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Introduction

This course is for students who want to
explore feature writing as a means of improving their research and
writing skills or to pursue a print journalism focus in the
communication major. Students will learn how to develop and
organize ideas, adapt their writing for specific audiences and
revise and polish their prose style.


 


 Week One

Ideas for Stories

Where and how to get ideas is important for
a writer's success, because without new and interesting ideas, it's
hard to spark a reader’s interest. We will talk about where and how
to get ideas for that great feature story.


Where and How to Get Ideas

As a great feature writer, you will want to
spark a reader’s interest with a new and interesting topic. Some
places to look for fresh ideas are listed.

Yourself. A special job, a unique
personal experience you've had, special interests, hobbies or
places you've been, are all good sources for ideas.

Other
People. Their special skills, hobbies,
how problems can be solved, or an outstanding achievement, can be
great topics to write on.

Family. Your family may be a
great source for ideas. Many of you may have families that you
could use as a basis for a human interest feature story.

Television. Soap Operas are a
great source for ideas and characterizations. Not that you need to
get hooked on the soap operas, but even watching one episode can
help, whether daytime or evening as you can get ideas for dialogue,
learn what subjects are of great social concern (such as chemical
dependency), and how people really do handle difficult situations,
as well as actual related dialogue.

Movies. Movies can also be a good
source. Even though some movies are quite unrealistic, watching
them can give you ideas that can help portray a different
world.

Work.
Many people have work situations, or work with
people who have great accomplishments and successes, or work with
very unusual people. These people can also be great sources for
stories, articles, and books.

Newspapers. There are many ideas
that can surface by reading news stories. A follow-up could be
written, or perhaps you could present the other side of the
issue.

Many times when reading through a newspaper,
you may think that the writer or reporter didn't say anything
about________. You could probably present that side of the issue.
You could also write follow-ups to many stories. For example, a
house fire. We always hear about the fire, but what happens to the
occupants six months later? How do they piece their lives back
together? A follow-up could be written on that, and would be a
great human interest feature story

Magazines. After reading an
article, you may want to write a different viewpoint on the topic.
Or write about the topic with a different slant for another market.
When you read various articles, you may think that the article
could be presented in a different way. You could write
that.

Just reading through other magazines of
course, should give you ideas for other writing.

Advertisements. Signs,
billboards, television, radio, and printed ads may inspire an idea
for a story.

Signs. Check out those flashing
signs with the flashing message that you see at smaller shopping
centers or banks. The ones at banks are of particular interest
because many times they advertise interest rates for a loan or a
money market, yet the message flashes by so fast that one is almost
off the road turning one's neck to read the message. These messages
seem to flash at a third grade reading level. Yet, who with only a
third grade reading level would be interested in what interest
rates one can get on the money market? This could make for an
interesting piece, first doing some research to discover what speed
these messages actually flash at, and then how the speed is
determined. Another perspective could be from an advertising
standpoint—are these signs a waste of money?–another viewpoint on
the same topic.

Billboards. These can inspire
ideas for different pieces of writing. You could write from an
artistic viewpoint, a grammatical viewpoint, or any other viewpoint
that you choose. An example is that there seems to be a trend to
the two-color billboard from the multi-color one. An essay could be
written from an artistic standpoint. Then there were the Kemps
cows: remember all the different types of cows? That could inspire
an idea for a children's story! Billboards with misspellings!--now
there's an idea from a grammatical viewpoint.

Television
Ads. You could select a particular
commercial and write what's behind it. There are a lot of
interesting commercials--like those on cars and car dealer
commercials. What is of particular interest is how car
manufacturers and dealers advertise low interest rates. One can
find articles in various publications, some even including charts
to help one figure out if the low interest saves money in the long
run on a loan, or if more money can be saved if you can get more
cash rebates. Is it better to get the cash rebates because you are
financing less in the end? This could be a piece of writing that
could spark much interest and a wide audience.

Radio. Again you can write about
what's behind the ad.

Printed
Ads. This can inspire the idea to write a
history on a particular business.

Old
Letters. Rereading old letters can
inspire ideas about old friends, events, travel, and
entertainment.

Scrapbooks. Looking through a
scrapbook (or scrap box, or junk drawer) at memorabilia, can bring
back memories which can be great topics to write on--memories of
various events, travel, entertainment, romance, and
more.

You can also write about the great new past
time of “scrapbooking.”

Snapshots. Looking at old
snapshots can inspire ideas about the person or persons in the
snapshot, background, or foreground. Try looking at an old snapshot
through a magnifying glass. You may find something of interest to
write on that you had forgotten about, or may find of interest
someone's expression. Or take a family portrait; a story on the
family members in the portrait who pretend to be happy and get
along, when they aren't and don't.

Conversations
Overheard in a Restaurant. Family
restaurants are great sources for ideas, as you can hear what
people are talking about all around you. This is a great source for
dialogue. Many people meet at family restaurants for a business
meeting, or to socialize. You can usually hear what's going on at
every table--people that are having affairs, people that haven't
seen each other for a long time, someone's having a fight, an
elderly couple analyzing every entree on the menu.... You may even
see people at family restaurants, sitting by themselves and taking
notes--maybe writing down bits of conversations.

State
Fair. A great source for ideas and for
characterizations, as it seems that people come from all over for
this event. It's a great place to watch people.

Airports. Airports are great. If
you're traveling, the person sitting next to you may be an
interesting source for ideas. Also, when you are waiting for
someone, you may find a lot of interesting people from different
geographic locations.

Concerts and
Other Big Events. Checkout particularly
those events that you would have to get to in plenty of time to get
a parking spot, a good seat, or a place in line. I'm sure that all
of you have arrived at an event early, and while waiting for the
event to happen or begin, you elbow the person next to you, because
what you hear is so entertaining, you want to listen and want your
companion to listen too. This is a great way to get actual
dialogue.

Shopping
Malls. Listen to conversations between
other people as they are shopping, and passing through the mall.
It's a great source for ideas, characterizations, and dialogue. Try
going shopping when there aren't so many people around, as you may
be more aware of things that go on around you. You may be in a
dressing room and hear people in adjoining dressing rooms saying:
"This isn't right," "This doesn't fit," "Well I guess we just have
to go back to work and earn some money, we can't spend any here."
This could conjure ideas about the way clothes fit today, or how
manufacturers size clothing; or shopping on lunch hours.

I was once in a department store and
observed a couple who came in to shop. The male wanted a Twins
souvenir mug. The wife did not want the husband to have the mug.
She said "it collects dust." There were a lot of people around, and
instead of them getting impatient, they were cheering the husband
on. He finally got his mug. The wife was outnumbered. What a great
feature story!

I'm sure that all of us at some time or
other have been shopping and have come across a situation that is
just so humorous that you just want to stand around and watch, and
you forget (or no longer care) that you were in a hurry. This can
be worth writing about.

Many times you see scenarios between parents
and teenage children. This can be interesting, as you could do
comparisons, like why do some teenagers think that they have to
wear designer jeans, or certain brands, and others don't. Or why
isn't a less expensive brand just as good? Or write a comparison on
how it was different when you grew up. Or just write an article on
the significance of having a certain brand item?

Bars. Do you ever notice the
stories some people tell in bars? Write these stories, or use
elements of these characters or bits of their dialogue in your
writing.

Bus. The bus lines transport a
variety of people--great for characterizations and
dialogue.

Reunions. Family reunions, class
reunions, and other reunions, can give you ideas on family
background, historical pieces, someone's success or failure, how
someone changed, and many other ideas.

Family
Reunions. You can get an idea at a family
reunion by talking to some elderly relatives. Perhaps do some
research and write a love story connected with your grandparents
moving from overseas.

Then there's the black sheep in the
family--why is this person different from everybody else? There may
be a family member who has gone through a traumatic experience--how
did he/she survive it?

Class
Reunions. The guy you thought was "Mr.
Wonderful" is now fat and bald, and the one who was the "nerd" now
has the great job, is good looking and drives the nice car. And
then there are those who never change. Or you could write on
parallels. For example: the guy in your graduating class from high
school who was in the most trouble, still is,--he's a stockbroker
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