Writing a Sports Story

TYPES OF SPORTS STORIES

Sports stories seem to fall into one of three categories:

1.
News coverage of games, matches, tournaments, etc.  Similar to news stories, these stories begin with summary leads and use the inverted pyramid structure.

2.
Informative features about available opportunities.  As feature stories, informative features use any of the feature leads, structures and conclusions.  These make excellent evergreen stories to use when you don’t have a lot of sporting events scheduled.

3.
Personality features on the athletes.  These features may also use any of the feature leads, structures and conclusions.  Because we are offering these individuals as examples, be as specific as possible about such things as training, equipment and successes.

WRITING THE SPORTS “NEWS” STORY

Reporting the outcome of a sporting event is very similar to reporting a news event.  Readers want to know the most important information first -- what happened, or to be more precise, who won.  As a result, sports stories follow a structure similar to news by using a summary lead and the inverted pyramid format.

While the news lead told the five Ws and the H, the lead of a sports story (though not limited to one paragraph) must contain certain elements.  When editing sports, check the lead for:

1.
Who was involved

2.
What happened

3.
When

4.
Where

5.
Name of the sport

6.
Score



      7.  How won

How the game was won is usually the lead emphasis on a sports story.

The combined blocking efforts of Bolling Air Force Base front linesmen Anthony Kelly, John Windmiller and Dave Glinski stalled a late comeback attempt by Fort Belvoir to win the Walter Reed Army Medical Center Post Volleyball Tournament Sunday, 15-8, 15-11, at Fort Beivoir.

The lead of a game story should rarely be featurized:

The Eglin Volleyball tournament culminated into a night of good sportsman-

ship, outstanding team effort, and most importantly, great volleyball.

This leaves the reader wondering about all the important facts: who played, who won and who cares?

The bridge of a sports story usually explains the significance of the outcome or introduces additional key players who helped determine the outcome of the game.

Supply Squadron, which finished the regular season on top of the league with a perfect 12-0 record, was steam rolling through the playoffs until they hit a brick wall in the championship game.  This was built by Logistics Group No. 2, which came out of the losers bracket to challenge for the crown.

The remainder of the story is written in descending order of importance.  Sports stories rarely follow the chronological flow of the event because many times the significant plays or scoring come in the middle or near the end. (Following the significant play, nothing of importance happens.) In addition to relating the events of the game, good sportswriters also make an effort to explain why things happened.  The reporter should talk to the coaches, the officials and the athletes in an effort to find out what was the crucial factor in the win or the loss.  Fans are never interviewed for a hard news story because they are biased.

Five minutes into the second half, Weapons right wing sent a bullet into the Support Bn.’s net to tie the game 2-2.

“The harder we pressed the weaker they became,” said Weapons Coach Edward M. Rivera.  “When we tied the game our motivation was very high and we started to play well.”

Immediately after the tie, Henoa drilled a shot into the net to take a 3-2 lead.

“Henoa was killing the ball,” said Support Bn.’s coach James Manlove.

“He was constantly ripping shots and wearing our goalie out.”

With 15 minutes left in the game Support Bn. scored to tie the game again

at 3-3.

Weapons continued to play strong and took the lead back once again 4-3.

“A lot of people from Weapons Bn. Came to support our team,” said Rivera.

“The fans gave us the extra burst of energy we needed to take the lead.”

With four minutes left in the game and Weapons Bn. on top, Support Bn. finally showed the strength they had all season with the help of their center, Miguel Rostran.

Rostran dribbled past three defenders and sent a picture-perfect shot in the goal to tie the game 4-4.  Then Rostran stole the ball from Weapons with one minute left in the game.  He dribbled past several defenders, and sent a perfect pass to the center forward who took the winning shot.

“If Weapons wouldn’t have been so relaxed after taking the lead they could

have won,” said Manlove.  “It was a good feeling to come out on top.”

The quotes from the coaches help amplify and explain the action.  Good quotes can be used to support the reporter’s observations.

The statistics from the game can be summarized in tabular form at the end of the story or treated as a graphic element in a “score box.” Double check the statistics for factual errors -- true sports fans will nail you every time on errors.

SPORTS WRITING STYLE

Style is important in sports writing.  Because we are relating action, we want our writing to sound active.  So we use vivid verbs, description and narrative.  In a way, we are trying to capture the excitement of the game in our writing.

Vivid verbs should be used in place of dull ones, e.g., “hammered” for “hit,” “poured in” rather than “scored frequently,” “barreled” for “ran,” etc.

Supply’s Henry Jackson began the inning by cracking a hard liner past Rusty Mardis at third base for a single.  Rich Hobbs then doubled, but Jackson got nailed at third base by left fielder Ricky Moreno’s throw.  Med Group’s pitcher Marc Collins forced the next two batters to ground out to him preserving the Hospital’s 1-0 lead.

In the bottom of the inning, Med Group’s Mardis smacked a hard line drive past the Supply pitcher for a single.  He later scored when Ricky Moreno crushed a triple to left field.  Robert Dearth brought Moreno home on a sacrifice fly to Supply’s short fielder.  Rich Reed sent one deep but was thrown out when he tried to stretch it into a triple.

Look at the verbs the writer used: “cracking,” “nailed,” “forced,” “smacked” and “crushed.” Other words are used accurately to describe the action: “hard liner.”

Description and narrative tell the reader what happened.  The reporter should write from personal observation of the game and use the appropriate jargon for the sport.  Here’s perhaps the most famous sports lead ever written:

Outlined against a blue-gray October sky, the Four Horsemen rode again.  In dramatic lore, they are known as Famine, Pestilence, Destruction and Death.  They are only aliases.  Their real names are Stuhidreher, Miller, Crowley and Layden.  They formed the crest of the South Bend cyclone before which another fighting Army football team was swept over the precipice at the Polo Grounds yesterday as 55,000 spectators peered down on the bewildering panorama spread on the green plain below.

Of course styles are less ornate than when Grantland Rice described the 1924 Notre Dame-Army game, but sportswriters are still true sports fans and it shows in their writing.

Statistics are important in sports because they make records and legends.  Make sure they are accurate.  An avid sports fan will catch mistakes, and you will lose credibility.

Military ranks are not usually used in sports reporting.  If the commanding officer participates, however, ask him how he wants to be treated.  (Ellsworth doesn’t use ranks at all.)

Identification is usually handled by position, first name and last name.  It is acceptable to shorten the name (Jim for James, Bob for Robert), but check with the individual to be certain that is correct.

