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Chapter One Understanding
News Writing

Guide Words

“Shakespeare’s works are indeed good, but they are not urgently needed by most
of China’s students of English. In my opinion, well-chosen articles from current British
and American newspapers and magazines are more useful. They include some of the
best of present-day English writing. If I had to choose between a course in classical lit-
erature and one in newspaper and magazine reading, I'd vote for the latter. ”

These lines are by someone who was talking about news reading and writing. To
what extent do you agree with them? News is becoming something people cannot avoid
in the daily life, especially for those who have decided to learn the truth and facts a-

bout this special language style. So this is a start line. In this chapter, you will learn

some basic ABCs about news and English news.

Part I What to Write

Warm-up Readingl

Pre-reading questions .

1. How do you usually describe a gooderiter, according to your earlier reading
and writing experience?

2. How do you usually describe a good news reporter, according to your earlier

experience of newspaper and magazine reading?
Roy Peter Clark: Fourteen Traits of Good Writers

Roy Peter Clark, who may be the best-known writing coach in the United States,
described one of his first days in the newsroom of the St. Petersburg ( Fla. ) Times.

It was more than two decades ago; Clark had left a comfortable niche as a univer-
sity professor to become a writing coach. Most of the reporters in the newsroom were
not particularly impressed with his Ph. D. in English literature. He knew little of the
day-to-day practicalities of journalism.

Writing in the Washington Journalism Review, Clark recalled the need he felt “to
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interview every reporter on the staff to learn much more than I could hope to teach.”

He told of an early experience :

One day, I found myself sitting beside Howell Raines, then political editor
in St. Petersburg, now with The New York Times. Howell had written a series of
political profiles that became legendary in the newsroom. They were powerful and
influential character studies so well written that other reporters could quote passa-
ges verbatim.

The week I interviewed Howell, two of his books had been published, a ter-
rific novel called “ Whisky Man” , and an oral history of the civil rights move-
ment, “My Soul Is Rested. "1 felt humbled at the prospect of coaching him. What
could I tell him, “Use more active verbs in your next novel, Howell?”

I decided to become student instead of teacher, and asked Howell a dozen
questions about political reporting. I recorded his responses. Howell described
how to write about politicians as human characters and not just authority figures.

He got down to nitty-gritty matters of interviewing and leads writing.

Clark used portions of the interview in his in-house newsletter; it was well re-
ceived. It occurred to him that advice from respected writers could be more instruction-
al and inspirational to reporters.

Clark served as writing coach at the St. Petersburg Times for two years, worked as
a reporter and then joined the staff of the Modern Media Institute, which in 1983 be-
came the Poynter Institute for Media Studies. Nelson Poynter, publisher of the St. Pe-
tersburg Times and Evening Independent, willed the controlling stock of the Times Pub-
lishing Co. to the institute. Clark, who continues to function as a writing coach,
serves as senior scholar at the institute, which serves students of all ages and profes-
sionals from all over the nation.

In his article in the Washington Journalism Review, (now American Journalism
Review ) , Clark told how he had interviewed dozens of reporters during writing seminars
at the institute and during his years as editor or co-editor of “Best Newspaper Writing” ,
which is published each year by the institute. The book features award-winning stories
in the American Society of Newspaper Editors’ annual writing contest.

Clark began to see similar qualities in the outstanding reporters he interviewed. In

turn, he developed a list of 14 qualities often shared by good writers.



Chapter One  Understanding News Writirﬁl

Here is Clark’s discussion of the common traits, adapted from the article in Wash-

ington Journalism Review.

Trait 1:
Good writers see the world as their journalism laboratory, a storehouse of story i-
deas. If they can get out of the office, they can find a story. In fact, they can’t walk

down the street or watch television without finding something to write about.

Trait 2;

Good writers prefer to discover and develop their own story ideas. They have an
eye for the offbeat and may find conventional assignments tedious. They appreciate
collaboration with good editors but spend more time avoiding bad editors and what they

perceive to be useless assignments.

Trait 3 :

Good writers are voracious collectors of information. This usually means that they
take notes like crazy. They are more concerned with the quality of information than
with flourishes of style. They more often describe themselves as reporters than as writ-

€rs.

Trait 4;

Good writers spend too much time and creative energy working in their leads.
They know that the lead is the most important part of their work, the passage that in-
vites the reader into the story and signals the news. They are inclined to describe how

they wrote a lead a dozen times until they “got it right. ”

Trait 5

Good writers talk about “immersing themselves” in a story. They live it, breathe
it and dream it. They plan and rehearse the story all day long, writing it in their
heads, considering their options, talking it over with editors, and always looking for

new directions and fresh information.

Trait 6;

Most good writers are bleeders rather than speeders. When they write, in the
words of the great New York Times sportswriter Red Smith, they “open a vein. ” This is
because their standards are so high that their early drafts seem painful and inadequate.
But when deadline comes or a big story breaks, adrenaline kicks them into a different

warp factor. They can speed when they have to.
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Trait 7

Good writers understand that an important part of writing is the mechanical
drudgery of organizing the material, what the AP’s Saul Pett describes as “ donkey
work. ” They may respond to this by developing careful filing systems. They also devel-
op idiosyncrasies that help them build momentum during the writing process: pilgrima-

ges to the bathroom, waking walks, daydreaming, junk food orgies or self-flagellation.

Trait 8:

Good writers rewrite. They love computer terminals, which permit maximum play-
fulness during revision. They move paragraphs around, invert word order for emphasis,
find stronger verbs and occasionally purge the entire story to make a fresh start. Alas,
they are rarely satisfied with their final stories and, burdened with imperfection, can
hardly bring themselves to read their own work in the newspaper. Writing is an expres-

sion of ego, making the writer vulnerable and, at times, insufferable.

Trait 9:

In judging their work, good writers tend to trust their ears and their feelings more
than their eyes. Some stare at the screen with their lips moving, praying that the inner
music will reach their fingers. Editors “look for holes in the story”. Writers want to

“make it sing”.

Trait 10 :

Good writers love to tell stories. They are constantly searching for the human side
of the news, for voices that enliven the writing. Their language reflects their interest in
storytelling. Rather than talk about the five Ws, they are more inclined to discuss an-
ecdotes, scenes, chronology and narrative. During interviews, they tend to answer e-

ven the most theoretical questions with war stories, jokes and parables.

Trait 11

Good writers write primarily to please themselves and to meet their own exacting
standards, but they also understand that writing is a transaction between writer and
reader. Unlike many journalists, these writers have confidence that sophisticated work
will not be lost on their readers. They treasure the reader and want to reward and pro-
tect and inform the reader and take responsibility for what the reader learns from a
story.
Trait 12 ;

Good writers take chances in their writing. They love the surprising and the un-

4



Chapter One Understanding News Writingl

conventional approach to a story. They prefer failing in print on occasion because those
failures are a test of their inventiveness. They love editors who tolerate experimentation
but who will save them from falling on their faces. Their secret wish is to produce the

best, most original piece in the newspaper every day.

Trait 13 ;
Good writers are lifelong readers, mostly of novels, and they like movies. They

collect story ideas and forms from other genres. They love words, names and lists.

Trait 14 ;

Good writers write too long, and they know it. Unlike other journalists, who stop
caring for the reader after the lead is complete; these writers use transitions and end-
ings to keep their readers going. Their endings are so good that it is almost impossible
to cut stories from the bottom. They want their stories to be “seamless” or “connected

by a single thread” or “to flow”. They want readers to read every word.

(Adapted from News Writing and Reporting for Today’s Media)
Notes

niche ;

n. a job or position which is very suitable for someone, especially one that they
like.

e.g. I don’t think he’s yet found his niche in life, i. e. the occupation that gives
him most satisfaction and happiness.

Daniel has carved/made a niche for himself as a professional tennis player.
practicalities

n. [ pl. ] the real facts of a situation rather than ideas about how it might be.

e. g. The practicalities of having two young children and working full time meant
we had to employ a nanny.

It sounds like a good idea, but you ought to consider the practicalities before you
put it into action.
verbatim ;

adj. , adv. using exactly the same words as were originally used ; repeating the ac-
tual words that were spoken or written = word-for-word.

e. g. Their stories were taped and transcribed verbatim.

She had an amazing memory and could recall verbatim quite complex conversa-
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tions.
nitty-gritty .
n. what is essential and basic : specific practical details.
e. g. Let’s get down to the nitty-gritty of the problem.
leads :
n. [ pl. ] item of news made to appear most prominent in a newspaper or coming
first in a news broadcast.
in-house :
adj. , adv. existing, originating, or carried on within a group or organization or its
facilities, not outside.
e.g. an in-house computer system; in-house counsel; an in-house newsletter.
All our advertising material is designed in-house.
newsletter :
n. a short written report of news about a club, organization, place, etc. that is
sent regularly to people who are interested.
e. g. The society publishes a newsletter three times a year.
will ;
v. to try to make something happen by thinking about it very hard.
e. g. She was willing herself not to cry.
feature ;
v. to include or show something as a special or important part of something, or to
be included as an important part.
e. g. The exhibition features paintings by contemporary artists.
Violence seems to feature heavily in all of his books.
offbeat .
adj. unusual and not what people normally expect, especially in an interesting
way.
e. g. She’s a little offbeat, but she’s a wonderful actress.
tedious:
adj. tiresome because of being too long, slow or dull; boring.
e.g. We had to sit through several tedious speeches.
The trouble is that I find most forms of exercise so tedious.
voracious

adj. having an extremely strong desire to do or have a lot of something; very eager

6 (u



