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  7 Days to a Byline that Pays Explains how to tell stories that 
audiences will read and editors will pay you to write. 
Delivered in a breezy and compact manner, this book will 
help you work fast, smart, and get paid for your work. 

  “I’ve worked with writers and editors across the country to 
compress the salient points in an easy-to-grasp approach 
that you can tackle,” says the author, Michael Ray Smith. “I’m 
convinced you can accomplish your goal of writing a salable 
article in seven days by using the ideas in this book.” 

Smith is an award winning 
communication and media professor 

who has written seven books, 12 
journal articles and hundreds of 

articles for the popular press. He was 
named a “Top 50 Journalism 

Professor” among other awards.  

Some of his books: 

“The ABC’s of Feature Ideas” 

“The Jesus Newspaper” 

“A Free Press In Freehand” 

 

    Michael Ray Smith 





-Examining the summary lead 
-Selecting the appropriate opening 
-Considering fictional techniques in nonfiction writing 



Ask yourself: 

•   “In one sentence, tell me what’s 
new?” 

•   “In one sentence, tell me what 
happened?” 

•   “In one sentence, tell me the most 
interesting action, fact, or idea 
that you just heard?” 

 

By compressing the story into one 
sentence, you are fashioning a crude 
lead, the first sentence of your report. 
Lead, also known as lede, is the hook 
you hope will make your reader, and 
listener, want to stay with you.  

 





§  A summary lead provides a one-sentence to two-sentence summary of the article.  

§  Up to 35-40 words. 

§  Summary leads are long because they are trying to answer all of the questions 
mentioned in chapter 1/the previous lecture: 
§  Who 
§  What 
§  When 
§  Where 
§  Why 
§  How 

§  The why and how are often difficult to integrate into the lead, and are often left for 
paragraph two. 

§ Often summary leads simply tell who did what, and reveal other details later. 



§  Put the person’s name in the first spot and 
the action in the second spot 

§  Who is the who? 

§  What is the what?  

§  Example:  
§  Virtual reality artist Brenda Bennett won first 

place today in an art contest 
§  Who: Virtual reality artist Brenda Bennett 
§  Did what: Won an art contest 

§  This example needs a stronger verb 

§  Better Example: 
§  Virtual reality Artist Brenda Bennett denounced 

the lack of sacred images produced by the 
majority of artists in a speech before Colson 
College students. 

§  This example tells the who, gives context, 
and answers the “what’s new” and “so what” 
questions, but still is a “who did what” lead. 



New York Times, Nov. 29, 2008 

Giants receiver Plaxico Bur ress 
accidentally shot himself in the right 
thigh while at a Manhattan nightclub 
early Saturday, hours after he was 
deemed unfit to play in Sunday’s game 
at Washington because of a hamstring 
strain in the same leg. 

Christianity Today, Dec. 2013 issue 

Journalist Kathryn Joyce caused a stir 
this year with her book ‘The Child 
Catchers,’ a sweeping indictment of the 
eva n g e l i c a l ov e r s e a s a d o p t i o n 
movement. 



Be advised. Summary leads, like any tool, work 
best when they are used for a specific purpose. 
In breaking news, news that is unexpected and 
ongoing, the summary lead is very useful. A 
news story about a kitten that survived being 
sucked through the city’s leaf-gathering 
equipment, while news, lends itself to a non-
summary lead. In the case of the kitten, the 
maintenance crew adopted it and named it, you 
guessed it, Hoover.   



-Exploring free writing 
-Using creative openings in articles 
-Developing the habit of journaling 



“Free Writing is a kind of 
stream-of-conciousness 
writing without stopping 
and without self-editing 
for a period of time. Its 
purpose is to get your 
initial thoughts on paper.”  

Author Ronald D. Smith 



§  Free writing does not replace good reporting (you need to get the basic facts of the 
story) 

§  Free writing allows you to focus on your senses in a setting or regarding your 
reporting (Take just five minutes during reporting, and do a free write on your 
subject) 

§  Review your free writing and circle words, phrases or sentences that can be used in 
your story 

§  The goal is to reach deep into your mind for images, pictures, impressions that help 
reveal the story you want to tell. 



Variations on summary 
leads are most often used in 
features, but can be used 
with intentionality for any 
story.  

Usually such stories will 
have a human interest 
element that makes the lead 
purposeful. 

“Feature writing” is 
generally focused on human 
aspects of a story, and often 
is timeless or “evergreen” 
content. 

 



§  The one word lead: 
§  Determination.  
§  Delicious. 
§  Etc. 

§ Detail lead: 
§  Storyboard P, a Brooklyn dancer, comes from 

the 1300 block of Eastern Parkway, on the 
border between crown Heights and 
Brownsville. When he was five or so, his 
grandmother tugged him onto the dance 
floor at a family gathering and, as the reggae 
played, got him moving for the first time. 

§ Wordplay lead: this relies on clever use of 
words that suggest the theme: 
§  In the city of brotherly love, even dead men 

can get ripped off. 
§  Taco bell has cooked up a new menu that 

could change the way fast food is sold 

“Articles that arouse positive 
emotion, even anger, are more 

likely to be circulated. If the 
reader becomes excited about 

the content, whether it is 
humorous or outrageous, he or 
she was more likely to pass the 

content on to friends and others.”  
 

Jonah Berger & Katherine Milkman 



§  Imperative/command lead: This type of lead gives the reader a directive 
(uncommon, but can be compelling) 
§  Look into the refrigerators of single men and women and you’ll come away with some 

significant indicators of gender spending differences. 
§  Imagine the five-and-ten on the corner. 

§  The Question lead: (highly unusual in newspapers and often seen as a “lazy lead,” 
there are times when you can convince an editor that this type of lead has purpose/
intentionality for your story idea) 
§  Obama speaks out on marijuana. Why now? 
§  What are kindergarteners through third-graders learning in some of our public schools 

these days? 



Many times a well-
crafted lead will 
suggest the 
remainder of the 
article. In other 
words, nail the lead 
and nail the story.  



§ Anecdotal lead: Give a mini-story with a beginning-
middle-end, the ending often being a punchline 

§ Descriptive lead: Describe the scene, or a particular 
“symbolic” element of the story 

§ Situation lead: Provides a contextual situation that frames 
the story 



•   William Least Heat-Moon writes of a 
story of the construction of a wall. 

•   The rocks were irregularly shaped, but 
the wall ended up perfect  

•   Moon suggests that the men knew what 
stone would be best in each place 

•   This is similar to writing because writers 
must use information that flows in a 
pattern that has some kind of order 

This chapter will provide tools to determine 
what order of information would be the most 
impactful to the readers. 



§  Fact Arrangement  
§  One of the best ways to organize a news story is by systematically arranging the 

information by level of importance 

§  The Strategy 
§  First, write a lead 

§  You can use a creative lead or a summary lead 

§  After drawing the reader in with an interesting lead, order the information for the 
maximum clarity and most economical use of language 

§  Use quotes to add emphasis to an article 



§ One of the best ways to organize a news story is to systematically arrange the 
information with the most important information first 
§  By arranging the facts from pertinent to less significant, your report helps the harried 

reader get the vital news first 
§  Story example: 

§  Fact 1 – Rose Marie Higby and Alan J. Ross, both of Langhorne, Pa., signed up to be wed on the 80th 
floor of the Empire State Building 

§  Fact 2 – Thirty-four couples also signed up for weddings on the 80th floor 
§  Fact 3 – Right before Higby and Ross were wed, a gust of wind blew the couple’s marriage 

certificate off the 80th floor 
§  Fact 4 – The 34th Street partnership is a merchants’ group that sponsors the “marriage marathon” at 

the Empire State Building 
§  Fact 5 – Dan Sieger, spokesman for the merchants’ group, said, “They (the couple) have been 

dating for 17 years, and they finally make the move.” He also said, “They were mortified at 
first” (when the certificate blew away). We happened to have a Xerox of it downstairs, and we were 
able to salvage the whole thing.” 



§  First step is writing a lead. You can either use a creative lead of a summary lead.  
§  In this example’s case we’ll use a creative lead because the story is humorous  

§  “The scene on the 80th floor of the Empire State Building had all the makings of a couple in love 
after Sleepless in Seattle, plus added suspense when the marriage certificate they needed to be 
wed blew away.  

 Not to worry. This story ends happily, too, when a photocopy was used to complete the wedding 
ceremony today on Valentine’s Day.” 

§  Or, use a quicker approach by using an opening line to snag attention:  
§  “What do a couple in love, the Empire State Building, Valentine’s Day and a sudden gust of wind 

have in common?” 
§  “Gone With The Wind? Right action, wrong movie.” 



The scene on the 80th floor of the Empire state 
Building had all the makings of a couple in love after 
the Sleepless in Seeattle movie, plus added suspense 
when the marriage certificate they needed to be wed 
blew away. 

Not to worry, this story ended happily, too, when a 
photocopy was used to complete the wedding 
ceremony today on Valentine’s Day (Fact 1-2) 

“They (the couple) had been dating for 17 years, and 
they finally made the move,” said Dan Sieger, 
spokesman for the 34th Street Partnership, a 
merchants’ group that sponsors the “marriage 
marathon” at the Empire State Building (Fact 4-5) 

Right before Higby and Rosee, of Langhorne, PA., 
were to be wed, a gust of wind blew the couple’s 
marriage certificate off the 80th floor. (Fact 3) 

No problem. According to Sieger, “We happened to 
have a Xerox of it downstairs and we were able to 
salvage the whole thing.” (Fact 5) 



§  They should always provide information that adds 
to the article 

§  Place quotes at the sweet sports in an article to 
give them the most power 

§  Sometimes it’s better to paraphrase what 
someone said instead of quoting them in order to 
get the best impact 

§  Writers must consider their news angle before 
the interview  

Writing is like grocery 
shopping 

§  you gather a bunch of 
different items to use,  
similar to gathering 
information (reporting)  

§  Reporting is the 
combination of good 
planning and quick wits 



§  In rare cases when facts are of equal importance, the sequence is of no 
consequence 
§  For example, an announcement of an event may have facts that all seem equal 
§  The equal fact story allows the writer to plunk the facts down in any order 

§  BEWARE: this kind of story is best reserved for brief items or just a few sentences 

§  For briefs, the acronym SOP will help 
§  This can help a writerremember te order of a brief by putting the name of the speaker (S) 

first, followed by the organization (O) involved, then the place (P).  
§  SOP also stands for Standard Operating Procedure 



§  How do you know if 
something is hard or 
soft news? 

§  Soft news is considered 
to be less time-sensitive 

§  Hard news is more 
time-sensitive and tends 
to use a specific type of 
language  



§  An anecdote is a brief story, told in chronological fashion, many times, starting from 
the end of the story 

§ Word association is using language that is related to the story to make an 
interesting point, without taking it too far 

§  An unadorned statement tells the conclusion of the story, preparing the reader to 
hear the rest of the details 

§ Wordplay uses puns or witty language to hint at the story without giving any details 
away 

§  Using color and detail from observation helps set the scene for a reader using 
anything that engages your senses 



§ A lead 

§ A quotation from the primary source 

§ A Nut Graf, background paragraph 
§  This provides the essential background and the 

reason you’re writing the article 
§  The important information in a nutshell 

§ The body of the article, which features 
competing voices that challenge each other 

§ Anecdotes and quotations arranged in an 
organized manner 

§ A conclusion that echoes ideas mentioned in 
the opening 

When Jeffery Sheler is stuck, he 
uses this strategy! 

 

-   Start from the middle 

-    Once you write the middle 
and the end of a lead, it’s 
easier to come back and write 
the beginning of it 

 



•   Think of your project like a 
wheel of cheese the size of a 

Volkswagen tire 

•   Start nicking away at the job 
by punching holes in the 

cheese 

•   By doing this, you reduce 
your big task into discrete 

parts 

•   This helps you save time and 
manage it well! 


