

A Where lead: “Upon landing on the flight deck of the USS Theodore Roosevelt, President Clinton began his first official visit with the military since his inauguration.”

There are other considerations in choosing the correct lead emphasis.

Immediate-identification leads, also known as personal who leads, are used when the subject of the story is a prominent individual.  Who is prominent on a military base?  A drill sergeant. A wing commander?  Probably not.  The commanding officer?  Maybe.  Suppose you are at a training base with a lot of transient students.  Will everyone immediately recognize the commanding officer’s name?  No. Many journalists feel no one below the Joint Chiefs of Staff is prominent enough to name at the start of the story.  As a general rule, immediate identification leads are used with prominent newsmakers.

Example:
“Secretary of Defense Les Aspin today announced the final list of base closures planned as part of the post-Cold War draw down.”

Delayed-identification leads, also called impersonal who leads, are used for stories involving any individual who is not prominent enough for the immediate-identification lead.  The lead uses a description or job title for the noun, and the individual is completely identified in the bridge. Full identification in the bridge is important so the reader is not confused about who the subject is.

Example:  “A Fort Meade military policeman died in a car accident on Route 1 in Laurel, Md., today.”

Example bridge:    “Sgt. Robert T. Williams, 27, was on his way to work when his pickup truck was struck by a car that ran a red light.”

In delayed-identification leads, use job titles instead of ranks because ranks can be very inexact.  If you say, “A technical sergeant was injured in an explosion at base housing today,” you will needlessly worry all those people who know one of the hundreds of technical sergeants on your base.  The lead should be as precise as possible to avoid confusion.

Multiple-element leads are used when a particular story has several significant factors or consequences.  Stories about meetings, conferences and policy changes often require a multiple-element lead.  When a single lead contains multiple elements, parallel structure of the sentence is important.

Example:
“A delegation from base housing met with Camp Pendleton’s commanding officer Tuesday to discuss repaving of the parking areas, painting of 10 housing units and limiting the speed limit in housing to 15 mph.”

In some cases, the editor will use a summary box to highlight the multiple-elements in the story.

THE INVERTED PYRAMID
Just as there is a right way for writing the lead, there is also a right way for assembling the rest of the inverted pyramid.  Included are the following rules:

1.    Introduce additional important information you were not able to include in the lead.

2.
Elaborate on the information presented in the lead.

3.  Continue introducing new information in the order in which you have ranked it by importance. 

4.  Develop the ideas in the same order in which you have introduced them.

5.  Generally, use only one new idea in each paragraph (Missouri Group, Page 71).

As an editor, you must be certain the facts delivered in the body of the story are conveyed in the descending order of importance.  Remember, a reader may stop reading the inverted pyramid structure at any time, so a story that is out of order may not give the reader the most important information.

One way to determine whether the story is told in the correct order is to read the story and number each paragraph in the margin according to its relative importance to the reader.  If you disagree on a placement of some information, discuss the matter with the writer to determine if reorganization is necessary.

Editors should remember several important rules about news writing to help make the inverted pyramid more readable.

1. All individuals in a news story require complete identification.  Complete identification means first name, middle initial, last name, rank, job title, unit and age when applicable.  All this information does not necessarily have to be included in one paragraph.  No matter how prominent or obscure, everyone should be fully identified in order to avoid confusion.  The dead and injured must be fully identified by age and hometown so they won’t be confused with others who have a similar name.

2.
Some news stories will require a modified approach to the inverted pyramid story.  For example, an accident story might be more intelligible in chronological order.  In those cases, the lead and bridge follow the standard news format, but the remainder of the body follows a different approach.

3.
The newspaper staff does not set policy, determine cause of death or identify the dead and injured.  The source of that information must be attributed to protect the newspaper staff in case the information subsequently turns out to be incorrect.

4.
Quotes break up dense blocks of text.  Quotes should be interspersed throughout the text rather than stacked at the bottom of the story.  Remember, nearly all facts in a news story require attribution.  Using direct quotes when possible makes the story more readable.

