Writing Magazine Style ::  The Primer

Crafting a good story starts before you do your interview. 

• It all starts with research. Know before you go (or before you interview someone). Do your background checks, Internet searches and ask around. Have a few questions prepared.

• Once you are there, observe everything. Take detailed notes on everything you see. Ask a ton of questions. Make it a conversation. Enjoy yourself and have fun. Have them present anecdotes and get the exact details from those tales. Take detailed notes. And always remember to get name spellings, ages and phone numbers (preferably cell numbers).

• Talk to other people. Any journalistic story should have at least three voices (unless you’re writing front of the book stuff). And always ask people, “Why?”

Magazine writing engages the reader. It doesn’t just inform them.

• Focus on one person, regardless of how long the story may be. The reader will connect to one person better than multiple characters.

• Make your writing active. Don’t say, “He is a football fan.” Say, ”He paints his face and chest cherry and white every Saturday, and then runs through North Philadelphia without a shirt, joyfully screaming every time Temple scores a touchdown.” Don’t tell the reader stuff. Let the reader experience it. Rely on details. Don’t use adjectives.

• Maximize every word. Why say,” She went to class,” when you can say, “She sprinted to class.” Or dashed, skipped, lollygagged, meandered, floated, ran, jogged, strutted, marched, etc.

• For longer stories, try an anecdotal lead. An anecdotal lead builds an emotion or theme that sets up the tone of the remainder of the story. It generally introduces the main character and builds a scene. A scene consists of sounds, sights, smells, and other exact, undeniable details.

• If your lead doesn’t give away what the point of the story is, you may need a traditional wrap graph. A wrap (nut) graph will explain fairly quickly why the story is important, and why now.

• Magazine stories are not hard news stories. You do not need to reveal the newest information as quickly as possible.

• Even shorter stories should be presented lively, with lots of details, reporting and active language. Shorter stories should present the idea first, and then explain what the idea is all about. Use quotes, data, research, whatever. Mag writing is still journalism.

Good writing flows like music.

• There should be rhythm in the writing. Use short sentences countered by longer sentences. Counteract long paragraphs with short ones. Use short sentences for impact. 

• Generally, keep paragraphs short, and make quotes stand as their own graphs. 

• Writing in the present tense gives the reader a sense of immediacy. But it also makes time jumps difficult. Be consistent using past or present tense all the way through. Same with first or third person voice (first person is best when the narrator is an active participant).

• Know your audience. Realize your readers have many options. Keep your focus tight. 
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