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Seminar Rules  

●  We all have something to contribute, so 
please speak up 

 
●  The more you contribute, the better the 

experience will be for everyone 
 
●  We will start and end on time 
 
●  Attendance counts 

 



Basic Principles of Good 
News and Feature Writing  



 
“Why bother geeking out about writing?” 

 
●  Aiming for clear, strong writing helps you 

communicate better, regardless of forum. 
 
●  We want people to read Maryland Today. 





But seriously 



Simplify  
 

 



Short words usually beat long, polysyllabic 
ones: 
 
●  “use” rather than “utilize”  
●  “ask” rather than “inquire”  
●  “buy” rather than “purchase”  
●  “build” rather than “construct” 
●  “also” rather than “additionally” 
●  “said” rather than “stated,” “mused,” 

“fumed,” “expostulated” and a hundred 
other distracting words. 

 
 



Aim for structural simplicity: 
 

●  Short sentences with fewer clauses vs. 
long, complex sentences. 

●  Short grafs—and three sentences is a long 
graf. 

●  Crisp, focused ledes, whether for a straight 
news story or a feature. 

 
(But don’t be afraid to break the rules for a good reason.) 







Kill the Jargon 
(Maryland Today stories are for general readers,  

not specialists) 

  
 



Avoid Tired Buzzwords 
 
●  synergy 

 
●  catalyze 

 
●  high-impact 

 
●  translational 

 
●  transformative  

 
●  state-of-the-art 

 
●  paradigm 

 
  

 
 

 



Research Blather vs. Plain Writing 







●  Help them raise their media 
savvy and understand a news 
article is not a journal article. 
 

●  With proper care, simplified 
doesn’t have to mean 
dumbed-down or incorrect. 
 

●  A good, readable article can 
grab outside media coverage 
and raise their profile. 

 
 

Talk Researchers Down From the Ledge 

●  To make the case, you need a good grasp of the 
subject. 
 

 



If if the topic can’t be boiled down for general readers, it 
probably isn’t a Maryland Today article. 



●  Know your subject and your audience. 
 

●  Think about what you’re saying with each sentence or 
graf, and how it leads to the next point. 
 

Explain hard concepts and provide necessary background 
 

Smoothly transition between sentences and grafs. 
 

●  Ask yourself: Is there any chance that what you wrote 
could confuse readers? 

 

Get Your Point Across  



●  Check complex parts with a colleague, including your 
Maryland Today story contact. 
 

●  It might help to outline or map out the story before writing.  
 

 



 

“All your clear and pleasing 
sentences will fall apart if you 
don’t keep remembering that 
writing is linear and 
sequential, that logic is the 
glue that holds it together, 
that tension must be 
maintained from one 
sentence to the next and from 
one paragraph to the next...”
—Nonfiction writing guru William Zinsser, On Writing Well 
 


 



Be a Grammarly Nerd 
aka Style and Grammar Matter 

 
 
\ 



Use Active, Unexpected Words 

 

 
 
 

 
“Deep learning-based 
translation systems under 
development at Maryland will 
take limited amounts of 
information from the low-
resource languages, churn it 
with other language-related data 
from better-resourced 
languages, and come up with 
powerful new tools that will 
allow for the manipulation and 
transformation of content in 
those languages.” 





Avoid the Passive Voice 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 



Nope: 
“The largest black hole in the universe has been discovered 
by UMD astronomers.” 
 
Better: 
“UMD astronomers have discovered the largest black hole in 
the universe.” 
 
Best (adding interesting context or facts): 
“The largest black hole in the universe has the mass of 100 
billion suns and powers star formation in the Optimus Prime 
galaxy, the UMD astronomers who discovered it said.” 

Example 



●  Write like you talk (without the “like”s and “umm”s). 
Conversational writing is more natural and appealing. 

 
●  Read the story aloud to yourself to identify style or 

grammar problems or clunkiness likely to throw off 
readers. 



Like What You Write 

Aka Follow Freud’s “Pleasure Principle” 
 
A story you care about will ALWAYS turn out better than one 
you don’t. 



●  Look beyond the obvious—you might find the story is 
something other than what you expected (or were told). 

 
●  What interests you? What makes you smile? What 

creates an emotional reaction? Try to write that, even if 
it’s just a nicely turned phrase in a run-of-the-mill 
announcement. 
 

●  Flee from anything that makes you grit your teeth—or 
get past it as quickly and cleanly as possible. 
 

●  Leave time to go back through the story to tweak, 
rewrite and make it the best it can be. 

 



“After it’s finally on paper, I start editing out 
extraneous information and massaging the 
language so it sounds interesting to read.  
I have a tendency to write much longer than I 
should, so when given a specific word count, it’s 
hard to cut parts of a story that I have some kind  
of emotional connection to.  
I keep editing and rewriting 
until I literally sit up straighter 
with pride after reading each 
paragraph.” 

 
  —Simone S. Oliver, writer/editor, New York Times and  

Facebook 



 
 

Tips and Techniques for 
Refining Your Writing 



Write a Lede That Sings 
(...and tells us something we didn’t already know) 

 
 
 



Write a Lede That Sings 
(...and tells us something we didn’t already know) 

 
 
 



●  Ledes are the toughest part of the story to write. 
 

●  Typically, choose the most interesting or important point. 
 
 

 
 



●  A feature story lede is often more indirect–it has to both 
hook the reader and lead to the central point.  
 

 
 



 
 

 
 



●  Find a balance. Don’t jam everything into the 
lede, but don’t be cryptic or incomplete. 
 

●  Remember: This is the start of a story, not an 
information dump or a press briefing. 
 
Don’t tell us who in your department conducted a study. 
Don’t lead off with where something was published. 
Do relate your most fascinating info or research findings. 
 
 
 

 



Read your lede and ask yourself: 
 
●  If it’s a news article, does it clearly state what the story is 

about? 
 

●  If it’s a feature story lede, is it creative, maybe even fun, 
and is it consistent with the larger story? 
 

●  Do the style and language work to increase interest?  
 

●  Do you see any fat? If so, cut it.  
 



Crack the Nut(Graf) 
 
 
 The nutgraf in theory: 

 
●  Functions as the lede in a 

straight-news/ 
inverted-pyramid lede. 
 

●  Right after a feature lede, 
tells readers what the story is 
about, and the relevance. 



The nutgraf in practice: 
 
●  After two grafs throwing 

out fun facts about 
Dutch parties 300 years 
ago, it smoothly centers 
the story at UMD. 

 
●  In this case, it’s just one 

sentence, and it delivers 
the news about an 
ARHU project. 



●  Usually, one or two straightforward sentences does it. 
●  But a long, complex feature story might have a longer, 

more complex nutgraf—and it might be more than one 
graf. 





Choose Sharp Quotes 



●  Think of quotes as spice, adding flavor to the article. 
 
 
 

 
 



●  Don’t convey basic facts and information in quotes.  
 

●  Use quotes that could only have come from that person, 
that convey emotion or opinion. Otherwise, paraphrase. 
 

●  Avoid the trap of setting up quotes with a sentence that 
has the same information as  the quote. 
 

●  You don’t have to quote–or even include–everyone you 
interview. 
 

●  From the Poynter Institute: “Put your bloated quotes on a 
diet. Quotations should occupy a place of honor in a 
story.” 
 

 
 
 

 
 









Arrive at the End 

 

Close with a dynamite quote that sums up the story. 
 
 
 
 
 

   



The right kind of ending quote can make a story stick with 
you… sometimes permanently.  

-“The R. Kelly Problem,” David Marchese, New York Magazine 
 



A straight news story can end unceremoniously when the 
writer has nothing else to convey. 

 
 
 
 
 

 

—Julian Barnes, The New York Times 



●  You can wrap up a feature story with a rhetorical twist 
instead. 

 

Before starting their commercial farm, the initial idea was to raise their three children in a 
natural setting while growing their own food, Lori Hill says. 
 
“There’s lessons you learn in everyday life on a farm you can’t learn anywhere else,” she 
says. “You have the strict responsibility of chores, and you also have freedom to shoot a 
bow and arrow in your back yard.” 
 
While he hasn’t picked up a bow, the couple’s 3-year-old grandson, who lives 
nearby, clamors to help tend the animals whenever he can. Just maybe, after a 
multigenerational interlude, farming might be back in this family’s bloodstream for 
good. 
 



 
●  The story should end at a natural stopping point, and 

without loose ends or unanswered questions, unless 
they’re the point. 
 

●  If possible, try to end your story with something that 
resonates. 

 



 
 

The Mysterious Art 
of Headline Writing 



No one’s going to read the story if the headline 
doesn’t grab them. (Okay, your mom might…) 
 
 



A Good Hed Is Hard to Write  
 
 

 
 

 

●  Look for inspiration 
in your best line, or 
quote. 
 

●  Play on an idiom or 
cliche—don’t use 
the worn-out phrase 
itself. 





●  Good heds boil the story down to its essence. Don’t 
cram too much in. 

 
●  Generalize and contextualize: 

 
Don’t: “Chemical X Did Y to the Z Gene in Protazoa, UMD Researcher 
Discovered.”  
 
Do: “UMD Biologists Uncover Genetic Approach to Fighting Cancer.”  

 
●  Avoid verbs that drain energy and are inconclusive and 

boring: discusses, addresses, participates. 
 

●  Say something the reader doesn’t already know. 
 
 

 

 
 



 
●  Avoid empty heds: “X School Delivers Pioneering Medical 

Research.” Instead, what’s new? 
 

●  Avoid maniacally technical statements and obscure 
science-y words that will baffle most readers: 
 
Monopole 
Thermogenesis 
Epigenetic 
Perovskite 
Cellulostic 
 



Exercise 1  



62	62	62	62	

Scenario 
 
●  DOTS has just announced an exciting new “Employee Parking 

Cash Out Pilot Program” 
●  Through some strange twist of fate, your supervisor has asked 

you to prepare a news article about the program. 
●  All you have to go on is an email. 

 
Assignment 

 
 Write a zippy lede and a snappy hed for a Maryland Today article. 



Exercise 2  



64	64	64	64	

Scenario 
 

●  Your college, school or department has announced the hire of a 
nationally known faculty member to head up a big new center. 
 

●  The center was announced in February and started with a multimillion- 
dollar grant from the NSF, NEA, NEH, etc. 
 

●  The new hire is a top researcher in one of the discipline’s key areas of 
study (use your imagination). 
 

 
Assignment 

 

This time, write a snappy hed and zippy lede for Maryland Today. 
 
(Notice: “Major New Center is Announced” will result in disqualification 
and 20 pushups.) 



Discussion  



66	66	66	66	

Visuals might be the primary way to convey a story. 
We’ll discuss photos, illustrations, videos, 
infographics and other ways to shake up and 
strengthen your storytelling. Bring one or two story 
ideas for a talk on what art would best enhance 
them. Feel free to bring published ones with art that 
caused you heartburn.  
 

Session 5: Planning the Art
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Session 1: 11 a.m. Wednesday, June 13, 0215 ESJ 

Session 2: 3 p.m. Tuesday, June 26, 2212 ESJ 

Session 3: 1 p.m. Thursday, July 12, 2212 ESJ  

Session 4: 1 p.m. Wednesday, July 25, 2212 ESJ   

Session 5: 1 p.m. Tuesday, Aug. 7, 2212 ESJ  

Session 6: 1:30 p.m. Tuesday, Aug. 21, 2212 ESJ   

Schedule


