Feature articles:  Extract from presentation by Sarah Reynolds.
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First person - 
You are the reader's ears, eyes and nose. If, for example, you are interviewing a well-known politician, readers will want to know what his or her office is like. Is it grand, or surprisingly modest? How is it decorated? Are there any interesting personal possessions about? Is the person nervous or calm? How do they appear to threaten those who work for them? You cannot rely on a photograph in the paper doing these things for you. Instead, you have to paint a word picture, however brief. And your words can convey things that pictures cannot. 

As such, the language can be more in-depth and 'colourful', and rules about precision and concision can be loosened slightly. The use of description can bring the story of a feature alive, taking readers to where the journalist has been and evoking a strong sense of atmosphere. It can put flavour in the most bland and dry news story and make the difference between a report that satisfies and one that does not. 
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Begin with a lead that hooks the reader in, and keeps them. Choose the right words, but remember that precision takes time and effort.

· ﻿﻿Be simple and concise; simplicity is the key to all effective messages.
· ﻿﻿Use the familiar word rather than the unfamiliar, and avoid jargon unless absolutely necessary.
· ﻿﻿Use the concrete rather than the abstract, and create involvement rather than theorizing. Be specific as well as general; give facts as well as figures.
· ﻿﻿Avoid using clichés. They are lazy journalism, and usually consist of overworked metaphors.
· ﻿﻿Write as you speak. Avoid pomposity, preachiness and ostentation.
· ﻿﻿Vary the pace and rhythm by writing sentences of varying lengths. This prevents monotony and reader boredom.
· ﻿﻿Avoid unnecessary adjectives and adverbs; they are often the first to be blue pencilled out by editors, and are the mark of an amateur writer.
Hennessy claims that 'simplicity, directness and the resulting clarity (of communication) will result from keeping to the same subject as far as possible. (Don't change the subject too often.) ... Putting the meaning where possible into active verbs rather than in passive ones or in abstract nouns ... and keeping subject and verb near each other'
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By the time all the necessary background research for a feature article has been completed, there will be an overwhelming amount of information to work with. 

The next task is to then use this material to plan the structure of the article. Structure is a 'blueprint' or a map that gives both writer and reader a direction to follow. 

In general a writer will need to develop between two and four main points or threads, depending on the length of the article.   However, if a writer does not know what his or her main points are, then neither will any potential editor. Some articles need little outlining, such as a how-to story; others, such as in-depth informative pieces, require serious thought and planning.

The writer should begin the plan or outline of the feature with the working title. This should be followed by the storyline (theme/idea) and lead (hook). From here, the writer will launch into his or her main points, supported by any back-up material. Finally, the outline should be finished with the story's ending. The article itself should begin with the most important point, and work downwards in logical relevant importance, with each point flowing naturally into the next.
Longer features require more complicated outlines. These should include at least three main points, each followed by at least one subpoint which is substantiated by facts, figures, quotations, background information, interviews, etc. If the outline appears top heavy with main points or bottom heavy with too many supporting points, then the outline should be rethought.

A typical outline for a magazine feature, then, may look something like this:
· Storyline (theme)
This is the 'big idea', the driving force of the article. It should allude to what the writer wants to say.
· Lead
This is the opening paragraph, and should include the 'hook' to draw the reader in effectively.
· Main point 1
This is the most important subject of this article. It should explore what is involved, by whom, where and when, along with questions of how
and why.
· Subpoint(S)
Facts, figures, quotations, interviews, anecdotes and any other suppone. ing evidence to back up the main point.
· Main point 2
This evolves from main point 1. It is of secondary importance, yet crucially develops the article's narrative. It may bring into question an ancillary topic or subject (person).
· Subpoint(s)
Facts, figures, quotations, interviews, anecdotes and any other support. ing evidence to back up the main point.
· Main point 3
This evolves from main point 2. It is of even less importance, yet develops the article's narrative in a further direction. It may bring into question yet another ancillary topic or subject (person).
· Subpoint(s)
Facts, figures, quotations, interviews, anecdotes and any other supporting evidence to back up the main point.

The rules for the outline are not set in stone; they can be varied to avoid conformity and add vigour, but any deviation must still lead to an organized and flowing narrative. The article must sound as if it grew organically, not a cobbled together set of points, views Of instructions. each element stems from the element preceding'
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The lead is designed to hook the reader in: to attract and to hold. The opening lines are the most important, a deciding factor as to whether the reader carries on reading or discards the article and moves onto something more interesting. The lead is a promise of what is to come, and you must not let the readers down by breaking that promise. The lead of a feature article is like the 'trunk of a tree, [growing) out of the material and the storyline that root it. The rest of the story - branches, buds, leaves, fruit or flowers - flows from the lead' 

Common types of lead include:
· Question and answer. This begins the article with a question, but must answer it either immediately afterwards or at some time in the body of the article. Question and answer leads should be short, snappy and strike at the heart of the reader's interest.
· Case histories. These are specific stories that will add the human touch to the article and help to illustrate the main points. Any case histories chosen must be relevant to the main message of the article.
· ﻿Narrative description. This lead presents itself as a narrative or story, usually told in the third person.
· ﻿﻿Narrative description in the first person. This is used for immediacy and draws the reader into the article.
· ﻿﻿Comparison and contrast. This type of lead is effective at hooking the reader. It can compare the way things used to be with the way things are now or the way we used to think with the way we think now. It can rely on binary oppositions, for example, good versus bad, beauty versus ugliness, health versus illness.
· ﻿﻿Historical comparison and contrast. This takes a notable moment, event or person from history and then contrasts it with the way things are now.
· ﻿﻿Literary reference. This begins with a literary quotation, idea, reference or fact to highlight the message of the feature article.
Figure of speech or play-on-words. This begins with a pun or verbal 'joke'.
· ﻿﻿Prose poetry. This waxes purple in its allusion to something dear to the reader's heart. Borrowed from the novelist's craft, the prose-poetry lead is used to set the tone or mood of the article.
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· ﻿﻿Dialogue. This creates a situation or establishes character.
· ﻿﻿Teaser. This is provocative and exciting. It engages the reader with tight wording and graphic images.
· ﻿﻿Delayed. This withholds identification of the person, group, place or event that is central to the story. Identification is usually delayed for only a few paragraphs, but sometimes can be suspended until the end of the article.
· ﻿﻿Descriptive. This is similar to the narrative lead in that it simply paints a picture of a person, place or event. The descriptive lead is sometimes called a situation lead if a scene is set or a particular atmosphere is created.
· ﻿﻿Direct address. This talks to the reader by addressing them as
'you', designed to involve the reader in the story without actually introducing the writer.
· ﻿﻿Expression. This uses aphorisms, proverbs, mottoes or other traditionally well-known illustrations of basic truths to introduce the article.
· ﻿﻿Prediction. This predicts a situation or issue soon to arise based on forecasts from reputable sources.
· ﻿﻿Relationship. This describes cause and effect and how one event triggers another.
· ﻿﻿Surprise. This is also known as the punch lead and is intended to shock the reader. It should be used to lead the reader astray initially, but like any good lead, should tease, promise and deliver.
· ﻿﻿Summary. This sums up in a few sentences or a couple of paragraphs the essence of the feature article.
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Unlike news stories which can just stop, feature articles usually have a definite ending. It is useful to consider the idea of a circular narrative, where the article can begin and end with the same idea or indeed the same question; what has moved on is the reader's understanding of the subject. As such, the ending can be just as important as the lead. As Hamilton tells us, 'the ending serves a definite purpose. It closes the story loop, tying up all the loose ends and leaving the reader emotionally satisfied' (2005: 124).

When considering the practicalities of writing the ending, Bugeja (1998: 149) suggests a consideration of the following basic requirements:

• It echoes or answers the introduction, fulfilling the contract promised in the title of the work.  It has been prepared for, or foreshadowed, via preceding thematic statements. It contains a final epiphany or peak experience for take-away value.

• The epiphany is expressed in an open or a closed manner, depending on the piece. The decision to use either an open or a closed ending is important as it will affect the overall feel of the article. Writers should consider an open ending if they want to leave their readers guessing or pondering on their truths; a closed ending, rather, resolves the topic or theme of the article. Writers should consider a closed ending if their aim is to satisfy their readers or entice them to think or act in a certain way.

Endings should be carefully crafted and not just tacked on as a swift conclusion. They should be relatively short, with one or two paragraphs, and tightly written. As with leads, there are a number of endings to choose from, ranging from a single word to something more descriptive and evocative. 
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Other endings include the straight question, the rhetorical question, the onomatopoeic ending, the play-on-words, a summary quotation, the echo conclusion (echoing something written in the lead or body), the twist, the stand-alone quotation and the statement ending (the writer's final perspective on the situation).

image4.svg
                     Writing tips • Begin with a lead that hooks the reader in, and keeps them. • Be simple and concise. Write as you speak. Avoid pomposity, preachiness and ostentation. • ﻿﻿ Use the familiar word rather than the unfamiliar, and avoid jargon. • ﻿﻿ Use the concrete rather than the abstract. • ﻿﻿ Avoid clichés. • ﻿﻿﻿﻿ Vary the pace and rhythm of your sentences. • ﻿﻿ Avoid unnecessary adjectives and adverbs. • Use active verbs rather than in passive ones and keep the subject and verb near each other.


image5.png
Structure

Storyline (theme): This is the 'big idea’, the driving force of the
article.

Lead: The opening paragraph, including the 'hook' to draw the
reader in effectively.

Main point 1: This is the most important subject of this article. It
should explore what is involved, by whom, where and when, along

with questions of how and why.

Subpoints: Facts, figures, quotations, interviews, anecdotes and any
other supporting evidence to back up the main point.

Main point 2: This evolves from main point 1. It is of secondary
importance, yet crucially develops the article's narrative. It may
bring into question an ancillary topic or subject (person).
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any other supporting evidence to back up the main point.

There may be several further points, following the same pattern
until...
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The ending

An open ending is a good choice if you want to leave readers guessing

or pondering on the revelations you have made

A closed ending resolves the topic or theme of the article— useful if
your aim is to satisfy readers or entice them to think or act in a certain
way.

Endings should be carefully crafted and not just tacked on as a swift
conclusion. They should be relatively short: one or two tightlywritten
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A good ending:
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the title of the work;

has been prepared for, or foreshadowed, via preceding thematic
statements;

contains a final epiphany or peak experience for take-away value.
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                     Some impactful endings include … • a straight question; • a rhetorical question; • a play - on - words; • a summary quotation; • and echo conclusion (echoing something written in the lead or body); • a twist; • a stand - alone quotation and the statement ending (the writer's final perspective on the situation).
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Often first person: you become the reader’s eyes and ears’
Presenting a point of view.
Language can be more colourful and evocative.

Weaves quotations into the narrative but also includes a pen portrait
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Usually follows a human interestnarrative
Can be longer — intended for leisure reading
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News backgrounder: more background and detail on people or
events in the news.

Colour piece: behind the scenes of an event (on the set of a new
historical drama)

Leader page feature: analyses, comments upon and delves deeper
into an important news story.

'‘Watch me' feature: reporters recounting their experiences, such as
a visit to a museum or exhibition.

Interview profile piece
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* Begin with a lead that hooks the reader in, and keeps
them.

* Be simple and concise. Write as you speak. Avoid
pomposity, preachiness and ostentation.

* Use the familiar word rather than the unfamiliar, and
avoid jargon.

* Use the concrete rather than the abstract.

* Avoid clichés.

* Vary the pace and rhythm of your sentences.
* Avoid unnecessary adjectives and adverbs.

* Use active verbs rather than in passive ones and keep
the subject and verb near each other.




