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Preface


ARTICLE OR SHORT STORY?


Newspapers and magazines are two of the most attainable markets for article and short story writers keen to see their work in print.


Many a struggling writer’s first taste of success may well have been the letters page of their local newspaper or favourite magazine. Moved to put pen to paper by a local injustice, an amusing incident or just because they enjoy writing letters, the pleasure of being published is invariably addictive.


Once hooked on publication, the true writer will be unable to stop and the letters will begin their inevitable metamorphosis into an article or story. It is at this stage that we need to pause and consider the options open to the freelance contributor.


Bearing in mind that the majority of topical hard news stories are provided by professional journalists and staff writers, this still leaves plenty of scope for the freelance in the form of feature articles and short stories. It is, therefore, extremely useful to develop the ability to write both fact and fiction.


For those writers familiar with journalistic references to news stories, the distinction between an article and a story may be unclear. Is it fact or fiction? Indeed, when is a story not a story? At first sight, some of the definitions for the word ‘story’ given in Chambers Dictionary simply add to the confusion:


•   a fictitious narrative


•   a tale


•   an anecdote


•   a news article.


However, as every successful freelance knows, the answer to the riddle, ‘When is a story not a story?’ is probably ‘When it’s an article’. Whilst the format may differ, the approach by the writer is surprisingly similar.


This book is designed to give writers an insight into both the similarities and the differences between producing fictional short stories and non-fiction articles for the magazine and newspaper markets. The key to both formats is:


•   brevity


•   clarity


•   reader identification.


One discipline relies heavily on the ability to place factual information in a logical order in a manner that is easily absorbed by the reader. The other requires the writer to have a sound grasp of fiction writing techniques. As you work your way through this book, you will discover that these elements are to be found in varying proportions in both genres.


This book takes you step by step through the techniques of writing both articles and short stories. It shows you how to write to length and style, how to adapt your work for different markets and how the inclusion of fiction techniques can enhance and improve factual articles. Research and the importance of factual accuracy in fiction will be explained and guidance is given on how to present and market your finished manuscripts.


Master the requirements of both genres and you will double your chances of writing successfully for newspapers and magazines.


Adèle Ramet
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Mixing Fact and Fiction


The motivation to write for publication differs widely from one writer to another. Many start at school, writing essays and stories in their English lessons. Consistently high marks from a teacher they respect in a subject they enjoy may well plant the seed of hope that one day, in the far distant future, they may try their hand at writing a novel.


For others, it is the school magazine that shapes their ambition. A series of articles, possibly leading to their taking over the editor’s chair and before you know it, a future non-fiction feature writer is born.


Picking up the threads


Whilst these early enthusiasms can lead to a career as a professional journalist, the vast majority of us simply place these ambitions in the same unattainable category as rock star or racing driver and go about our more mundane daily lives.


However, for many of us there comes a time, prompted perhaps by redundancy, children leaving home or simply the belief that we can do better than the author of the article or short story we’ve just read, when our thoughts return to those early writing successes of our schooldays. Our choice of fact or fiction is invariably influenced by our past interests and, eager to pick up the threads where we left off, we feel we have to return to either one or the other. However, just because you were good at articles in the past, doesn’t mean you can’t write short stories now, and vice versa.


Understanding the differences


Before we begin to explore the many similarities, it is useful to establish exactly what differences there are between the two genres. The chart in Figure 1 highlights the main points which separate factual articles from fictional short stories.






	Articles


	Stories







	Fact, i.e. the truth


	Fiction, i.e. a lie







	Primarily informative


	Primarily entertaining







	Authorcan provide own
illustrations


	Illustrations always provided by magazine







	Quotations from other published
articles add credibility


	Quotations from published authors can spoil the fictional flow







	The ending can be either
downbeat or uplifting depending upon the theme and purpose of the article


	Most magazine short stories require an upbeat ending








Fig. 1. The differences between factual articles and fictional stories.



ESTABLISHING COMMON GROUND


Perhaps the best way to distinguish between the two genres is to remember that fiction writers tell lies whilst article writers tell the truth. Well, most of the time anyway.


Having established the main differences, we now need to look at the common ground. This comes from the techniques the writer needs to employ in order to communicate effectively with the reader.


Short stories and articles both require:


♦   a beginning, a middle and an ending which ties up satisfactorily with the beginning


♦   a strong, attention-grabbing opening which gives an indication of what is to follow


♦   accurate factual information


♦   clear imagery


♦   reader identification


♦   content which reflects the style of the newspaper or magazine for which it is intended.


Both genres must also:


♦   be written to a predetermined length


♦   have an original slant


♦   hold the reader’s attention from beginning to end


♦   deliver what was promised in the opening line.


One extra ingredient which is optional for the article but is usually considered essential for a short story is:


♦   a proportion of dialogue.


All these points will be explained as you work through the book, but as you can already see, there are many factors which are common to both genres.



EXPLOITING THE SIMILARITIES


Having gained an insight into the techniques required to write fact and fiction, we can exploit the similarities to enable us to write productively for newspapers and magazines.


Beginning with an idea


Imagine the scene. In the hope of selling an article to your local newspaper, you are attending a school fête. A wide variety of animals have been entered for the annual pet show, but your attention is drawn to the dogs’ obedience competition where, you are told, this year’s winner is an ill-treated animal, rescued by the RSPCA.


In addition to a general report on the fête, you now have the opportunity to write a whole range of articles for a selection of outlets, from specialist magazines for dog-owners to mass market publications. There is scope for:


♦   a feature about the dog and its owner


♦   a feature about pet shows in general


♦   a report on the work of the RSPCA


♦   an in-depth investigation into cruelty to animals


♦   a step-by-step guide to dog training


♦   a report highlighting the special problems involved in taking on a rescue pet.


At this stage, you are still only looking at topics associated with dogs but there will have been a range of pets at the show, including some exotic animals which could give rise to all sorts of article ideas.


Finding a story


The possibilities for articles are extensive but so, too, are the possibilities for fiction.


Pets have a knack of bringing people together and offer any number of situations for romantic fiction. Two lonely people walking their dogs in the park, a kind stranger offering to help rescue a cat from a tree or someone returning a lost pet to its rightful owner.


Animals also provide the opportunity for conflict between their owners and where there is conflict, there is potential not only for romance but also for a twist in the tale.


For example, keen gardeners can be highly intolerant of a neighbour’s wandering cat. Where a potentially prizewinning plant is under severe threat from the unwanted attentions of a pedigree pussycat, more than a little fur will fly in the days leading up to the local fête.



PLAYING AROUND WITH THE FACTS


Earlier in this chapter, I stated that fiction writers tell lies, whilst article writers tell the truth. The truth is, that this statement was a lie.


Telling lies


Whilst a good article is based firmly in fact, there is nothing wrong with employing one or two fiction-writing tricks of the trade in order to liven up a piece of non-fiction.


You may, for example, be writing a personal experience article about the problems you encountered on your first ever caravan holiday. As the article begins to take shape, you are reminded of an amusing incident which took place on a much later trip.


By this time, you had owned a caravan for several years and were experienced enough to know better but with a little tweaking here and there, the anecdote offers some handy hints on caravan towing and serves to round off the article perfectly.


OK, so maybe you have drastically altered the sequence of events in order to embellish the feature, but politics is not the only profession where being economical with the truth can be highly effective in achieving the desired result.



READING ABOUT PEOPLE


Whether fact or fiction, people read about people. Factual articles which include case histories, informal chats, quotes and photographs are far more interesting than those which simply list a lot of statistical information.


Expanding the ‘I’ element


As article writers, we are advised to write about what we know and in order to establish credibility, we need to include details of our own personal experience. However, one of the biggest pitfalls for the novice writer is the ‘I’ element, as demonstrated in Example A below:


Example A


My first caravan holiday was a total disaster. The first thing I did wrong was to forget to make everything secure for travelling. Then I left the milk behind and I hadn’t gone more than a few miles along the motorway before I was pulled over by the police.


By now, any experienced caravanner will have lost patience with the writer and inexperienced readers will have gained no concrete information. This is one person’s own story and is of no interest to anyone else.


The first thing the writer needs to do is to replace the word ‘I’ with the word ‘you’. This brings in the element which is essential for both fact and fiction, that of reader identification. In other words, the reader must be able to relate to the people and situations featured in your articles and short stories. The rewritten Example B offers this element to the reader:


Example B


If you’re planning to tour with a caravan for the first time, you’re in for a rare treat. No other holiday combines the same kind of freedom with the luxury a well-equipped caravan provides. That isn’t to say that there aren’t one or two pitfalls, but by following a few simple rules they can be easily avoided.


In the next chapter, we’ll be looking at different types of articles and formats you can use, but the above sample is an illustration of the opening to a straightforward factual information piece.



CHANGING WITH THE SEASONS


One of the biggest headaches facing an editor is finding suitable features and stories which reflect the changing seasons and significant days throughout the annual calendar.


Keeping one step ahead


We will be looking at topicality later in the book, but for now, bear in mind that the writer who an editor can call upon to fill a seasonal slot is always in demand. Editors are invariably looking for articles and stories which not only reflect seasonal changes in the weather but also the following events on the annual calendar:


♦   Christmas


♦   St Valentine’s Day


♦   Easter


♦   All Fool’s Day


♦   Mothering Sunday


♦   Father’s Day


♦   Halloween.


They will also require features commemorating anniversaries of historical events and influential figures, holiday ideas for ‘Summer Specials’ and educational items for ‘Back to School’ editions. There will be more information on planning ahead for these issues in Chapter 10.



TAKING A FLEXIBLE APPROACH


For the short story writer, the magazine market is quite specific. Ages and lifestyles of characters will be heavily influenced by the readership of the magazines at which you are aiming and because magazine styles are very distinctive, the market for any one particular storyline may be quite limited.


As the fiction market is so restrictive, rather than waste good research material by confining it to one or perhaps two short stories, it pays to put any facts you have discovered to good use in the form of a number of different articles.


Getting the most out of the material


Never allow anything to go to waste. Your cupboards and drawers will quickly become stuffed with newspaper cuttings, press releases, information leaflets and any other useful material you can lay your hands on, but it will be worth it in the end.


It certainly pays to be flexible. Set out all the facts you have available, the seasonal implications, the people involved, then consider the uses to which you can put all the information. Fact, fiction or a mixture of both, anything’s worth a try.



CASE STUDIES


George tells his story


George has led a full and active life and, since his retirement, has taken up a number of hobbies. His anecdotes about his work and the people he meets in pursuit of his interests are fun to listen to but are far too personal to interest anyone who does not know him. He uses the word ‘I’ constantly and until he stands back from the incidents he relates and puts them in a broader context, he will fail in his bid to achieve publication.



John shares his expertise


John is an office worker in his late thirties. Like George, he has several hobbies about which he is both enthusiastic and knowledgeable. His articles and short stories are always written with a specific readership in mind and are designed to both inform and to entertain. His subject expertise brings an authority to his work which adds an important dimension to everything that he writes.



CHECKLIST


1.   Are you sure you know the difference between an article and a short story?


2.   Do you have sufficient factual information for an article?


3.   Can you turn some of your facts into a short story?


4.   Does the word ‘you’ feature significantly in your article?


5.   Will a reader relate to the people and situations you are writing about?



ASSIGNMENT


Think of a single theme based on your own interest and expertise and write down as many different article ideas as you can. When you’ve finished, go back and see how many of those ideas could be adapted into fictional short stories.
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Constructing an Article
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HOOKING THE READER


When you sit down to write an article, there are two main points to bear in mind:


1.   the topic you are writing about


2.   the person who will read it.


Selecting the right topics


There is no doubt that you will get better results if you write about what you know rather than if you attempt to write authoritatively on a subject with which you are unfamiliar.


Writing for the reader


The key to writing effective articles is not to write for yourself but to inform and entertain the reader.


Let’s say that your hobby is decorating eggs and you want to write an article about it. Don’t be tempted to set up the background in a lengthy introduction about yourself or your reader will have completely lost interest by the time the topic is revealed.



Grabbing the reader’s attention


If you are to grab and hold a reader’s attention, it is essential to tell them what the article is about in the very first line. A good opening should:


♦   be short and to the point


♦   tell you the topic in the first line


♦   give you a hint of what is to come.


To illustrate the point, which of the following two openings would make you want to read on?


Opening A


I began my hobby many years ago when my parents took me on holiday to a tiny village in the country. However, it was many years later before I was able to take it up, long after my family had grown up and left home and I was able to devote more time to my own hobbies and interests. It took me ages to gather together the materials I needed, find a place to store them and clear a space in the house for me to work and then a close relative became ill and I had to help look after them, so that put paid to any plans of my own.


Opening B


With a final brush stroke, Sheila’s latest work is complete and she adds a highly decorative goose egg to her large collection of handpainted eggs.


Sheila began decorating eggs over thirty years ago. She uses mainly chicken and goose eggs, but before she starts a new design, the first step is to blow and clean her ‘canvas’.


In Opening A, the first line fails to reveal the subject of the article and you are none the wiser by the end of the paragraph. No editor would bother reading beyond this point, but should the piece somehow find its way into print, few readers would be persuaded to struggle on.


Opening B, on the other hand, gives you the topic in the first sentence. It introduces a person with whom the reader can identify and you have an indication that the article will be a step-by-step introduction to egg decoration.


An article of this type would be most suitable for either a local interest or a craft/hobby publication. In this case, your reader will be a person who enjoys arts and crafts and will expect concrete information about the topic, not a rambling piece detailing the life and times of someone they have never met.


Learning something new


Providing you choose subjects you find interesting, there is no reason why you shouldn’t research and write about topics you know little about. Just bear in mind that an article you find boring to write will be even more boring for a stranger to read. Because people read about people, you can enliven the piece with the inclusion of a little background information about the person practising the craft and some dialogue with them.



DRAFTING AN OUTLINE


Having decided upon a topic, it is worth taking the time to sort out exactly what points you intend to cover.


Writing an outline along the lines of the one shown in Figure 2 will give you a framework for the piece and keep your mind focused on the task in hand. As we shall see later in this chapter, it is all too easy to wander away from the main theme and an outline should prevent this.



KEEPING TO THE POINT


An outline should be treated as a flexible framework on which to base your article. Once devised, the next stage is to consider the content in more detail and this is where your mind has a habit of wandering off the point.






	BEGINNING


	Introduction to the craft, history, popularity and to Sheila, the artist.







	MIDDLE


	
Sheila’s background.


Egg decorating step by step.


Explain how reader can get started and lead in to closing paragraphs.








	END


	
Materials, stockists, costs, courses, reference books, useful addresses and contact numbers, etc.


Tie up with opening.









Fig. 2. Sample outline for an article on egg decorating.


Condensing the content


Having opened the egg decorating article quite economically, we have set the tone for a straight, no-frills, information piece.


Using the outline in Figure 2 as a guide, the middle paragraphs should not only contain a factual guide to egg painting but also some personal information about Sheila and some dialogue with her. This should be as brief as possible but with sufficient detail to satisfy the reader’s natural curiosity and establish Sheila’s credibility as a skilled practitioner of her craft. Something along the following lines would be suitable:
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