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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” 

 

Dr. Michael Ray Smith 



§  "I had always felt life first as a story-
and if there is a story, there is a 
storyteller." -G.K. Chesterton 

§  "All of life is a story." Madeleine 
L'Engle, Author of A Wrinkle in Time 

§  "I wonder what sort of tale we've 
fallen into?" Frodo, Lord of the Rings, 
J.R.R. Tolkien 

§  Renowned scholar, Dr. Walter Fisher:  
we are homo narrans, 
storytellers, and these 
stories give order to life. 

Let's find your story. 



-Understanding conflict is essential in storytelling 
-Identifying a news peg or news angle in an article 
-Using the five W's to answer questions that are important 



•   So what is this chocolate almond?  

•   Foil wrapping: the central idea of 
the story  

•   Luscious piece of chocolate: detail 
that supports the main idea  

•   Sweet almond: colorful expression  

 

This chapter will provide an overview of 
the steps writers use to unearth the 
sweet spot that is a part of every story 
assignment. These techniques will serve 
writers well, whether it's crafting a news 
release in public relations, creating a 
tight argument in advertising, or writing 
a crisp news story.  

 



§ Conflict 
§  Literature, film, life.  All require conflict. 
§  What issues does this story suggest? 
§  Choose one that can be sustained through the entire article (a theme) 
§  Situations can have multiple areas of conflict - choose the most interesting/newsworthy 

one, and/or the one that is most natural to the story 

§  The interview & conflict 
§  Typically, people are interviewed because they've done something notable. 
§  Your journey: unlock as much relevant information as possible 
§  Your challenge: meet deadline 
§  Your exploration: background research (it pays to come prepared!) 
§  Does it pass Joseph Pulitzer's "Gee whiz!" test? 



To succeed, it is in the writer's best 
interest to pick the conflict that is a 
natural part of the story and stay with it 
throughout the article. Keep in mind that 
the conflict is supported by other 
demands of the article. All articles must 
satisfy readers' questions. In short, 
re levant ar t ic les possess news 
qualities. 

§ News Qualities - Ask yourself the 
following: 

§  Is it timely? 
§  Is it close? 
§ Will it affect a lot of people? 
§  Is it unusual? 



§  B y r u m i n a t i n g o n t h e 
t i m e l i n e s s , p r o x i m i t y, 
u n u s u a l n e s s a n d o t h e r 
aspects of the ideas, you will 
help yourself find a news peg, 
the reason the article is being 
written now.  

§  This is another name for the 
central theme or conflict. 

§  Think of this as the central 
idea that the rest of your 
article hangs on, like a jacket 
hanging on a peg. 





§  A summary lead often has the who, what, when and 
where of a story, if not all of the 5 W’s in it 

§  Feature leads often focus in on an anecdote or 
illustration and leave the 5 W’s for the “nut graph” 

§  The 5 W’s need to be in the story (whether they are in 
the lead or not) 

§  Be sure to emphasize what is the most interesting 
aspect of the story in the lead. If this is the answer to 
the “why” question instead of the more traditional 
summary lead, do the why and follow it with the rest. 

§  A great question to ask yourself before writing, 
“What’s new” in the information I’ve gathered? 

Instead of writing about the list of 
activities with which a person may 
be involved, try capturing the 
central meaning of those activities. 

Not: I spent the summer painting 
houses… 

Better: With each stroke of the 
paintbrush, I learned the truth about 
myself. 

Not: The car is attractive... 

Better: The fire-engine-red Renault 
convertible geamed in the afternoon 
sun. 

-Nancy Ricker Hoffman 



The quick and dirty run-down on 
what you need to know to develop a 

great story. 



§  Your featured story needs a main idea or theme. Look for the natural conflict in the 
story. Tell us in one sentence what the story is about to create your lead. 
Summarize. 

§  Be brief. Be concise. Be terse. Sentences can be 12 to 15 words long or longer, but 
alter the length for variety. 

§ News and magazine columns can be narrow, sometimes a little more than two 
inches wide, so each paragraph should be short to avoid looking too grey when a 
story is published. No more than two sentences per paragraph. 

§  Use quotations. Use lots of quotes. “The new scanning system will make checking 
out a book easier for all the library staff,” Library Director Betty Bookbinder said. 
(title, name, said.) 

§  Paragraph one is your lead. Paragraph two amplifies the lead and explains some 
feature components. Put a quotation high in the story at about paragraph three. End 
your story with a quote and put some quotes in between. 



§  Interview at least three people about your story. Get quotes and background 
information.  

§  Ask at least three people about the issue, but don’t necessarily ask each one the 
same questions. 

§  Always double-check the spelling of names.  

§  Always type your story notes as soon as you finish the interview. You will think more 
clearly and write with more ease.  

§ Meet your deadlines.  

§ Watch mistakes such as spelling demons, comma splices and pronoun agreement.  




