
M E D I A  W R I T I N G  &  
R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y

L E A D S  &  S T R U C T U R E

J 2 0 2  M A S S  C O M M U N I C A T I O N  P R A C T I C E S



W H A T  M A K E S  
S O M E T H I N G  A  
G O O D  
S T O R Y ?



The process of media writing is the 
same for an ad as for narrative 

journalism in The New Yorker or 
lead story in The Washington Post



Idea
Information
Focus
Order
Draft
Revision

P R O C E S S  O F  
M E D I A  W R I T I N G



W H A T  W E ’ R E  D O I N G  H E R E
• T H I N K I N G
• W R I T I N G
• A D A P T I N G
• D E V E L O P I N G  S K I L L S
• E S T A B L I S H I N G  I N T E G R I T Y



W H A T  M A K E S  A  
G O O D  
W R I T E R / C O M M U N I C A T O R ?
Understanding audience
Understanding goals
Curiosity
Humility
Critical thinking

T E L L  M E  A  S T O R Y



https://storify.com/stacylf9/advice-from-former-j202-students





Q U I Z Z E S
During our next eight lecture weeks

• Readings
• AP style, grammar, usage
• Current events

C H E C K  T H E  # J 2 0 2  H A S H T A G  F O R  N E W S











nytimes.com/college36



E X T R A  C R E D I T
• Attend professional 

practice events
• Participate in research studies



• What two things surprised you most 
about the syllabus?

• What three questions do you have about J202?

• What’s one thing that’s confusing you 
about J202 right now?

• What’s one thing that’s making you 
nervous about J202 right now?



I N D I V I D U A L  S T O R Y  ( O R  I S )

L A Y O U T

I N T E R V I E W

A U D I O

S L I D E S H O W

A L T E R N A T I V E
S T O R Y
F O R M

Pitch: 0%
Alternative stories (2): 10%
Interview: 10%
Magazine layout: 10%
Audio story: 10%
Draft: 10%
Audio slideshow: 10%
Final story: 20%
Final website: 20%



https://uwmadisonboxing.wordpress.com/the-fight/



I N D I V I D U A L  S T O R Y  ( O R  I S )

L A Y O U T

I N T E R V I E W

A U D I O

S L I D E S H O W

A L T E R N A T I V E
S T O R Y
F O R M

Pitch: 0%
Alternative stories (2): 10%
Interview: 10%
Magazine layout: 10%
Audio story: 10%
Draft: 10%
Audio slideshow: 10%
Final story: 20%
Final website: 20%



F I N D  S T O R Y  I D E A S

University website — wisc.edu
UW-Madison press releases — news.wisc.edu
Campus event calendars — today.wisc.edu
Experts guide — experts.news.wisc.edu
Talk to people!

P I T C H E S  A R E  D U E  B Y  T H E  S T A R T  O F  
W E E K  3  L E C T U R E  O N  M O N D A Y ,  S E P T  1 8



W H A T  M E D I A
W R I T E R S  D O

News
Short form
Long form
Video
Audio
Images
Interactive
Social

Strategic communication
Strategy
Print ads
Radio and TV ads
Interactive
Campaigns
Relationships
Crisis communication



N E W S  V A L U E S
What is newsworthy?

Timeliness — people drawn to what’s new
Impact — who is affected?
Conflict — it’s inherently interesting
Novelty — quirkiness draws attention
Proximity — people care about what’s local
Prominence — well-known people are newsworthy
Human interest, humor, suspense





O T H E R  F A C T O R S
• sources

• credibility

• accountability

• visibility

• deadlines

• subject vs. 
theme M M/Flickr Creative Commons



M E D I A  M I N E F I E L D S
P R E S E R V I N G  Y O U R  I N T E G R I T Y



how
explosive

is it?



T A K I N G  W O R D I N G
S T A T E  D N R  O N  D E V I L ’ S  L A K E  S T A T E  P A R K

There are 29 miles of trails in the park, ranging 
from easy strolls along a paved pathway along 
the lakeshore, to a rocky hiking ascent up the 
south face of the East Bluff.

I  W R I T E

Trails in Devil’s Lake range from easy strolls 
along a paved pathway along the lakeshore, to 
a rocky hiking ascent up the south face of the 
East Bluff.



E V E N  T H O U G H  T H I S  I S  F R O M  A  G O V E R N M E N T  S O U R C E ,  
Y O U  S T I L L  P L A G I A R I Z E  I F  Y O U  C O P Y  D I R E C T  W O R D I N G .

I N T E G R I T Y  T I P : P A R A P H R A S E

kaboom!



W H A T  I F  I  W R I T E  
T H I S ?

Hikers at Devil’s Lake State Park have 
access to 29 miles of trails showcasing 
the scenic views of the lake and 
surrounding area, but with different 
degrees of difficulty and length.



T A K I N G  N O T E S

I take notes on my laptop, but forget to 
put secondary material in quotes and 
end up using them as if they're my own.



Y O U ’ R E  I N  T R O U B L E .  I T  D O E S N ’ T  M A T T E R  H O W  Y O U  
C A M E  T O  P L A G I A R I Z E .  Y O U  J U S T  D I D  I T .

I N T E G R I T Y  T I P :  W H E N E V E R  Y O U  C O P Y  A N D  P A S T E ,  
H I G H L I G H T  T H A T  T E X T  I N  A  D I F F E R E N T  C O L O R  I N  

Y O U R  N O T E S .  T H E N  G O O G L E  S O M E  P H R A S E S  F R O M  
Y O U R  S T O R Y  B E F O R E  P U B L I S H I N G .  

blam!



S E C O N D A R Y  
S O U R C E S
I  R E A D :

“Hamilton: An American Musical” tells 
the story of Alexander Hamilton, one of 
America’s Founding Fathers and the first 
Secretary of the Treasury.

I  W R I T E :

Alexander Hamilton was the first 
Secretary of the Treasury.



F A C T S  T H A T  A R E  G E N E R A L L Y  K N O W N  A C R O S S  
S O U R C E S  D O  N O T  N E E D  T O  B E  A T T R I B U T E D .

I N T E G R I T Y  T I P :  W H E N  I N  D O U B T ,  A T T R I B U T E .

safe!



G U I D A N C E
I want to be sure I’m using the 
right format for an executive 
summary, so I borrow the structure 
from a friend who’s taken J202



L O O K I N G  T O  G O O D  W R I T E R S  F O R  I N S P I R A T I O N  O N  
S T R U C T U R E  A N D  S T Y L E  I S  A  G R E A T  I D E A .

I N T E G R I T Y  T I P :  F O L L O W  T H E  F O R M  B U T  D O N ’ T  P A R R O T  
A N Y O N E  E X A C T L Y .  D E V E L O P  Y O U R  O W N  S K I L L S .

safe!



B O R R O W I N G  I D E A S

• I read in a secondary source: “One way to address 
the rise in automobile thefts may be for the state to 
give tax credits for the purchase of alarm systems.”

• I write in a feature story: “Maybe there would be 
fewer stolen cars if the state provided tax credits to 
drivers who buy alarms for their vehicles.”



T H I S  B O M B  I S N ’ T  E X P L O D I N G  Y E T  B U T  I T  C O U L D .  T H I S  
D O E S N ’ T  S E E M  L I K E  A  P A R T I C U L A R L Y  O R I G I N A L  

T H O U G H T ,  B U T  I F  T H E  O T H E R  A U T H O R  I S  T H E  F I R S T  O R  
O N L Y  O N E  T O  H A V E  I T ,  Y O U  S H O U L D  C R E D I T  H E R .

I N T E G R I T Y  T I P :  U S E  H Y P E R L I N K S  T O  C R E D I T  O T H E R  
P E O P L E ’ S  O R I G I N A L  I D E A S  B Y  P O I N T I N G  Y O U R  

A U D I E N C E  T O  T H E M

tick, tick …



W H A T  I S  T H E  M O S T  
I M P O R T A N T  T H I N G  
Y O U ’ V E  H E A R D  S O  
F A R  T O D A Y ?



L E A D S
Your writing and storytelling 
cannot engage without the 
hook to make 
readers/viewers/consumers 
want to keep going



I N V E R T E D  P Y R A M I D
• most-important info first

• importance descends

• simple, concise words

• active verbs

• short sentences, paragraphs

• common in: hard news, 
breaking broadcast, press 
releases, newsletter stories, 
executive summaries

S T A R T  W I T H  W H A T ’ S
M O S T  I M P O R T A N T

A N D
P U T  T H E  N E W E S T  

T H I N G  F I R S T



W H O ?  W H A T ?
W H E N ?  W H E R E ?
W H Y ?  H O W ?

Have these questions in your heads 
when you sit down to write your leads



How would you tell 
the story to your friend?



— A L B E R T  E I N S T E I N

“If you can’t explain something simply, 
you don’t understand it well enough.”

Ida/Flickr Creative Commons



K I S S
K E E P  I T  S I M P L E S T U D E N T S



O T H E R  R U L E S
• For print, keep it to about 30 words
• For broadcast, keep it to 20 syllables
• Don’t give all the specifics



Ready or not, Florida found itself face to face with 
Hurricane Irma’s galloping winds and rains on 
Sunday, as evacuees and holdouts alike marked 
uneasy time in homes and shelters from the Keys 
to the Panhandle, tap-tapping their nearly dead 
cellphones for news they were frantic to hear but 
helpless to change. — New York Times



Traveling up the Florida coast. Fort Myers 
residents describe Irma’s galloping wind 
today.

— NPR

W H O ?
W H E N ?

W H A T ?

W H Y ? H O W ?
W H E R E ?



In a bold and unexpected move that underscores 
its role as a leader in social innovation, TOMS 
today launched the TOMS Marketplace, a new 
online retail destination hosted on TOMS.com 
that features a curated collection of 200 socially 
conscious products from 30 different companies.  

— Toms Shoes

W H O ?
W H E N ?

W H A T ?

W H Y ? H O W ?
W H E R E ?



W H E R E  T O  S T A R T
1. Gather your facts
2. Consider your audience, goals
3. Break it down by the 5Ws & H

W H O ? W H E R E ?
W H A T ? W H Y ?
W H E N ?  H O W ?



W H E R E  T O  S T A R T

4. Decide what’s most important
Is it prominence? Timeliness? Proximity?

H O W  W O U L D  Y O U  
W R I T E  T H E  L E A D ?



W H E R E  T O  S T A R T
5. Revise and recast

I S  I T  C L E A R ?
I S  I T  C O M P E L L I N G ?

I S  I T  A C T I V E ?

I S  I T  C O N C I S E ?





• most intriguing info first 

• thread throughout

• ending to “wrap”

• simple, concise words

• active verbs

• varied sentence, paragraph 
length

• common in: features, broadcast 
packages, speeches, direct mail

S T A R T  W I T H  
W H A T ’ S

M O S T  
I N T R I G U I N G

A N D
W E A V E  A  
T H R E A D  

T H R O U G H  T H E  
S T O R Y  A S  A  

W H O L E

N A R R A T I V E –
F E A T U R E  L E A D S



F E A T U R E  L E A D S  
R E Q U I R E  A
D I F F E R E N T
A P P R O A C H

Emblem lead: Have an example or 
person stand in for theme
Anecdotal lead: Observe and offer a 
description of a slice of what’s 
happening there
Scene-setter lead: Describe the 
scene
Contrast: Show how two things are 
different





Day 68. That’s all the sign says on the wall of the Starfish Restaurant in 
Grand Isle, Louisiana. Everyone knows what it means: 68 days since the 
blowout, 68 days of oil gushing out at the rate of 30,000, 40,000, 60,000 
barrels a day. Who knows for sure? Nobody trusts BP’s numbers. When 
it comes to the spill, Grand Isle is ground zero. Everyone here has seen 
the live pictures of the gushing wellhead, the hellish brown geyser a 
mile deep out in the Gulf. They have smelled the oil, touched it, walked 
in it, and they know more is out there, coming in with a shift of the wind 
and tides, killing the shrimp, coating the birds, scaring away tourists. 
The days tick by, the oil keeps coming. Day 68. On the Louisiana coast, 
the Deepwater Horizon blowout was the environmental equivalent of 
September 11th, an event so significant that it rearranges time itself.

F R O M  R O L L I N G  S T O N E



W H A T  N O T  T O  D O
Don’t start with a question
Don’t start with a quote
Don’t forget to say WHAT happened

troy mason/Flickr Creative Commons



The Wisconsin Supreme Court heard testimony 
Tuesday in a case about public access to privately 
owned beachfront property in Wisconsin.

W H A T  D O E S  T H A T  T E L L  M E ?

N O T  M U C H

The Wisconsin Supreme Court Tuesday heard 
testimony in a case that could mean privately 
owned beachfront property would have to be 
opened for public access.


