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Introduction to the Philosophy
of Newswriting: From Prewrite
to Rewrite

EWSWRITING may never be the same again, so this newswriting
book is different. It is an introduction to newswriting, with an
emphasis on the philosophy of newswriting. It focuses on the subtle
and the major transitions taking place in the learning of newswriting
that will make writing easier and more meaningful for beginning
reporters. It looks to the day when reporters will report (as some are
now reporting) directly from the scene with a laptop or other
computer, where they must be able to think and compose on a
computer screen in minutes.

It also assumes that the media will continue to change and
come together in form and function, and that this will have an
impact on the form of news stories. The fact that many newspapers
are buying 1-900 and other electronic systems and producing facsimile
newspapers, that the phone companies would like to run dial-in
classified advertising, and that the use of computers is growing
exponentially means the media will continue to change.

While the form may change, the essential purpose of the
reporter will be the same: to explain events and trends in words and
in a way the reader can understand quickly and easily. The message
is the heart of any reporting, despite the evolutions in form of
message.

This book is unlike the 20 or so others on the market because it
focuses on understanding why news stories are written the way they
are.
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By focusing on the problems the student needs to understand
before, while, and after writing news stories, this book provides
something new and useful. It focuses on how the reporter thinks his
or her way through a story.

This book offers solutions to the most common writing problems
students have, based on 20 years of teaching and media experience.
It starts with the questions the student asks most, and it goes
step-by-step through the most common writing forms.

Something special is added from national writing coach research,
in that the student can understand the most common writing
problems professionals have—and avoid those problems.

The book builds on writing theory, but does not dwell on it. It
progresses naturally from the writing development stage the student
is likely to be in at the start, to the stage they need to be in to begin
professional newswriting. There is no glossing over the problems
students will have in learning a new writing style.

By telling the beginning writer why these steps are necessary,
and then taking that writer through each step, they will understand
why they are writing in this manner. This ought to make a complex
writing form easier.

Throughout the book, good writing examples from national
and regional newspapers, national magazines, and wire services are
used. They have been selected from award-winning stories in national
and regional contests and are used to illustrate different points.

Extensive efforts have been made to include writing from all
regions, from male and female reporters, and all elements of society.
There are some 60 examples in the book from 23 states; 50 percent
by male authors, 40 percent by female authors, and 10 percent are
group projects. Of the 60 stories, 23 are known to address minority
issues or are written by members of minorities.

Chapters on cultural diversity and visual literacy are included.
Little progress has been shown in reporting on minorities in this
country in the last 50 years, despite the pleadings of the Hutchins
and Kerner commissions. Chapter 23 includes statements by minorities
on covering minorities and advice on getting student reporters to
think about cultures other than their own or the culture of their
close personal friends. Visual literacy has been added because writers
must not only understand photos, graphics, and other visuals, but
also know how to work with designers, photographers, and others
for the improvement of the product.

We feel students need to read well-written news stories to
understand how to write better news stories, feel the enthusiasm
the writer has for the story, and have the satisfaction of reading all
the way through a well-crafted story.
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It is quite clear that most beginning news writers do not read
enough news stories. The 40-plus examples carefully chosen for this
book illustrate key points in the newswriting process, and are
thoroughly discussed before the articles are presented. Therefore,
the student will know what to look for in each article.

The theory that is included is process writing theory, well
known to English teachers but all-but-new to journalism. It stresses
looking at a story as being made up of component parts, not as an
entire “product” or single unit. Understanding that a story comes in
parts helps to fix that story when some parts are not up to standards.

Process theory also teaches that rewrites are a normal part of
the writing process, not a two-minute penalty whistled by the
writing instructor. Students who understand process will be better
able to cope with the rewrite needed to polish and improve their
copy.

One of the main emphases of this book is on the single greatest
problems news writers have—organizing a news story. A national
study of writing coaches in the late 1980s indicated that reporters
had problems organizing leads, organizing stories—and organizing
time.

By stressing process, rewrite, and organization, the book teaches
students the beginning-to-end system of writing news stories, both
formula and feature. By understanding that it is not a simple
sit-down-and-write process, they will be able to understand the
different needs of different stories.

The relevant, well-written models of stories at the end of many
chapters demonstrate to readers what others have accomplished
before them. Writing students need role models. The difference in
writing skills between those who have had models to follow and
those who have not is significant, in my opinion.

Perhaps the reason reporters have so much trouble organizing
stories is that they do not think in terms of the entire story, only the
individual parts. If the students of today do not read entire news
stories, it is going to be difficult for them to write entire news
stories.

For one thing, students cannot understand how a story is
organized unless they see how others organize them. Most books
offer only snippets of stories, without letting the student see how
the entire story is organized.

Further, the power of short words and sentences has to be
experienced to be understood.

The concern, confusion, and uncertainty students go through
is a part of any writing process, and a significant focus of this book.
We try to put that uncertainty into perspective, to show the writer
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that everyone has uncertainties and that writing is indeed a difficult
process.

This book takes a close look at the personal side of newswriting.
How should the writer react to the uncertainties encountered? Deal
with deadlines? Organize a seeming jungle of information? Know
which quotes to use and how many?

The way stories are written stems from reader and viewer
habits, which are not what beginning writers think they are.
Newswriting is evolving as the news media enters a new era of
competition between newspapers and television, and of cooperation
in the newsroom. Differences between writing for newspapers and
for radio and television may disappear because of changing
technologies. What will remain is the importance of understanding
information and putting it into a logical form based on the technology
being used.

We hope the writer gains an understanding that the first draft
will not be as smooth as expected, and that the second and third
drafts (depending on time available) will inevitably improve the
story. The first draft is basically an exercise in organization, taking
the story from the realm of ideas to the realm of the concrete.
Following drafts are bound to make the story smoother, better, and
more interesting because they build on the strengths of the original
draft and eliminate the weaknesses.

Once the philosophy and the process are understood, the
writer can then attack building blocks and the news story forms.
Building blocks are those elements that are peculiar to newswriting—
short sentences, specific words, accuracy, proper quotes, etc. What
was passable and praised in an English class may not be acceptable
in a Journalism class because of the different audiences. Brevity and
conciseness are golden to an audience that, in most cases, devotes
as little time as possible to the words the writer has agonized over.

For the purposes of this book, the story forms are divided into
two categories—formula stories and feature stories.

Formula stories are those that remain the same in structure
each time, but change in content. These include many of what we
call the inverted pyramid stories (most important information first in
the story). A very important aspect is to know which stories take
formulas and how the formulas operate.

Formula stories include obituaries, accidents and disasters,
announcements, meetings and speeches, roundup, and multiple-
incident stories. Some of these are more complex than others, but
understanding the formula for each and why it is used makes the
process easier to understand.
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Feature stories include the longer story, the background
information story, the personality profile, and the success story. It is
a formula story with several formulas. Whichever writing technique
works in telling the story best is the technique to use. The challenge
for the beginning reporter comes in choosing the technique.

Once the basics are understood, the reader is introduced to a
special section on story enhancements. The reporter/writer must
understand the basics before understanding how to make copy
brighter, more interesting, and more saleable.

This book grows out of 18 years of experience in newspapers
and college public relations and 21 years of college and university
teaching, some of the years overlapping.

It could not have been written even three years ago because
of changes in the understanding of the writing process. I owe a
debt to those people who are pioneers in the understanding of the
complexities of writing, and to literally hundreds of college students
who have suffered with me through the mental pains of learning to
write in a way the public will understand and the media will accept.
The book is writing and thinking combined, two of the most
complex and difficult processes known to mankind.

Several short chapters are devoted to important topics that are
usually included or imbedded into longer chapters in other texts. By
focusing on one major topic at a time, these chapters help a reporter
think through important aspects of writing. These topics include
attribution, rewrite, dealing with deadlines, reader and writer habits,
and developing the body of the story.

Three chapters respond to changing conditions in the media:
first-person stories; reporting cultures other than your own; and
understanding the relationships between reporting and the visual
side of the media—photographs, charts, and visuals. A special effort
is made to point out similarities and the need for cooperation
between reporters and photographers and graphic artists.

Several references are made in this book to material previously
published in The Coaches” Corner, a national newsletter for newspaper
writing coaches. Persons interested in the newsletter (37 per year)
can write to Paul Salsini, 2230 E. Bradford Ave., Unit G, Milwaukee,
WI 53211.

Special thanks to Larry Jankowski, Geoff Haynes, Doug
Lillibridge, Dick Hendrickson, Dave Swartz and the Jerome Library
Periodicals section, Don Hadd and most of all, Karen, Brian and Jan.
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