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PREFACE: THE FUTURE OF MAGAZINES IS BRIGHT

Five times in the past 100 years, skeptics have predicted the decline or demise of magazines. First, after World War I when automobiles became popular and affordable, some people feared the newly mobile population would spend more time driving and less time reading. Second, when commercial radio stations flourished in the 1920s, some thought radio would lure advertising dollars away from magazines. Third, the Golden Age of film during the 1930s again convinced skeptics that magazines had a dim future as the public became fascinated with this dramatic new medium. Fourth, television’s introduction and its spectacular growth in the 1950s and 1960s again made people wonder whether magazines could survive. Finally, the introduction of the Internet during the 1990s and the phenomenal growth of the Web since 2000 again brought out the “death of print” chorus to sing its eulogy to magazines. Frequent media reports about circulation declines and staff cutbacks at daily newspapers have fueled skepticism about the future of print journalism in general. Yet the magazine industry has remained remarkably buoyant.

Newspapers produce a broad range of news stories aimed at an audience of all ages, professions and interests within a specific geographic area. This form of journalism—often called “history’s first draft”—has been seriously hurt by the Web because news has become a free commodity instantly accessible to anyone with a laptop or portable device.

Magazines, on the other hand, have taken advantage of the Web in ways that touch more readers and attract more advertisers. That’s because most magazines are built on a simple formula and business model: They provide specialized information to a narrowly defined audience that advertisers want to reach with their products. Magazines have been able to transfer that formula to their Web sites with measurable success. Now we see print versions directing readers to their electronic versions and vice versa. Rather than compete, they complement each other.

In recent years we’ve seen the number of magazines in the U.S. expand from 18,000 to more than 19,500. Simultaneously the amount of advertising revenue at magazines has doubled from $12.7 billion to $25.5 billion, according to the Magazine Publishers of America. Consumer magazines’ share of the media advertising market has increased from 17 percent to 19 percent within five years, and the number of magazine readers has grown by 5 percent, while the average number of issues read by each reader escalated by 6 percent. The percentage of Americans who read magazines has remained stable at about 85 percent as the population continues to swell.1

The economic crisis that began in the United States and spread to the world economy during the latter months of 2008 threatened many magazines as some were forced to make staff layoffs while others cut back on the number of pages or frequency of publication. This damage, however, resulted from cancellations and cutbacks from advertisers, not from online competition. The long-term impact of this economic crisis remains unseen at the time we write these words.

The power of magazines stems from the personal identity that they convey as well as their color, design and editorial tone. Magazines are the most intimate form of media because they can establish a relationship with their readers unequalled by newspapers, television or radio. A magazine becomes a friend, a reflection of and integral part of the reader’s personal and professional life.

The Web has, indeed, hurt the circulation and revenue of some high-circulation magazines that focus on breaking news and facts easily available on the Web. However, magazines focusing on travel, food, lifestyle and specialized hobbies and interests continue to gain popularity. In short, magazines succeed when they provide stories and information that readers can’t get anywhere else.

There will always be a demand for original stories that inform, inspire or entertain, whether they are published in print, on Web sites or both. This book is based on that long-time formula for successful magazines: provide stories and information that readers can’t get anywhere else. Between the covers of this textbook we explore the entire process—from identifying a good idea to creating an original angle, and from finding primary sources to constructing a final draft.

The success of the first edition of Feature and Magazine Writing has been gratifying. We’ve received positive feedback from students and professors using it at major universities from Florida to California and from as far away as Australia. Because we’re convinced that every good product can be better, we’ve updated this second edition with fresh facts and examples, and we’ve integrated ideas and suggestions that we’ve gleaned from teachers, students, professional writers and editors. No chapter has remained the same, and we’ve added two new chapters: One offers a checklist for preparing a final draft of an article; the second reviews strategies to help students find jobs in the magazine industry.

As working professionals, we continue to learn about the fascinating business of feature writing. Our joint experiences outside the classroom include overseeing the lifestyle section of a daily newspaper, serving on the staffs of several magazines, creating and editing Web site copy, supervising an award-winning campus magazine, producing a corporate tabloid, fulfilling hundreds of freelance feature assignments and judging regional and national journalism competitions. Yet writing is not a skill you ever master. Each article and every issue present new challenges. The goal of this book is to help equip the next generation of feature writers with the tools to successfully meet those challenges.

David E. Sumner
Holly G. Miller

December 2008

ENDNOTE

1 Magazine Publishers of America, The Magazine Handbook 2008–2009. Accessed at www.magazine.org/advertising/handbook/Magazine_Handbook.aspx, Nov. 2, 2008.





PART I

PREPARING TO WRITE FEATURE AND MAGAZINE ARTICLES

The process begins with an interesting and fresh idea so tightly focused that the writer can summarize it in a single sentence. The research phase follows and takes two forms: a thorough exploration of existing materials, and thoughtful interviews conducted with knowledgeable and quotable sources.





1

CAPTURING READER ATTENTION

Your takeaway . . .

Characteristics of compelling stories include strong action, specific angles and plenty of anecdotes. This chapter will tell you why these are important ingredients in your writing recipes. You will learn the five most common mistakes of beginning writers and how to avoid those mistakes. You also will learn the differences between newspaper and magazine writing and why you should learn as much as you can about your readers.

“Do you know, Madam, that I would rather write for a magazine for $2 a page than for a newspaper at $10? I would. One takes more pains, . . . looks nicer in print and . . . has a pleasanter audience.”[Mark Twain in a letter to Mary Fairbanks, May 29, 1870]

“China’s Instant Cities” in National Geographic chronicles the booming growth of cities and factories along China’s northern coast where newly constructed factories churn out everything from playing cards and neckties to table-tennis paddles and socks. To illustrate the country’s growth, reporter Peter Hessler told the story of the creation and growth of a family-owned company named “Lishui Yashun Underdress Fittings Industry Co., Ltd.,” which makes wire fittings required in the manufacture of women’s bras.1

“Pat Dollard’s War on Hollywood” in Vanity Fair told the story of Dollard, a wealthy Hollywood agent and filmmaker, who abandoned Hollywood’s “inner circle” to travel to Iraqi war zones, where he was injured and almost killed while producing a documentary that supported America’s war effort. His story was later made into a movie with the same title.2

An article in Atlanta Magazine, “You Have Thousands of Angels Around You,” told a heart-tugging story about Cynthia Siyomvo, a 17-year-old refugee from Burundi who, after arriving in Atlanta without any family, faced the threat of deportation. But soon she discovered a circle of new friends who helped her find a home and began pursuing a biology degree and a career in medicine.3

These three stories won National Magazine Awards, the magazine industry’s most prestigious awards—equal to the Pulitzer Prizes among newspapers. “China’s Instant Cities” won the NMA for Reporting, “Pat Dollard’s War on Hollywood” won the top award for Profile Writing, and “You Have Thousands of Angels Around You” won the NMA’s top honor for Feature Writing.

These stories also provide rich examples of action, angle and anecdotes, which comprise the three primary ingredients of interesting writing. “There is a principle of writing so important, so fundamental that it can be appropriately called the First Law of Journalism and it is simply this: be interesting,” wrote Benton Patterson, a former Guideposts editor and author of Write To Be Read.4 This book’s title includes Action, Angle and Anecdotes because we believe that lively action, a fresh, creative angle and lots of anecdotes characterize interesting writing that keeps readers interested and involved.

Action. These stories tell about Chinese cities and factories that grew out of nowhere, a street-side bomb that injured a Hollywood filmmaker in Iraq, and a Burundi teenage girl who discovered a new circle of friends and support from a southern American city.

Action is one characteristic of interesting stories. “Readers love action, any kind of action, and the story that does not move, that just sits there stalled while people declaim, explain, elaborate and suck their thumbs is justly labeled by some editors as MEGO—My Eyes Glaze Over,” said William Blundell, in The Art and Craft of Feature Writing.5

Angle. These stories don’t vaguely describe “Chinese industrial growth” or the “status of refugees in the United States.” They have a focus—an angle on specific people who have a story to tell that illuminates larger issues, such as the war in Iraq.

An angle makes a story interesting because it provides enough detail about a subject to give the reader some fresh, original information. Broad subjects are vague, fuzzy and boring. Fresh angles give insight into old topics. You have to find a tiny slice that no one has cut before from a broad topic (such as “time management” or “weight loss”) to make a publishable article out of it.

Anecdotes. These three stories contain dozens of anecdotes, which is another way of describing real-life examples and illustrations. They tell specific stories about specific people doing specific things at specific times and in specific places.

Anecdotes make articles interesting by telling true stories about people doing things. Many articles begin with an anecdote for a good reason: anecdotes tell a story—a tiny tale that draws us into the larger one. They illustrate the meaning of the information that follows. Nothing is more involving or revealing than human drama, and anecdotes capture drama with impact.



SIDEBAR 1
Best American Magazines

Over the past 25 years, these 10 magazines have won more National Magazine Awards than any others. The National Magazine Awards—given by the American Society of Magazine Editors—are the magazine industry’s top honors.

   The New Yorker

   National Geographic

   Newsweek

   Vanity Fair

   Esquire

   Sports Illustrated

   Rolling Stone

   Wired

   Time

   BusinessWeek



Feature stories are sometimes called “human-interest stories.” Good writers understand people as well as they know the language. They are sensitive, socially connected individuals who have an innate sense for finding and writing stories that interest humans. The more you talk to people, the more you understand what people are interested in hearing and discussing.

When most people pick up a magazine or the feature section of a newspaper, they’re looking for entertainment or information. If a guy snoozes with an unfinished feature article on his lap, then the publication hasn’t done its job. You can’t argue that he’s too lazy to understand the challenging content. Our sympathies are with the reader. If he got bored, it’s because the writers didn’t do their job. Great writing is all about reaching the reader through the use of compelling action, specific angles and colorful anecdotes.

FIVE MISTAKES OF BEGINNING WRITERS

After reading thousands of student-written articles for more than 30 years, we’ve created a list of the most common mistakes we’ve seen. We will start by explaining these five common mistakes and tell you how this book will teach you to avoid them.

Staying safe in your own backyard

Too many new writers rely on home-grown situations for article ideas and personal connections for interviews. They want to write about themselves, their parents, brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles or grandparents. Probably every person has a couple of good stories that originate among relatives. But once you write those stories, your tank is empty. You can’t become a successful writer by staying in your own backyard. You can’t rely on personal experience for more than a few article ideas or limit interviews to those people you know.

The main problem with writing about friends or family members is the writer’s lack of objectivity and detachment. For example, what seems fascinating to you about your father may, in fact, be commonplace and boring to most readers. The Model Code of Ethics published by the Associated Collegiate Press says collegiate journalists “Should not cover . . . or make news judgments about family members or persons with whom they have a financial, adversarial or close sexual or platonic relationship.” Another reason for avoiding these convenient sources is that they fail to challenge you to venture outside your backyard and find the article ideas and sources you will need to discover week after week and year after year if you want to become a successful journalist. You also won’t be challenged to work in your professional mode as you prepare and execute a probing interview.

Meg Grant, former West Coast editor for the Reader’s Digest, says: “You really have to be fearless about approaching people and getting them to give you what you need. I think they will often give it to you if you ask them.” She says that years ago when she worked for People magazine, an editor assigned her to interview the families of three children killed by a drunk driver, who was also a celebrity athlete:

The editor told me, “You have to knock on their door and talk to some of these victims’ families. I know you think they don’t want to talk to you, but the truth is they do. They want to talk to someone and they want to tell you about their kids.” So I had to go bang on those people’s doors and say, “Would you talk to me?” And he was right. They did want to talk.6

Some students don’t read enough outside of class assignments to know the difference between an original and an unoriginal idea. We know a journalism professor who begins each semester with a student survey that asks class members to list the magazines and newspapers that they read on a regular basis. The vast majority report that they don’t read any print publication but depend on the Internet to give them the headlines of the day. Not only should future magazine writers read publications, they should read high-quality publications that contain in-depth articles. (See our list of “Best American Magazines.”) If you don’t read much outside of classes, what you consider a groundbreaking idea may have already been written about dozens of times.

Broad topic that lacks an angle

Second, some beginning writers want to write about a vague topic with an unfocused angle. When we ask for proposals for story ideas, many come up with a vague topic that interests them—but not a story idea. For example, some suggest writing about “the benefits of vegetarianism,” on which many books have been written. “What can you tell us about this subject that hasn’t been written before?” and “What is your specific angle?” are always the first questions we ask when someone comes up with an unfocused idea. Instead of writing about “the benefits of vegetarianism,” we’d rather see a narrower angle on “the best vegetarian choices in fast-food restaurants.”

Many magazine articles have been written about the advantages or disadvantages of alternative medicine. Cat Fancy took this same topic and gave it an angle aimed directly at its niche readership: In “Traditional vs. Alternative Medicine: Which Is Best for Your Cat?” the writer said, “You might be able to improve your cat’s quality of life and hasten recovery from illness by including complementary and alternative medicine.”7

The prevalence of this second mistake is why we’re spending two chapters on developing and focusing ideas. Chapter 2 contains a dozen specific ways to come up with an idea while Chapter 3 gives some suggestions for whittling it down into a publishable angle.

Failing to dig deep

Strong, creative writers do a lot of digging. They’ve learned to be aggressive in seeking interviews and asking probing questions. Jack Kelley, a former senior editor for People, says, “Many of the best magazine writers liken their work to mining. They chip and chip until they extract a nugget. Then they chip some more. They are not embarrassed to keep asking questions until they hear what they need. Gold is in the details, and compelling color, quote and detail do not simply materialize.”8 One academic study found that the typical Pulitzer Prize-winning feature story was based on interviews with 53 people.

Scott McCartney, a Wall Street Journal reporter, wrote a story about the impact of high gasoline prices on the cost of air travel. He wanted to know what percentage of a ticket price paid for fuel. Airline officials he contacted refused to disclose that information because they considered it confidential. However, he found reports the airlines had filed with the U.S. Department of Transportation that gave him the answer. Six airlines reported an average of 53 to 73 percent of typical ticket prices went for fuel—a dramatic increase over earlier years when fuel prices were considerably lower.9

We know student writers who constantly check the word counts on their computers because their goal is to reach the word count that a professor requires. Professional writers typically do the opposite. They do enough research to assemble more than enough good material. Their main problem is “editing down” rather than “pumping up” a manuscript.

Some beginners write articles full of generalizations but lacking detailed evidence that backs them up. Writing skill, while essential, can never carry the article without strong content. Editors want facts, and they love to break stories with news their competitors have missed. Few writers have opinions or personal experiences that are in great demand.

Writing without anecdotes

The fourth mistake is failing to provide colorful, human-interest stories by using anecdotes. Anecdotes are true stories that illustrate the writer’s main theme. Some editors have called them the “chocolate chips” of writing because they whet readers’ appetite and keep them reading. Anecdotes also add credibility because they give real-life examples to the claims and generalizations made by the writer. For example, Atlanta Magazine’s “You Have Thousands of Angels Around You” began with this anecdote:

She [Cynthia Siyomvo] got off the plane from Paris with nothing more than a couple of small bags. The bags had been packed for days as she waited for Eddie, a stranger who had approached her out of nowhere to say he knew all about her problems and could help. For $155 Eddie had given her a passport in the name of Marie-Therese Ekwa, age 24, from Verviers, Belgium. This young woman, however, was 17, and her journey had not started in Paris, and she had never been to Belgium.

It was just before five in the afternoon. Detroit. September 4, 2001.

The airport agent looked at the passport and asked her to state her business. She spoke very little English and did not understand.

Français?

Oui.

She wore her long hair in braids and had on a T-shirt and pants. She stood five-foot-ten and carried her slender height gracefully, almost gliding. Despite the long flight, she had not slept but rather spent the transatlantic journey in conversation with herself: Where am I going? What am I doing? Have I done the right thing?10

Anecdotes are so essential and so difficult to find that they deserve their own chapter in this book. Anecdotes come from the people you interview. Chapters 5 and 10 explain how to find sources and phrase questions that will bring out the most humorous and compelling anecdotes.

Boring articles that lack action

Boring, windy articles lacking any action constitute the fifth mistake. We have read dozens of student articles that sound like condensed research papers or encyclopedia articles. Many beginning writers use stiff, long-winded content that doesn’t fit the tone of today’s magazines. Other symptoms of this disease occur with too many passive voice verbs, long and convoluted sentences, runaway adjectives and adverbs and an academic tone.

Editors eagerly look for stories that move, outrage, alarm, delight or inspire readers. They want to make their readers laugh, cry or get angry. They would rather receive angry letters to the editor than none at all because that means people are reading their publication. A plodding, formal style is a turnoff to every editor.

Chapter 9 tells you how to avoid boring stories by building action into characters and content. It shows you how to create action by increasing the use of tension, using people to illustrate abstract ideas and increasing the use of narrative, dialogue, action verbs and active voice.

DIFFERENCES BETWEEN NEWSPAPERS AND MAGAZINES

Good magazine and news feature stories connect with the reader in a way that differs from a news story. They tug at the heart at the same time they inform and inspire the mind. Is there any difference between newspaper and magazine features? Here’s our consensus:

First, newspaper feature writing is shorter and more closely related to current events than magazine feature writing. There is, of course, much overlap and many fine newspaper features could easily appear in magazines. Generally speaking, magazine features may find a common theme in a series of events over time while a newspaper feature investigates one or two recent events. The features in magazines are also closely related to the niche topics of interest to their specialized audiences, while newspaper features more closely relate to current events or topics of interest to a broad audience. Consequently, magazine articles have a longer shelf life than newspaper articles. For example, magazines in public libraries remain on display shelves for at least a month, while most newspapers are changed daily.

Second, newspaper writing aims to please a geographically restricted audience with a broad range of ages, interests and socioeconomic backgrounds. It’s like “shotgun writing.” Magazine writing is directed toward a geographically diverse, but narrow target audience who has specific interests and demographic characteristics. It’s like “rifle writing.” With such a broad range of readers, newspapers must appeal to the lowest common denominator of interests, while magazines can cater to the special interests of their narrowly defined audience.

Third, newspaper feature writing is generally detached and objective. The personality of the writer remains hidden. Magazine writers have more freedom to display viewpoint, voice, tone and style in their writing. While newspapers aim for objectivity and neutrality in their reporting, the reputation of many magazines is built upon a particular political or religious point of view.

Fourth, newspapers employ large staffs of reporters and a few editors. Magazines employ large staffs of editors and few full-time writers. Most magazines rely on freelance writers for most of their stories. They don’t just do this to save money. Because most magazines have a national reader-ship, they want content from a wide range of contributors who resemble their readers. Although large consumer magazines are typically published in New York City, their editors really want their content to reflect the interests of all types of people in all types of places. That’s why freelance writers are important to them.

Finally, newspaper writing requires daily deadlines; magazine writing has monthly deadlines except for a few weeklies and quarterlies. Readers expect more from their magazines: more complexity, analysis, originality, depth, sources and accuracy. Magazine writing is more intellectually challenging for the reader and the writer.

CHARACTERISTICS OF MAGAZINE READERS

Successful salespersons spend a lot of time nurturing relationships with their customers. Likewise, successful writers nurture relationships with their readers. When you write, you always need to ask yourself: “How will the reader react to this? Will this sentence cause the reader to laugh or roll his eyes? Will this paragraph fascinate the reader or send her quickly to another article?”

Good writers need to develop two personalities as they write. The first is the sensitive creator of words and eloquent ideas. But the second is the critical editor, acting on behalf of the reader, who savagely scours the page looking for mistakes and unnecessary content. The editor part of you must be precise and demand perfection.

Readers roam the aisles of supermarkets and department stores and browse through their magazines. Wal-Mart, for example, now accounts for 15 percent of all single-copy magazine sales. Readers sit at computer terminals surfing through Web sites. They browse through an airport newsstand while waiting for their connection. If a title or headline attracts their attention, they pick it up and read. If it holds their attention, they read to the end. Think about this happening millions of times every week, and you get the picture. Editors are paid, writers are paid, magazines are published, Web sites stay in business, and everyone is happy.

Large magazines hire research companies to determine the characteristics of their readers since this information is crucial to advertisers. These characteristics, known as demographics, may include (but are not limited to) their readers’ ages, incomes, gender breakdown, educational levels, race and ethnic backgrounds, and percentage of homeowners. You can often find this information on a magazine’s Web site under links for potential advertisers. Sidebar 2 includes an illustration of reader demographics of The New Yorker, Rolling Stone, and TV Guide.

We chose these three magazines to illustrate different types of reader characteristics. They have such differing readers that an article written for one magazine would never be publishable in the other two.


SIDEBAR 2

Demographics of Magazine Readers

Source: Magazine Web sites and Mediamark Research, Inc.

[image: image]


You will succeed as a writer if you assume that people who might read your work are:

[image: image] Busy. Unless assigned to read for school or job, they are not forced to read magazines, newspapers or the Internet. People use their discretionary time to read feature articles. It’s your job to attract their attention and keep it.

[image: image] Knowledgeable. They probably know more than you do. People who read a lot of magazines generally have achieved higher educational levels than the general public. Therefore, you must work hard to give them information they haven’t seen or heard before.

[image: image] Easily distracted. In today’s multimedia world, readers have many sources of information from which to choose. Therefore, you can’t assume they will finish reading what they begin. You have to find color and human-interest material to include in your stories.

These characteristics may not describe each reader. If you assume that they do, however, you will work harder and get published more quickly than your peers. An interesting article that will attract and hold the reader begins with an interesting idea. So to find an interesting idea, just turn to Chapter 2, and we’ll get started.
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THE HUNT FOR FRESH IDEAS

Your takeaway . . .

In searching for an idea, you have to keep in mind its angle, form and audience. In this chapter, you will learn why it’s important to begin with an audience in mind and the possible “form” of an article as you search for an idea. Finally you will learn about a dozen specific places to look for article ideas.

Every magazine article idea has three specific components: angle, form and audience. The angle is the particular “slice” of the broad topic that you pursue, as we discussed in the last chapter. The “form” is the type of article, such as profile, how-to, inspirational, travel and so forth. The “audience” consists of the particular demographic group who reads the magazine where you intend to publish the article. When challenged to find an idea, most beginning writers think about the topic and the angle. These three components, however, form a triangle and none can be considered apart from the others. Before we discuss the angle, let’s begin with audience and form.

FIGURE OUT YOUR AUDIENCE

The first step in developing an idea is figuring out who you are writing for. At least that’s the first step professional writers take. Beginners often don’t think of an audience for the article until after they’ve written it. If you’ve taken news or creative writing courses, you should remember the different characteristics of magazine articles. Newspaper and many Internet articles are written for the same, general audience. In news writing courses, you learn to write one way for a standard, vaguely defined audience. Among the first tasks when you create a magazine article idea is deciding who your readers are and which magazines you are aiming for. Here are some possible audiences and some sample magazine titles that serve them:


	college-aged males (Maxim)

	single women (Cosmopolitan)

	middle-aged women (More)

	business entrepreneurs (Entrepreneur Magazine)

	pro football fans (Pro Football Weekly)

	turkey hunters (Turkey and Turkey Hunting)

	adherents of specific religions and faiths (U.S. Catholic)

	managers of printing businesses (Printing Impressions)

	restaurant owners and managers (Nation’s Restaurant News)

	residents of the South or New England (Southern Living or Yankee)



Most writers naturally start out by wanting to write articles for people like themselves. They stay in their own backyards. College students want to write articles for college students; those interested in fashion want to write about fashion; and those interested in sports want to write for sports fans. As you progress in writing experience, however, you learn to detach yourself from your personal interests and write articles that will interest people of vastly differing ages, professions and outlooks.

FIGURE OUT YOUR FORM

The second step in writing an article is deciding on form, which determines the format, structure and organization of the article. Magazine articles have these forms: profile, question-and-answer interview, trends and issues, dramatic stories, inspirational, reviews, how-to, etc. We will explain most of these types of articles in detail in subsequent chapters, but understanding the differences now will help you establish a framework for figuring out an original magazine article idea. Keep in mind that the boundaries between these categories are not rigid. You can easily find examples of features that blend two or more types.

Blurbs, briefs and brighteners (Chapter 13)

The best way to break into a publication today is with short, self-contained items that range from 50 words (for a joke) to 750 words (for a mini-profile). Readers like “shorts” because they are quick to absorb, less intimidating than a multi-page article, offer variety, can be clipped and saved and play to the current preference for skip-and-scan media.

Profile articles (Chapter 14)

Interviews produce three types of profile articles: the portrait, the photograph and the snapshot. Chapter 14 will offer tips on creating the well-balanced profile, often called a “warts-and-all” study of an interesting person.

Dramatic stories (Chapter 15)

The dramatic story tells about one person and one specific event in his or her life. In some cases, the focus may be on two or three people who encountered a dramatic experience together. A true-life narrative differs from a profile that describes an individual’s personal interests, hobbies or insight into his or her personality.

Service and “how-to” articles (Chapter 16)

Service journalism offers readers useful, practical information that they can take and apply in their everyday lives. This type of article provides a service to readers by giving them practical information to help them live their lives, raise their families, prepare for a career, etc. They often focus on consumer information such as personal finance, shopping, health, career preparation or education. Readers are always looking for new ways to save, spend, make and invest money.

Seasonal and calendar-related stories (Chapter 17)

Most publications look for particular types of articles at special times of the year—Christmas, back-to-school, tax season and so forth. This chapter explains how to tune in on a publication’s seasonal needs. It also gives practical tips on writing anniversary stories to commemorate special events, dates and historical markers.

Trends and issues (Chapter 18)

This type of news feature describes some recent trend, issue or controversy and quotes experts and participants who give their opinions about it. The distinguishing characteristic of this genre of writing is, first, that it focuses on an issue or trend and not upon a particular person and, second, that you bring together a variety of sources to shed light on an important topic. Issues and trend stories require a complex blend of analysis, facts, anecdotes and human interest.

Writing to inspire and motivate (Chapter 19)

People need all kinds of encouragement simply to get through life. You don’t have to write for a religious publication to write an inspirational article. Hundreds of magazines and feature sections of newspapers look for articles that provide motivation and inspiration toward career success, religious faith or meaning in life.

Trades, organizations and associations (Chapter 20)

The common characteristic of these articles is the nature of the audience: they are written for people in particular jobs and careers or for people who belong to specific organizations and associations. This audience has specialized and narrow interests within a specific field. In general, both sectors publish the same types of articles as consumer magazines: profiles, dramatic stories, trends and issues, how-to, calendar-related, etc. Their articles employ the same principles and techniques of writing that we teach throughout this book. Freelance writers use the same techniques of publishing articles by studying the market and writing query letters.

FIGURE OUT YOUR ANGLE

The most difficult task beginning writers face is finding an original idea with a clearly focused angle. Many beginning writers can organize words, sentences and paragraphs using good punctuation and grammar. What most struggle with, however, is coming up with a strong angle that has a chance of being published.

Editors today insist on new material because they know their readers don’t want a rehash of what’s already out there. Woman’s Day advises prospective writers in its guidelines: “We want fresh articles based on new material—new studies, new statistics, new theories, new insights—especially when the subject itself has received wide coverage. Any article that could have been published three years ago is not for Woman’s Day.”

Ellen Levine, former editor of Good Housekeeping, advises writers, “Give readers information unavailable elsewhere” and “strive for exclusive stories.”1 Everything a writer produces needs an original angle supported by information not already in print. Being original means that each article should “smell fresh” when it arrives in front of the reader. It shouldn’t sound like it’s been pulled from an “article warehouse” shelf somewhere. That’s why you can’t write an original article simply by regurgitating material from existing magazines, newspapers or Internet articles.

Let’s put it this way: if you don’t do any background reading before you develop an idea, you’re likely to come up with an unoriginal idea. The best way to find an original idea is by reading. If you don’t know what’s been published in magazines, newspapers and books, then you have no way of recognizing an original idea when you find one. Successful feature writers have an insatiable appetite for reading. If you don’t, you should question whether journalism is the right field for you.

For example, suppose you’re interested in writing an article about the benefits of cat ownership. So you read through some back issues of Cat Fancy to get some ideas. In one issue, you find “Clergy Cats: An Exclusive Look Into the Lives of Religious Leaders and Their Feline Companions.” The writer interviewed a Catholic bishop, a rabbi and two Protestant ministers about their cats.2 About a year later, the same magazine ran an article titled, “The Writer’s Muse: Cats Help Inspire Their Owners’ Creativity.” This writer interviewed two professional writers about their cats and how cats inspire their creativity.3 These two articles suggest that Cat Fancy likes to run articles about how and why people in particular kinds of work like cats. So why not propose a story about “Firefighters and Their Cats” or “Police Officers and Their Cats”?

“The real importance of reading is that it creates an ease and intimacy with the process of writing,” writes Stephen King. “It also offers you a constantly growing knowledge of what has been done and what hasn’t, what is trite and what is fresh, what works and what just lies there dying (or dead) on the page.”4

A few years ago, this author interviewed more than a dozen syndicated magazine and newspaper columnists about their craft. One of the first questions was: “Where do you get ideas for your columns?” Their unanimous answer was “reading.”

For example, humor writer and Pulitzer Prize winner Dave Barry says, “I read The New York Times and The Miami Herald every day. When I can, I read The Wall Street Journal, which I love. It’s different from every other paper. I read Newsweek, Esquire, Sports Illustrated, Harpers and The Atlantic. I sometimes read the New Republic and balance it by reading the National Review. I just like to read.”5

Kathleen Parker’s feature column appears in more than 350 newspapers. When asked how she comes up with ideas, she said, “I read and read and keep reading until I feel a metabolic shift. I have to feel my blood pressure rise a little bit. The subject, whatever it is, has to evoke some emotion. . . . I have to feel something before I can write. I have to care. No passion in the writer, no passion in the reader.”6

Anyone who hopes to maintain a steady flow of ideas has to read continuously, including publications that few others read. Ideas may come from unexpected sources: professional quarterlies, association newsletters, academic journals, annual reports and almanacs. While they seem boring, such sources often contain the most original thinking and latest developments long before they reach the general public. Here are more specific items to read or places to look as you dig for ideas for your feature articles.

Yellow Pages® of telephone books

The Yellow Pages® of small and large communities offers a plethora of businesses and individuals who can lead you to dozens of ideas. The best place to start is the “A” listings and browse until an inspiration hits you. However, here are some tips:


	Profiles of successful businesses or professionals. Every business, industry and profession has at least one magazine for people who work in that field. These magazines look for profiles of people in their field with unusual accomplishments or innovations.

	Profiles of people engaged in out-of-the-ordinary endeavors. General interest magazines may have an interest in profiles of practitioners of unusual jobs, such as magicians, chimney sweeps or insurance fraud investigators.

	Look for practitioners to interview for expert advice for a “how-to” article. For example, you can interview apartment building managers for advice on questions to ask before you sign a lease. You can interview auto dealers for advice on the most reliable used-car models or how to negotiate the best deal. You can interview dermatologists about the dangers and risks of tanning salons.

	Think about “what’s up?” and “what’s down?” All business cycles produce winners and losers, and even a dismal economy has some who profit from the downturn. RV and luxury car sales suffer with high gasoline prices, while train and bus travel increases. In recessionary times, thrift, discount and second-hand stores do well. Think about trends or cycles in your local economy and write about businesses affected by them in positive or negative ways.

	Look under “social service organizations” for details on groups that serve the underprivileged or engage in humanitarian causes that interest you. Call and ask about notable volunteers or recipients of their services who have inspiring or newsworthy stories. For example, our community has a place called “Stepping Stones for Veterans,” which provides a residence for veterans who are unemployed or face substance-abuse problems.



You can also browse through the Yellow Pages® for any city in the United States through online services such as www.switchboard.com. These are excellent resources for finding ideas and sources for articles outside your immediate geographic area.

Weekly newspapers

Check local and area newspapers for small news items that you can develop into long feature stories for a magazine. Focus on locally written stories, not Associated Press or national stories. Look for brief articles about people who have received awards. The award itself may simply culminate an interesting series of events or achievements leading up to it. Many of our students have found their story ideas in small-town weekly newspapers. “Newspapers are filled with undeveloped stories, announcements of meetings and events, or tiny clues that could lead to interesting narratives,” says Roy Peter Clark, senior scholar at the Poynter Institute for Media Studies.7

Old magazines

Magazines have certain perennial or evergreen topics that they revisit at least once a year. Look for seasonal articles related to holidays and anniversaries of major events. If you browse through enough issues, you can discover their perennial topics and come up with a fresh angle. Even if you don’t think you have a chance of selling that idea to a prestigious magazine, you can send a query on a similar topic to a competing but lesser-known publication.

Remember that you can’t copyright the idea for an article—only the particular way in which you write it. If you take an article as inspiration and develop it into something else, then you haven’t committed plagiarism. Plagiarism only occurs when you use words from another article without giving credit.


SIDEBAR 1

Why You Should Read Old Magazines

Editors frequently complain that freelance writers don’t study their publications before they submit unsolicited ideas and manuscripts. Experienced freelance writers pick the magazine or group of magazines they want to write for before they decide on an idea for a story. Then they study dozens of back issues at a library. That’s because the best ideas will come from seeing the types of articles that those particular periodicals publish. Beginning writers often write their articles first and then try to find a place to publish them.

Here are some advantages to choosing your target publications first and reading through some of their previous issues:


	You know what topics have been covered and therefore can recognize an original idea when you see it.

	You know about current trends within the field of interest you want to write about and can pick a topic related to one of those trends.

	You can recognize the most frequent types of articles published in these magazines. For example, some magazines never publish profiles, poetry or personal experience articles.

	You become familiar with the writing style, tone and “personality” of the magazine (see Chapter 6 for more details).



Another advantage to reading old issues of some of your favorite magazines is that you can discover their evergreen topics. Susan Ungaro, former editor of Family Circle, once said:

Certain “evergreen” articles are published in every magazine over and over again. For instance, we constantly tell readers different ways to make the most of their money or to take charge of their health. I do a story every spring and fall on spring-cleaning your house, how to get organized, how to deal with clutter in your life. Romance and marriage secrets—how to make your marriage closer, more intimate, more loving—are probably addressed in every issue of every women’s magazine.8



Public bulletin boards

Bulletin boards contain notices of future events, concerts, speakers or meetings of organizations. Musical performers or nationally known speakers may be visiting your area. You may find them very accessible to an interview. To obtain an interview, contact the sponsoring group for contact information on people you wish to interview.

Schedules of meetings, conventions and conferences

Most newspapers, city magazines, TV and radio stations publish an online calendar of upcoming speakers, conventions, hobby and trade shows and meetings. Web sites sponsored by city governments and visitors’ bureaus contain the same information. A hobby or trade show, for example, will give you access to dozens of experts. These listings may also publicize meetings of self-help groups, hobby and service clubs and include meeting times and contact numbers. For example, support groups exist for families of murder victims, the mentally ill and drug abusers. These groups may allow you to visit if you promise to protect individual identities.

Faculty biographies on university Web sites

Go to any university’s Web site and look for biographical sketches of faculty members. Colleges are the homes of some the nation’s best minds, and the writer who doesn’t tap this source of free information will miss a great opportunity. For example, a Florida zoology professor is an expert on alligators and often treks through the state’s swamps with a camera and notebook. After getting an idea through reading faculty biographies, you can follow up with a telephone call to the professor. Many professors are nationally known experts in their subject areas and are flattered by requests for interviews.

To find them, click on the “academic programs” link on any university’s Web site, and then find a department that interests you. Most departmental Web sites will list the publications and accomplishments of their faculty members along with telephone and e-mail addresses.

Association directories

Association directories are an excellent source for ideas and expert sources. “For every problem you can think of, there is an organization who can guide you to people who have it or have a story to tell. There are support groups for everything you can possibly imagine. There is not a disease or a political cause that is not represented somewhere in some group,” says New York-based magazine writer Judith Newman.9

You will find thousands of associations. Here are some categories that represent members with broad types of concerns and interests:


	diseases, disabilities and other consumer medical issues

	political causes, environmental issues or rights for various minority groups

	hobbies, leisure pursuits and participatory sports

	faith-related causes and parachurch organizations

	professional organizations representing various jobs and occupations

	fraternal organizations and service clubs



Browse through the thousands of professional, hobby and nonprofit organizations in the association directory at the Internet Public Library: www.ipl.org/div/aon. In the medical category alone, you will find hundreds of organizations such as the Association of Suicidology, National Attention Deficit Disorder Association, Sexual Compulsives Anonymous and the Chronic Fatigue and Immune Dysfunction Syndrome Association. In the entertainment and leisure category, you will find groups such as the American Kitefliers Association, the Unicycling Society of America, the Association of Canadian Mountain Guides, the United Skateboarders Association and the National Woodcarvers Association.

CQ Researcher

CQ Researcher is often the first source that librarians recommend when researchers are seeking original, comprehensive reporting and analysis on issues in the news. Founded in 1923 as Editorial Research Reports, CQ Researcher is noted for its in-depth, unbiased coverage of health, social trends, criminal justice, international affairs, education, the environment, technology and the economy. Reports are published weekly by CQ Press, a division of Congressional Quarterly Inc. Although not available as a free Web site, you can find print and electronic editions available through most academic libraries. Each issue of this biweekly resource contains a balanced review with articles and bibliography. Recent topics included the transition to digital television, dealing with the “new” Russia, cyberbullying, gasoline prices and campaign finance reform.

Ask for referrals

Experienced reporters and magazine writers “mine” their sources by continually asking people they know for tips and leads for stories and whom to interview. Start with the people you know—teachers, librarians, religious leaders and the people you do business with. You don’t get ideas by staring at a keyboard. Visit unfamiliar places and talk to strangers. Get away from the university and talk to factory workers, taxi drivers and store clerks. Listen to their gripes, problems and stories. Go to a political rally or a professional baseball game. The more you seek new experiences, the more likely you will find something to write about.

An editor once told a writer, “Your manuscript is both good and original, but the part that is good is not original and the part that is original is not good.” To make it into print, an article must ooze quality, style and freshness. In short, the most successful magazine and newspaper features inform, provoke thought and introduce the reader to something new.


SIDEBAR 2

How to Know if You Have a Great Article Idea

Your idea should answer “Yes” to at least the majority of the following 10 questions:

1 Is this topic so new and original that you can’t find any books written on the subject?

2 Is your topic of broad interest to the narrow group who read the particular magazine you are interested in writing for? Or will it just appeal to a narrow group within this narrow group?

3 Does this topic deal with basic life issues? “Basic” issues mean death, love, sickness, money, careers, health—issues that affect millions of people.

4 Do you have a strong, central unifying theme?

5 Can you state your angle in one sentence using an action verb?

6 Does your angle allow you to offer intelligent insight—as opposed to saying something that’s obvious, commonsense or that readers have already read about many times?

7 Are there elements of drama or conflict that will attract and sustain the reader?

8 Can your topic generate several colorful and compelling anecdotes from your sources? Can you find human-interest stories about it?

9 Does your theme question or contradict what most people seem to think or assume? The best articles call into question the conventional wisdom about a subject.

10 Do you have access to the sources you need to write this article? These sources should be participants, keen observers or experts on the topic you are writing about.
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STRONG ANGLES AND FOCUSED IDEAS

Your takeaway . . .

A successful feature has a focused angle on a broad topic. A focused angle can be stated in one sentence and displays unity, action and specifics. In this chapter, you will learn how to recognize if your idea is too broad. You will also learn some techniques to help narrow it into a workable angle. Two exercises to help you do this are the “funnel of focus” and the “angle tree.”

Jane Harrigan, former editor of the Concord (NH) Monitor, tells a story about a writer friend of hers.

One day as I was climbing the stairs to her apartment, she yelled down a warning: “Watch out! I’m in the middle of a piece, and the place is a mess.” Inside, her writing room looked just like mine, piles of paper covering every horizontal surface. Then something on the windowsill caught my eye. It was an index card with a single sentence written on it.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“That’s the point,” Sue replied. “I put it there so I always know where to find it.”1

Summarizing a story’s central idea in a single sentence is a time-tested principle of writing. It’s also a time-tested principle for creating a strong angle. Without that sentence, an article has no unifying theme, focus or compelling message. That focus prevents all of the bits and pieces of information you have collected from sprawling into an incoherent mess.

The most frequent problem among story ideas from new writers is broad and unfocused ideas. A Wall Street Journal editor put it this way:

Most of us think too big. We try to embrace the circus fat lady, and only well into the effort do we find there is too much of her and not enough of us. The result is a piece impossibly long, or superficial, the reporter frantically skipping from point to point without dwelling on any of them long enough to illuminate and convince.2

Some writers come up with vague topics they want to write about (such as physical fitness or a local band), but they don’t create story ideas that have any chance of publication. For example, one student wanted to write an article about eating disorders. Her teacher challenged her to come up with a tighter angle on this broad topic. After some conversations with the professor, she decided to focus on treatment and build her story around the experiences of a young woman who acknowledged her problem and sought help. Still another writer chose a gender angle and explored anorexia among men.

ANGLES AND SUBJECT MATTER

Meg Grant, former West Coast editor for the Reader’s Digest, explained how the magazine’s editors narrowed a proposed feature article on foster care for children:

We didn’t want to do the same piece everybody is reading in the local papers about how broken the foster care system is. We picked a section of the foster care issue that was a smaller piece to chew on, which was about those kids who spend their whole lives in foster care and never get out of the system. We decided to look at one of the programs, and then we found one kid and told his story.3

A limited tale told clearly has more impact than a sweeping story that lacks depth and insight. The more frequently magazines and newspapers cover a given topic, the sharper and fresher the angle must be. Sidebar 1 provides examples of how to narrow the angle of some broad and unfocused topics.

A focused angle has three characteristics: unity, action and specificity. Let’s look at each characteristic.


SIDEBAR 1

How to Give a Tighter Angle to a Broad Topic




	Too Broad
	Tighter Angle





	Losing Weight
	Teacher Tells How She Lost 100 Pounds



	Quitting Smoking
	Can Hypnotism Help You Quit the Habit?



	Improving Your Home’s Security
	An Ex-Burglar Tells How to Burglar-Proof Your Home



	Traveling on a Budget
	Five Ways to Save Money on Hotels and Motels



	Choosing a GPS Device
	Avoid Buying Extra Features You Don’t Need in a GPS Device







Unity

If you can’t explain your article idea in one sentence, you don’t have a workable idea. Dozens of editors and authors we have interviewed echo this “one sentence” rule. Why? Unity means that everything “hangs together” around a central idea. This central idea creates an organizing principle to help you determine whom you interview, what to look for in your research, what facts to include and what facts to omit. If you have a sharply focused angle before you begin, then you will save dozens of hours in fruitless research that leads you down the wrong path. Sometimes you find a fascinating anecdote, and you feel as if you just have to include it. But those paragraphs that interrupt the unity of the article will also jar the reader. So go back and remove them.

A good, clear focus means that the title and introduction let the readers know exactly what they are getting into and give them a chance to get off if they don’t want to go there. Here’s an example of a tightly focused article from BusinessWeek:

“Toyota’s All-Out Drive to Stay Toyota”

How’s this for strange? Toyota Motor, the company that has the rest of the auto industry running scared, is worried. As new hires pour in and top executives approach retirement, the company fears it might lose the culture of frugality, discipline, and constant improvement that has been vital to its success. So management has launched a slew of education initiatives, and even uses a business school in Tokyo to teach Toyota to be, well, more like Toyota.4

You can summarize this article in this sentence: “Toyota has launched a slew of education initiatives to teach its employees how to maintain its culture of frugality, discipline and improvement.” And everything in the story pertains to that central idea. If it takes two sentences to explain your idea, then you should write two stories.

Unity means unity in content, style, voice and approach. Gary Provost says in Beyond Style: Mastering the Finer Points of Writing: “Unity, that quality of oneness in your writing, means that everything you write should look as if it were written at one time, by one person, with one purpose, using one language.”5

Action

Strong, creative articles contain action. They describe people having fun, helping others, getting a job or making a business succeed. A strong action verb in the title or magazine’s cover line attracts the attention of the editor and the reader. Go to a store’s magazine display and look at the teasers that are placed above the newspaper’s nameplate. Both cover lines and teasers are meant to attract readers, which is why they often contain action verbs.

J.C. Suares, a New York magazine designer, believes that cover lines must contain an action verb. Verb-less cover lines are motionless and boring, he argues: “There’s no such thing as a cover line without a verb. If it doesn’t have a verb then it’s not a cover line. It’s a title. You’ve got to come up with a sentence with a verb in it. I talk myself blue in the face [to editors] about having a verb in the cover line or headline.”6

Here are some cover lines from recent magazines. Notice that each one contains an action verb.

“Hazing Nightmares: You Won’t Believe These Shocking Stories” (Teen People)

“What to Do When His Crazy ‘Ex’ Won’t Let Go” (Teen People)

“Get Lean All Over: A New Diet and Workout Plan to Max Your Metabolism”(Shape)

“Chill Out—How to Calm Your Hot Horse” (Horse and Rider)

“Cool Wedding Trends: What Other Couples Are Doing Coast to Coast” (Bride)

“How to Avoid the Fat Trap in Fast Food Salads” (Ladies Home Journal)

Specificity

Don’t write about a person or group simply because they exist. A story shouldn’t just be “about” a place or an institution. “What about it?” is the question to ask. Something should happen.

For example, suppose you traveled to Cleveland and wanted to write an article about the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame and Museum. What about it? Since hundreds of articles have been written about it, what has happened recently that is newsworthy? Who has been inducted into the Hall of Fame since last year? Remember that a story should be a verb. Give it a specific angle. The Boston Globe wrote about the museum’s annual induction ceremony with this title: “Rock and Roll Hall of Fame Show Lacks Luster of Past.”7

Facts and quotes must include specific dates and places in which they occur. “Unanchored” articles are vague and make it difficult for the reader to visualize their ideas. If you can’t cite specific dates and places in an article, then it isn’t sufficiently anchored. Tell where your quoted experts are from and who they work for. Avoid the abused words “recent” and “recently” and tell how long ago the interview or event occurred. Even if your story is on some broad “evergreen” topic like tax-saving tips, you have to anchor it with expert sources and examples that occurred in specific places at specific times.

HOW TO NARROW YOUR TOPIC

Before we look at specific steps to narrow the angle of a topic, these guidelines will help you determine if your story idea is too broad. Let’s say you’re thinking about writing an article on e-mail scams, and so we will use that as an example.

If you can find a book

Never write a feature article from rehashed book content. Editors demand fresh, original stories. They don’t want hash that’s been ground out of books, Internet or other articles. A search of books using the term “e-mail scams” at Amazon.com turns up more than a dozen books on the topic. Here are some examples:

The Complete Idiot’s Guide to Frauds, Scams, and Cons

A Con Man Reveals the Secrets of the Esoteric Trade of Cheating, Scams, and Hustles

E-mails from Hell

Phishing Exposed

Crimes of Persuasion: Schemes, Scams, Frauds

Judging by the number of books, “e-mail scams” by itself is definitely too broad a topic for a feature article.

If someone could write a book

If someone could write a book on a subject, they probably have. About 150,000 books are published every year in the United States according to one estimate. Feature articles can’t cover everything because their length usually ranges from 1,000 to 2,000 words. Each story must focus on a small slice of a huge pie.

If your proposed title has no verbs

We’ve already discussed the importance of action in an angle. Look at the titles of articles from popular magazines. As mentioned, most will include a verb in the title describing something happening. The term “e-mail scams,” of course, has no verbs, and we’ve already ruled it out as a topic. So let’s look at how five magazines or TV networks covered the topic from five angles:

1 The New Yorker: “How a Massachusetts Psychotherapist Fell for a Nigerian E-Mail Scam”

2 PC World: “In Pictures: How to Spot an E-Mail Scam”

3 ABC News: “Former Congressman Duped by Nigerian Scams”

4 Network World: “Whaling: Latest E-Mail Scam Targets Executives”

5 The Motley Fool: “Do Online Banks Facilitate Fraud?”

If you want to write an article on e-mail scams, we challenge you to read a dozen articles on the topic before you begin writing or interviewing. Then—and only then—will you know what’s been covered, what the issues are, where disagreements exist, which questions remain unanswered and what questions to ask. Then—and only then—will you know how to come up with a fresh and original angle on well-worn topics.

While reading about your general topic in other publications is the first step, it only helps you eliminate non-original angles. After that there are no quick and easy steps. However, you can ask at least three questions that will point you in the right direction.

Find a news peg

First, ask yourself, “How can I hang this topic on a news peg?” A news peg is a current event or anniversary of a historic event that illustrates the topic you want to write about. For example, the January birthday of Martin Luther King Jr. offers a news peg to write stories related to civil rights or race relations. An election campaign offers a news peg for stories about controversial issues that the candidates are debating. A recent death caused by a drunken driver offers a peg into several possible angles on the subject of alcohol abuse.

“Any time you’re fortunate enough to have a news item related to your topic, the battle for your reader’s attention if half over,” said author Mary S. Schaeffer in an article in The Writer.8 News pegs offer a way to “get into” or develop a lead for a feature story. To get some ideas, simply browse the headlines of newspapers and news Web sites and see where you can go from there.

“Nationalize” a local topic

Newspaper reporters and editors always try to localize a national story by finding a local source who can give it an angle that’s closer to their readers. Magazines sometimes follow the other direction. They write about a story in a small town that illustrates or amplifies an important national issue. The New Yorker story mentioned earlier—”How a Massachusetts Psychotherapist Fell for a Nigerian E-Mail Scam”—illustrates this point. The writer found a 57-year-old psychotherapist from Groton, Mass., who lost $600,000 by falling for one of the infamous Nigerian e-mail scams. While telling his story, the writer offered factual background and context about e-mail scams and showed readers how they could avoid making the same mistake.9 We show you how to nationalize a local story in Chapter 6.

Decide what you want to know

Ask yourself, “What would I like to know about this topic?” Trust your hunch about what angle seems most interesting. One of the biggest myths about writing is the often-repeated aphorism, “Write about what you know.” If we only wrote about what we knew, none of us would last more than a week in the publishing business.

If a magazine editor asks you, “What do you know about _____ topic?” then try this answer: “Well, I’m not an expert, but I want to find some experts and ask them the right questions.” In other words, you don’t have to be an expert to write a good story. You simply need to know where to go to find the experts.

Find a unique source

Another way of deciding how to focus a topic is by asking, “What unique or primary sources do I have access to?” A person with expertise or unique experiences in a particular area is a primary source. Other primary sources are copies of correspondence or official documents. Maybe you know someone who is newsworthy because of a unique accomplishment. Maybe a friend can help you get an interview with a celebrity.

One student wrote about the lifelong romance of a couple who had been married 65 years. Their romance began with writing love letters to each other while he was fighting overseas in World War II. The student obtained copies and quoted the letters they wrote to each other during the 1940s, which brought freshness, originality and poignancy to their story.

David E. Sumner wrote a magazine story about a small Florida town’s “Kumquat Festival” that attracts 30,000 people every January (a kumquat is a small citrus fruit). His angle was on a Boston TV celebrity who has visited the festival every year since it began. The story idea originated, however, with a conversation with his nephew, who helps organize the festival and who helped him obtain interviews with the TV celebrity and other festival organizers.

Writer and movie producer Nora Ephron advises, “You must come up with some little thing that you know about that others don’t. A good journalist figures that out. It means reading everything possible to keep up with what’s going on. You can’t merely find a subject that may interest a magazine editor. Find a subject on which you have something interesting, surprising or perverse to say.”10

THE ANGLE TREE

One of the best ways to focus an idea is to use the “Angle Tree” exercise, which allows you to brainstorm on paper. Start with a broad topic you are interested in covering and write it in the center circle. Then write four directions or angles you could pursue with that topic. If you try to cover all angles your article will lack depth; however, you can choose one angle as your main focus and a second angle to explore as a sidebar. After you’ve decided on your focus, the next step is to determine whom you should interview and what kind of background research you should gather.

[image: image]
Here is an example using the broad topic of time management. We chose some titles that were actually published in popular magazines.

[image: image]
USING THE FUNNEL OF FOCUS

Another way of narrowing an angle is the “funnel of focus” exercise developed by Dr. Gerald Grow, a professor of journalism at Florida A&M University.11 The purpose of this exercise is the same—begin with a broad topic and narrow it down into a focused angle. Here is an example beginning at the “top” of the funnel and proceeding to the narrow end.

1 Topic big enough to fill a library
Example: “College Education”

2 Topic big enough to fill a book
Example: “Paying for a College Education”

3 Theme topic for one issue of a parenting magazine
Example: “Where to Find Scholarships for Your Children”

4 A single article in the same magazine
Example: “Best Scholarships for Children of Military Veterans”

5 Another article in the same magazine
Example: “Where to Find Scholarships for Journalism Majors”

[image: image]
To summarize, an angle takes a specific approach to its subject matter. A strong angle can be summarized in one sentence and displays unity, action and specificity. The cover lines on magazines provide examples of focused angles. You can use the “angle tree” or “funnel of focus” as an exercise to narrow your topic. You can narrow your topic by asking yourself what you want to know, what sources you have access to and by finding a news peg that ties your topic to a current event.

The narrower your angle, the more likely you will write a creative, original article. The narrower your angle, the more likely you will find a “scoop” that no one else has written about. Finally, the narrower your angle, the more likely you will get published. Finding a good angle isn’t easy, but the more you read what’s already been published, the easier it will become.
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