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Our common mission is to explain very complicated things with both
maximum simplicity and maximum accuracy. It’s a puzzle with infinj
variations and infinite solutions, and we science writers rarely tire of the
challenge. After all, there’s always more to learn about the subject at
hand, and there’s always a better, clearer, more graceful, or more charm-
ing way to communicate it to others.

While not all science writers are journalists, the writers of this book
believe thar all science writers can and should approach their subjects
journalistically, with curiosity, an open mind, a healthy sense of skepti-
cism about the material, and transparency about our methods, biases,
and sources. Whether we're writing for the general public or for scientists
themselves, our primary responsibility is to our readers, and we owe it to
them to look a 4] aspects of the work at hand.
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you toiled in a graduate-school lab but found yourself wanting to explain
your research—rather than actually complete it. Or perhaps you're hap-
pily working as a researcher and want to do your part to share science
with the world. There are many paths into the science-writing world, but
aspiring science writers often have similar questions. Here are the ones
we encounter most often:

Do | Need to Finish My Graduate Degree in Science?

A lot of science writers have a eureka moment during their undergraduate
or graduate science courses: they realize that while they love science, their
wide interests make them better suited to be science writers than scien-
tists. The AAAS Mass Media fellowship and short-term science-writing
workshops (such as the annual events in Banff, Alberta, Canada, and
Santa Fe, New Mexico) offer opportunities to check out the science-
writing profession before committing to it full-time. Whether to finish
your science degree is a personal decision and might depend on how close
you are to completion. But don’t finish your degree because you think
that those letters after your name will help you in journalism: editors
know that while a PhD in physics might help you recognize great stories
in the subject, it might also make it difficult for you to explain the field to
outsiders. Your clips and your connections matter most.

Do | Need to Go to Graduate School in Journalism or
Science Writing?

Not necessarily, but doing so offers many advantages: you'll learn solid
reporting skills, boost your résumé, have access to internships that might
otherwise be unavailable, and meet professors and alumni who are well-
connected, established, and successful writers. However, programs can be
expensive and may saddle you with debt that limits your options after
graduation.

Do I Need to Do an Internship?

If you don’t have any journalism or formal writing experience, probably
yes. An internship offers a behind-the-scenes fook at the way a publica-
flon operates: how editors plan content, how pitches are evaluated, the
ins and outs of the editing and fact-checking process, and more. Plus, an

What Makes a Science Writer?
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internship will connect you with the staffers at the organization, who
might become valuable contacts later on in your career.

What About Alternative Paths?

While some writers have broken into the profession through blogging
alone, it’s not easy to do, and it almost always takes months or years of un-
paid labor. For most beginning science writers, blogging is not a stand-
alone strategy bur a tool for leveraging the experience they’ve gained from
a graduate program, an internship, or a staff position. Regular, accurate,
interesting posts can help writers of 4] levels build credibility, define their
beat, and hone their skils. (See “Blogging: My Digital Calling Card” on p.
265.) More than a few members of the Science Online community
(WMV-SCienCGODIiDC-Com) have taken blogging further, establishing stellar
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before you leave your full-time job, or hangontoa part-time job while you
establish your freelance clientele. SciLancer Susan Moran juggled part-time
adjunct teaching ata university journalism school while starting her free-
lancing career. “lt was a steady—if small——paycheck, and it kept me con-
sected to budding journalists and academia, and to the world beyond the
little package called ‘me and my stories,”™ she says.

Plan for Your Financial and Health Care Needs

Will you burn through savings? Lean on a spouse or partner? Buy an in-
dividual health plan? For me, security and flexibility were key: I had
some savings, N0 Mortgage, no kids, and a spouse to lean on. (Read more
about financial considerations in Chapter 19, “Minding the Business.”)

“I've come to think that the best way to start freelancing is to save up
about six months’ worth of living expenses before launching, do nothing
else but pitch and write for three months, and then take stock to see if it’s
working,” says Scilancer Stephen Ornes, who started freelancing after
completing MIT’s graduate program in science writing. And keep in
mind, that's six months’ expenses o top of whatever financial cushion
you need to feel secure.

Consider Your Existing Connections

New freelancers with staff experience can draw on relationships forged
during years of casual conversations and editorial meetings. “It’s great to
have one solid client when you start freelancing—an editor or a group of
editors who know you and trust your work,” says SciLancer Michelle
Nijhuis. “Whether that’s a contact from an internship or a staff job, that
kind of relationship can really protect you financially and emotionally—
especially during the first few months of freelancing, when you realize no
one cares about you or your career all that much!”

But even without staff experience, you can mine the depths of your ré-
sumé and get valuable help from past employers, colleagues, college pro-
fessors, friends, and relatives. Tell everyone you know that you are
starting your freelance career and ask (politely, of course) if they know of
anyone who can help you. I started freelancing right out of grad school
without many contacts in publishing, but the editor of my graduare
school alumni magazine offered to send me a few assignments while I
found my footing—a small gesture that mattered in those first uncertain

What Makes a Science Writer?
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weeks. Read more about networking strategies in Chapter 20, “Network.
ing for the Nervous.”

Read, Read, Read Publications You Admire—Then Start Pitching

Analyze your favorite media outlets to get a sense of their typical stories,
Then rtarget your pitch to the appropriate editor and department. Get
much more advice on pitching in Chapter 3.

Foster Relationships with Editors and Other Writers

Groups such as the National Association of Science Writers—and their
r?gxonal chapters, such as the Northern California Science Writers’ Asso-
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Chapter 2

Finding Ideas
By Emily Sohn

For my first real job as a science writer, I joined a crew of eight mul-
timedia professionals on expeditions to remote and exotic international
locations. Nearly every day during these weeks-long “Quests,” our team
used a portable satellite device to send educational reports, videos, and
images to a website, where hundreds of thousands of students in class-
rooms around the world followed our every move.

In the months before my first Quest, a six-week expedition to the Peru-
vian Amazon, my coworkers and I created a schedule, mapped out a route,
and conducted a lot of background research to figure out what kinds of
stories we might tell along the way. But none of that research prepared me
for what we encountered one day during the second half of the trip.

We had already survived a treacherous week on inflatable rafts in a
tiny Amazonian tributary. Now, we had upgraded to a larger river, the
Ucayali, and a live-aboard boat that was patrolled twenty-four hours a
day by armed guards keeping an eye out for Amazonian pirates. (Yes,
pirates.)

It was early afternoon when our sun-scorched, bug-bitten crew
stepped off the boat into a dusty, off-the-grid rown called Roaboya.
There, families live in thatched-roof huts that sit on low stilts for protec-
tion against floods, and kids spend the day in a one-room schoolhouse.
In fluent Spanish, our team leader and our team anthropologist greeted
the village leader. It was an unusual day, the leader told us. A hunter had
gone missing in the jungle three days earlier. The village shaman had
been enlisted to help.

As the sweltering afternoon wore on, we interviewed, photographed,
and filmed the man’s family and neighbors, asking not just about him,
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but also about their daily lives, their oral traditions, and the ture they
caught and cooked for dinner. As the sun sank toward the horizon,

watched in amazement and, by this point, joy and relief as'rhe search
crew returned with the missing hunter. They had found him exactly
where the shaman had predicted he would be. When darkness.fell, we sat
cross-legged and witnessed an ayahuasca ceremony, duriflg “.(hJCh partici-
pants drank a plant-based brew that induced wild hallucinations, and the

shaman thanked the spirits for returning the man safely.

The stories we produced that day were among the most vivid and
gripping of the entire trip—even the ones that had nothing to do with
the main drama. While waiting for the search party to return, for exam-
ple, I watched some men chop down a tree near the village. They
needed the wood and, having already gained an intimate view of these
people’s lives, I was able to reflect on deforestation in the Amazon in 2
more nuanced way. Before the trip, I'd thoughr cutting down trees in
the rain forest was a universally bad thing. By the end of my day in

Roaboya, I was conflicted, and | explored my uncertainty with my on-
line audience of kids.
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ast, not until it was

it was not a newspaper story—at le
this mistake far less

tanding current events. I make
but I still catch myself doing it.
After all, for a person who makes a living off of curiosity, it's easy to
et excited about a cool natural phenomenon, an endangered animal, or
a breathtaking place withourt having a clear idea of whar the story is. A
story, in its most basic form, contains characters engaged in some kind of
It follows those characters toward a discovery or reso-
lution through a series of linked events, progressing through a clear be-
ginning, middle, and end. Journalists’ stories must also have a news
“hook’—a reason to tell the story now—and a connection to a larger
it’s usually not enough for your story to be really

interesting topic,
important to unders
often than I used to,

journey or conflict.

idea. In other words,

cool. It has to be important, to0.
Robert Irion, director of the science communication program at the

University of California, Santa Cruz, says he uses some form of the follow-

ing dialogue to help his science-writing students turn topics into stories:

STUDENT: So, Rob, I want to write about elephant seals.
IRION: Okay, that’s a topic, not a story. What about them?
STUDENT: Well, they are charismatic megafauna, and they have big

brown eyes.
IRION: That might help attract readers, but what will make them read

the story?
STUDENT: Rescarchers are studying how deep they dive and where they

go to eat.
IRION: Yes, but those studies have been going on for twenty-five years.

What’s new?

STUDENT: The scientists attach GPS devices to the elephant seals and
track where they go in the ocean in real time, and how deep they dive
along the way.

IRION: Okay, that’s a cool rechnique, and it could be part of your story.
But what have they found?

STUDENT: Elephant seals go to this one place out in the middle of the
Pacific Ocean every year to bulk up for the winter. I’s a feeding frenzy—
other GPS tags show thar sharks and albatross go to this same place. It's a
new picture of how marine animals make a living,

IRION: There you go. Now find some characters, and I think you've gota

StOl’}’.

Finding Ideas
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Reading lots of top-level nonfiction is one of the ﬁr:}t and eggje,
things you can do to refine your sense of story. And even i you Waflt.to
write solely about science, you can learn valuable lessons from Stories
about other subjects. “Sometimes it’s harder to see the story elemens in
science than in music, or sports or politics or whatever,” says Thomas
Hayden, a Scilancer who teaches science communication ar Stanford
University. That might be because scientists are trained nor to express the
hope, frustration, jealousy, and other emotions they feel in the course of
their work, he says. “But once you get the knack of it,” says Thomas,
“you see that the world is full of pitchable, executable science stories.”

When you think you’ve hit on an awesome new idea, make sure jt's
interesting to other people, too. To gauge whether readers, and in turp
editors, are going to bite, try telling friends abour it. If you can get the
essence of the story across in just a few sentences, you're on the right
track. Even better, suggests Scilancer Robert Frederick, try out your idea

on strangers at a bar. “If your audience has no follow-up questions, that's
a warning sign that the story isn’t worth your time,” he says.

The Chase
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studies a few days before the publication ban lifts, however, giving writers
a chance to conduct interviews and write stories that will be ready to run
when the embargoes expire. Publishing even an hour before an embargo
expires can result in major repercussions for you and the publication you
are writing for, including public embarrassment and being shut out of fu-
ture embargoed material.

Once you understand the journal system and embargo schedules, you
will begin to notice recurring patterns in news coverage. Stories based on
Science articles begin to appear in news outlets every Thursday at 2 p.m.
Eastern time. The same happens when Nature embargoes lift on
Wednesday at 1 p.m. and when PNAS allows press coverage to begin on
Monday at 3 p.m.

Pitching news stories on these studies can be tough. Editors get the
study summaries from major journals, too, and they’re likely to assign the
stories they’re interested in to staff writers, or to freelancers already associ-
ated with their publication. But even if you're a new freelancer, or one
looking to break into new markets, these press releases can be useful.

If you already have connections with news editors and can work fast,
you may be able to turn press releases into rapid turnaround stories that
pay relatively quickly. For the past few years, I've been a contriburing
writer on contract with Discovery News, and these “me-too stories”—sto-
ries based on papers from major journals—account for at least half of the
dozen or so articles [ write for the site every month. Writing these stories
generally requires two basic interviews: one with the lead author of the
new study and one with an expert who wasn’t involved in the work but
can comment on why it’s important or what its limitations are. And since
news story structures tend to be fairly formulaic, incorporating these
quickie articles into my work mix helps boost my bottom line.

To get in on the receiving end of the press release feed, start with on-
line news services, such as EurekAlert! and Newswise, which require you
to request password 'access but are free once you're deemed a legitimare
reporter. Daily e-mails from both services include press releases from a
wide variety of journals, universities, and research institutions. I highly
recommend sorting this stream of news alerts into an e-mail folder to
avoid being totally overwhelmed by them. Regularly dipping into this
folder when you have time can help you stay up-to-date with. research
fields that interest you, and help you learn to recognize news when you
see it. (A carefully sorted social-media stream can work the same way. See
Chapter 24 for more on the uses of social media in science writing.)

Finding Ideas
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Press releases can yield more than just daily news stories. As you req

through study summaries and the coverage that follows them each week,
.3 .

you might also start to notice trends and patterns. Then it’s just a matter

of finding the right spin to distinguish your idea.
For example, press releases on several related studies may lead you toa

story about a larger issue. Maybe a researcher mentioned in a press release
has an interesting backstory that would make him or her a good profile
subject. Maybe a national story has local angles—or vice versa. Next time
you get a press release or promotional e-mail, imagine that it contains
hidden pictures: look at it from a different angle, and you might see a
great story hiding beneath the predictable one being sold to you.

That’s what SciLancer Mark Schrope did in 2007, when he received
an e-newsletter from a local design group announcing some advertising
awards it had won. The winning project involved graphics and anima-
tions created for another local company, which was planning to build
muliple OffShf’fe cdfgo-monitoring bases. Instead of covering the design
if:sulf;i?; :liecfted to write abour the new bases: how they worked, who

g them, and why, The resulting story filled a two-page spread

in Popular Science and also rap on CNN.com
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Gewin, who writes a short news story every month for the journal Fron-
tiers in Ecology and the Environment, says the gig forces her to stay up-to-
date on the ecology beat, giving her an insider’s view into broader trends
in the field. More than once, she has uncovered feature ideas that she has
sold to other publications.

Going Deeper

Press releases, tables of contents, and study abstracts are standard
sources of inspiration for science writers, but they aren’t the only types
of reading material that can feed you ideas. Local newspapers and re-
gional magazines are often full of characters and anecdotes that speak to
bigger issues.

A few years ago, SciLancer Jill Adams noticed an article in the Albany
Times Union about scientists at a nearby museum who had unearthed a
fossil that earned them a paper in Nature. Since the museum was just fif-
teen minutes away from her house, Jill followed up and found that non-
degreed scientists had done the bulk of the work. Her story about them
turned into a short narrative for The Scientist. She wrote about the same
work for Discover’s top-science-stories-of-the-year issue.

Everything in the paper is fair game. After noticing an obscure ad for
isolation tanks in New York magazine, SciLancer Bryn Nelson sold a
story about them to the business news website Portfolio.com. “I dug a lit-
tle deeper and found that isolation tanks were not only a business and
health trend, but had a fascinating history,” Bryn says. “And the session
was so relaxing that I fell asleep in the tank.”

Get Out!
To find the freshest story ideas, you need to talk ro real people, and one
of the best places to find them is on the conference circuit.

As a reporter, you can get free admission to major scientific confer-
ences, such as those hosted by the American Association for the Advance-
ment of Science, the Society for Neuroscience, the American
Geophysical Union, the American Chemical Society, the American As-
tronomical Society, and so on. You can also gain access to much more
specialized gatherings of scientists—small meetings where you may well
be the only reporter. Unlike some journal articles, posters and presenta-
tions at meetings are not embargoed and are fair game for all reporters.

Finding Ideas
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Getting into these conferences often requires signing up thr.ough a press
liaison, and if you are a freelancer, you may hav'e to explain why they
should let you in. Usually, mentioning a publication or two that you've
written for does the trick, but simply using the word “freelancer” often i
enough. Whichever kind of meeting you choose, start by sitting in on ses-
sions that sound interesting to you. Listen for “by the way” comments—
passing mentions of upcoming studies or emerging trends. Look at posters,
Talk to researchers and public-relations contacts—not just in lecture
rooms, but also at wine-and-cheese receptions. And ask Jots of questions.

At one AAAS conference a few years ago, Robert attended a dermatol-
ogist’s presentation on the use of lasers to treat skin cancer. During his
talk, the skin doctor mentioned his work with a quarter-mile-long tun-
able laser at Jefferson National Lab in Newport News, Virginia. When
the session was over, Robert asked the researcher more about the technol-
ogy, and ended up with a story for National Public Radio abour the use
of advanced laser technology to remove tattoos.

Conferences may be intimidating ar first. But they are full of uncov-
ered ideas that anyone can snatch up, including beginners. Early in her
freelance career, Scil.ancer Robin Mejia heard a conference presentation
about forensics rhat led to a story for New Scientist, another for the Los
Angeles Times, and eventually to a documentary she worked on for CNN.
(She tells the story in more detail in Chapter 21.)

A single conference often fuels story ideas for months. So, no matter
which lecture rooms you choose to sit in, don’t forget your notebook.
(For more on nerworking at conferences, see Chapter 20.)

Talk to Anyone, Talk to Everyone

_ha\s One hOIidaY season, Scilancer Michelle Nijhuis opened a Christmas Jet-
\ ter from a friend who js an avid caver. The letter mentioned another spe”
y) lunker, a microbiologist named Hagze| Barton, and Michelle wrote down

Barton’s name as 2 potential future source or profile subject. Eventually
Michelle called Barton and learned that she was frantically busy trying ©
understand white-nose syndrome, a fungus that had been killing bats
with alarming speed.

ite-nose syndrome was something Michelle had wanted t0 WIit®
about for a while, but fe| she needed a character to make the story access”
blF' 1‘3arton was that character, and the cold call turned into an aware”
winning story for Smithsonian, Her experience points to the value of taking

16 THE SCIENCE WRITERS” HANDBOOK
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the time to dig during the development of an idea—before the pitch—to
find the right combination of characters and action that will make a story
sell. “Editors rarely bite on a sliver of a story,” Michelle says. “So those few
calls and the extra work of developing the pitch can give a good idea a
fighting chance.”

Even talking to people at home can yield great ideas. SciLancer Sarah
Webb’s husband, who religiously reads the New York Times Arts section,
pointed her to an article about musician Yo-Yo Ma, who was scheduled
to play the cello for Barack Obama’s 2009 inauguration. Since the fore-
cast called for cold weather, Ma was debating whether to play his mulri-
million-dollar wooden cello or a carbon-fiber instrument. Sarah turned
that nugget into a fun-to-report story for Scientific American about
synthetic-material cellos.

Strangers can be excellent resources, too. After SciLlance member Jes-
sica Marshall met someone at a friend’s wedding who told her that earth-
worms were an invasive species in most of the United States, she wrote a
short feature about the problem for New Scientist.

One cavear: when people learn you are a journalist, they may throw
ideas at you like sand bags at a carnival dunking game. Do not feel you
have to follow up on everything. Your mother-in-law wants you to write
about a great new recipe she got at a church picnic? Nod politely and
blame your editors for saying no if she brings it up again.

Play First, Write Later

I firmly believe that one of the best ways to drum up interesting story
ideas is to prioritize playtime. By getting out in the world and doing
what excites you, you may find that ideas come along and grab you.

Mark’s first paid feature idea came out of a group kayaking lesson off
the coast of Santa Cruz, California, where he met a paddling chemistry
professor whose research—on the development of a new molecule that
allowed for the precision formation of plastics—sounded interesting.
More recently, he noticed massive numbers of jellyfish on the beaches
near his Florida home following major ocean swells. The observation
turned into a feature for Nature.

These success stories also serve as cautionary tales: as a science writer, a
trip to the beach is never just a trip to the beach. But as long as your trav-

eling companions are equally enthusiastic about learning new things,
your professional status can open all sorts of unusual doors.

Finding Ideas
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On a vacation to India in 2004, I visited a camel research cene. In
Costa Rica with my husband and then two-year-old son, I met with tw,
jaguar researchers. I love the way traveling make's my writing more inter.
esting, and I love how the stories make the traveling more fulﬁ[nhng, Lalso
enjoy ending up in places I never would have seen—and meeting people
I never would have known—if I were just an ordinary tourist,

If you’re willing to give up on the idea of true leisure (but gain the
ability to count many of your travel expenses as tax deductions), you'll
need to dedicate some hours to research before setting off on your next
trip. My usual strategy is to surf the Web and look through guidebooks
for mentions of conservation organizations located near my destina-
tion. Then I send out a blitz of e-mails and phone calls asking about
ongoing projects and researchers who might be working in the field
while I'm there. It may take a dozen or more messages to yield one or
two on-site interviews. Bur it takes only one good contact to lead to a
great story.

Douglas has funded extensive trips around the world with whar he
calls the “brute force approach” to story scouting. His first step is to
plant himself in front of a computer, where he begins a massive search
through study abstracts. Before a trip to Australia in 2001, he looked
through every paper with an Australian author published in Science and
Nature over the previous five years. Next he scoured a wider array of
journals by searching for Australian institutions in combination wit}’:
dozens of location-specific or tantalizing words, such as “kangaroo;
“wallaby,” “stromatolire,” “crystal,” and “fractal.” From a scan of about
5,000 abstracts, he found twenty or so studies worth further investiga-
tion. Eventually he netted seven feature ideas.

This strategy can work for local adventures, too. SciLancer Alison
Fromme had high hopes for a cold call she made to a salamander expert
buc the interview didn’t yield a story. Still, she figured it couldn’t hurt t©
take him up on his offer o give her a tour of his university’s vertebrate
biology museum. There, he casually introduced her to another ¢
searcher, who was poring over maps of the Sierra Nevada in an attempt
to retrace the steps of a biologist who had studied animals in the ar¢
eighty years earlier, Eventually that work became the basis of a story for
Backpacker.

You can even find story ideas in your very own behavior. When Jessica

sat downl in front of the TV for another episode of Buffy the Vﬂﬂ#”r"
Slayer—even though she had work to do and small children who wot

| want to stress the im-
portance of just thinking
when you're looking for
good ideas. Seriously,
when you have a nagging
feeling about something,
just listen to your gut and
look deeper. This habit is
tough to develop when

we're constantly reading
other people’s ideas,
but they can pay off in
great stories. Give your-
self permission to think
deeply about the topics
important to you.
—ALISON FROMME
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wake up before dawn—she wondered why good stories are so addictive.
The thought eventually turned into a feature for New Scientist about the

neuroscience of storytelling,

Follow Your Nose and Dive into Holes

As you read, travel, and follow up on random conversations, you may
find your interests leading you down rabbit holes. Do not fear. The trail
may lead you into dead ends, but occasionally you will find yourself in
very interesting places.

Alison was browsing articles online when she stumbled on an article
about attemprs to prevent light pollution in the nartional parks. She
called the person in charge of the program, idencified herself as a re-
porter, and asked him what he was up to. He invited her to join him as
he collected data, and she wrote about his work for Backpacker.

Stories often beget stories, so while reporting one piece, keep an eye out
for details thac fascinate you but don’t quite fit into the story at hand.
Those errant thoughts might lead to their own assignments. Jessica wrote
2 series of three stories for New Scientist that began with a feature about
the genetics of skin color. A comment by one interviewee led to a separate
feature about sunscreen and UVA rays. And a reader comment on that
story sparked a third feature about cancer and the hygiene hypothesis.

Using an assignment as an excuse to do some extra legwork can also
help turn a story thread into a web of ideas. When SciLance member
Hillary Rosner was looking for a character or project to anchor a feature
assignment, she started by scanning websites of related departments at
two universities near her. She picked out a handful of researchers who
might have useful information and contacted them all. None became the
focus of her original assignment, but she turned two of her conversations
into separate projects. “Conversations lead in interesting directions—you
never know what you're going to learn,” Hillary says.

Many science writers on the hunt for ideas have found that they can
avoid dry spells by periodically calling sources from projects they worked
on months or even years ago. You might hit the jackpot with a quick
“What are you up to now?”

Another favorite—and simple—technique is to end every interview
with a basic question: “What else are you working on?” That's what
SciLancer Stephen Ornes did while fact-checking another writer’s story
for CR magazine (now Cancer Today), a cancer research publication.

Finding Ideas
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Stephen listened as the public-health official he was interviewing stapeq
lamenting the lack of public standards for tissue storage and the poreng,
problems for tumor biology research. Stephen looked into the issye and
eventually followed the path of a donated tumor through the corridors of
Yale-New Haven Hospital—a journey he wrote about for CR,

No assignment is too small to serve as a gateway, adds Douglas. He
once spun a feature out of something he noticed while writing a two
hundred—word sidebar on, he says, “the then wacky-sounding idea that
life might have originated in ice, rather than in some hydrothermal
vent.” A paper he read while conducting research mentioned an experi-
ment that had been running for twenty-seven years at -78 degrees Cel-
sius. That seemed unusual, and Douglas followed up—only to find a
fascinating and surprisingly extensive backstory. His Discover feature
about the experiment won a spot in The Best American Science and No-
ture Writing anthology.

And don’t throw out your notes: interesting topics can yield succes-
sive stories, sometimes for years, During an internship at Nature in

2004, SciLancer Amanda Mascarelli wrote 2 news story about a new

magazine.

The Daily Grind

It’s true thar ideas are everywhere. Bur doy’

fall in your lap. Digging up ideas is part Qfa;;s::;czhat 'the,y \-fviH always

takes constant vigilance to keep new ideas rolling i Writer’s job, and it
Some writers find that they fall into bou:)m-amd.bl.lst

of ideas may keep things busy for a while, only to be ﬂi?ttErns. A frenzy

drought. Learning how to turn these Spurts inco 4 St Owed by 5 long

never-ending work in progress. Y Stream can be 5
But droughts can offer important lessons aboy how ¢

rolling again. Thomas has noticed that his idea we]] i 8¢t the jdeqs

lest
When he’s
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busy going to lectures, making phone calls, and having drinks with
scientists at conferences. Just engaging in the act of talking and thinking
allows the ideas to flow. “The best way to find ideas is to be actively re-
porting on something, anything,” he says.

And don’t expect too much of yourself. Very few writers make a living
solely by writing groundbreaking, long-form, one-of-a-kind stories on
topics that nobody has read about before. More common is a mix of oc-
casional passion projects with steadier, less glamorous work. As you sus-
tain yourself with interesting-enough writing that pays the bills, keep
your eyes and ears open for the winning elements that will turn an ordi-
nary idea into something that you can’t help but talk about at every party
you go to.

The Long View

Even when times are tough or stories get rejected, persistence often pays
off. Any idea that doesn’t pan out today might find a life a year—or a
decade—from now.

In 1999, a graduate-level course drew Virginia’s attention to the de-
bate over marine reserves along the Oregon coast. Ten years later, pro-
posals for the large-scale use of wave energy sparked an unprecedented
coastal planning effort that broughe together fishers, surfers, wave energy
developers, and marine reserve advocates. Virginia followed every devel-
opment. When the time seemed right, she made a few key calls and put
together a feature for Portland Monthly about plans for the first wave
buoy park in the continental United States.

Likewise, Scilancer Andreas von Bubnoff learned about John
Toannidis—a scientist who analyzes the accuracy of biomedical stud-
ies—while working at the Chicago Tribune in 2004. After he did some
initial reporting on the work, Andreas’s story fell through, but the topic
remained in the back of his mind. About a year later, he unsuccessfully
pitched another story about loannidis’s work, but he refused to let go of
the idea. More than another year later, after seeing loannidis ralk at a
scientific meeting, he finally found the right focus for the story; the
piece ran in the Los Angeles Times and appeared in the 2008 edition of
The Best American Science and Nature Writing. “It takes time for some
ideas to mature,” Andreas says. “It turns out that sometimes rejection
can be a good thing.”

Finding Ideas
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The elements of a good story include: characters, a journey,
conflict, linked events, a news hook, and a big-picture idea.
These elements distinguish a story from a topic.

One of the best ways to learn how to identify good story
ideas is to read top-level nonfiction, including non-science
articles.

Test your ideas on strangers and friends at bars or cocktail

parties. If you hook them in a few sentences or less, you're
on the right track.

Understand the news cy
embargo schedules. Never breaj an embargeo,

scure and internationa jour
quirky and interesting studies,

and interests can lead to interesting Work ;Dr:_rsulng hObbies
Jects,

With a little legwork before your next trip,

) ou
travels into fountains of feature |d<-:-as__i;s | 2N turp You
willing to give Up on the idea of 5 work-free vacat 9 as yq,
a

If at first your idea is rejected, don‘t give
have tales of stories that were yearsin the m
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Chapter 3

Making the Pitch
By Thomas Hayden

Online or on paper, written, spoken, or acted out with puppets: If
you've got a story you want to tell, you're first going to have to convince
an editor to give you the space and resources to produce and publish it.
The traditional way to approach an editor is with a brief written pro-
posal, or pitch, called a query letter. And if that letter isn’t good, no one
but the readers of your personal blog will find out whether your story
could have been, too.

There are a hundred variations on the standard query letter, ranging
from laboriously researched documents to hallway conversations be-
tween colleagues. (Yes, staffers have to pitch, roo.) News stories—direct,
to the point, and focused on a specific study or event—are fundamen-
tally different from magazine-style fearures, which tend to play out as
narratives with characters, plotlines, and maybe even a moral or two.
The pitch for each story type is correspondingly different. (See “A Tale
of Two Query Letters” on p. 36 for an example of each.) And there are as
many individual preferences as there are editors. But the fundamental
elements are the same, and no matter how you put them together, they
are essential to the success of any pitch:

The story idea: What are you proposing to write, specifically? (See
Chapter 2 for the difference between topics and stories.)

Relevance: Why does this story matter, and why is it a good fit for
the specific publication? (Sometimes “because it's cool” is reason
enough. But you usually need more.)
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Timeliness: Why should this story be assigned now, rather than, say,
a year ago, or in six months? Is there breaking news, an upcoming

» )
anniversary, or some other “news peg” to hang the story on

Execution: Are you proposing a 350-word news brief or a 3,000-
word feature? A profile, an investigation, an essay? Will the story re-
quire travel, or hard-to-get interviews, or Freedom of Information
Act requests?

Extras: Are there photo opportunities, or dara for graphics or inter-
active maps, or other possible adornments to the primary story?

Author: Why are you the writer for the job? Reasons might include
your writing experience or knowledge of the field, access to the key
sites or sources, or a unique perspective on the issue.

: dil—read them carefully. With experi-
ence, you'll find your own approach ro Pitching, and learn to shape it for

different stories, publications, and editors. Bur g5 4 general rule, an initial
>

query letter should be a single page (abouy five hundred words) or less
even for longer stories. ’

There are two reasons. First, editors are unj
tend to value clarity and brevity. The second .

ason is eyen simpler: in
some ways, the best ourcome of a query leceer i R dP. :
know more, § desire to

Thar doesn’t mean you can just dash off 3 fe, lines,
thing more than a short news piece, a good pirch shoul’d b:u
written. That is ro say, you should make couple of prefi . :
calls, reaching out to key sources to confirm that they’|] ¢ nlmary‘ phone
and that your idea has a solid basis in reality. And the que Peak i, you
demonstrate both the strength of your idea and che Strength of
ing. Some writers draft an opening paragraph or two th
the final story, and use them o open the query lereer. It shoy,
thought through the idea as a story and that they cap Caprure ihthey’ve
and style of the outlet they’re pitching, € tone

gh. For any-
f'eporred and

Your writ-
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“I rely a lot on the writing that I'm already reading: the writing in the
e-mails, the writing in the pitch,” says Adam Rogers, senior editor at
Wired. “Those e-mails to me are auditions all on their own. So are the
interactions I have on the phone. I want to feel like this is a professional
that I’'m going to be in good hands with.”

You want to build your queries around good story ideas. But you also
want to send another message: that working with you will be a low-risk
proposition. When an editor assigns a story, he or she is making a bet—
that a new writer will be able to deliver the goods, or that an expensive
reporting trip will pay off. A clear, well-thought-out, and polished query
can help an editor feel more secure in taking a chance on your proposal.
“Quite often I think there’s a good story behind the pitch, but the pitch
is not well written,” says Helen Pearson, lead features editor at Nature.
“That tells me it’s too much of a gamble” to make the assignment.

The newer you are to science writing, or to the specific editor you're
pitching, the more formal and complete your query letter should be. For
short news arricles, which tend to be less complicated to reporr, wrire,
and edit, a short, crisp memo is your best bet. For features, which tend to
be longer, more complicated, and higher-risk for editors, you'll need to
research and write a more comprehensive but still succinct query letter.
(See “A Tale of Two Query Letters” on p. 36 for examples.)

How much research should you do before drafting your query?
There’s no hard-and-fast rule, but as a general guideline you should start
by reading any scientific papers or other background material the story
will be based on. Next, you should check to make sure the publication
you plan to pitch hasn’t run similar stories in the recent past. If you're
pitching a news story, that may be plenty. Buc if you're pitching a longer
feature, you've got more work to do. You won’c always know the ending
of the feature story you're pitching, but you do need to know enough to
show that it #s a story, not just a hunch.

When I first started working as a science reporter, I was amazed by
how quickly people returned my phone calls requesting interviews—I

had an easier time getting leading scientists on the phone than I did
scheduling a meeting with my own PhD adviser. By and large, most sci-
entists respond well to a polite, enthusiastic request, by phone or by e-
mail, to discuss their research with a reporter—even if you don’t have an
assignment yet. I¢’s easier if you have a staff job and can say you're calling
from publication X or research foundation Y. For freelancers, trans-
parency is best: simply explain that you're a science journalist looking

Making the Pitch
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into a story you plan to propose to publication X, and ask for ten min.
utes to make sure you understand the key points.

Sure, sometimes a potential source will say no. But more ofiep than
not, she'll say yes. And when she does, be brief, polite, and focused
Don’t subject your source to a fishing expedition. (For more on inger.

viewing, see Chapter 4.)

The Art of Conversation

[ learned almost everything I needed to know about pitching from my
very first query: a comically bad, justifiably unsuccessful pitch thar hap-
pened to find a generous editor. | never did write the story I proposed,
but I probably became a professional science writer because of it.

I'was in graduate school ar the time, studying biological oceanography
at the University of Southern California. T had very little media experi-
ence, but [ was 3 magazine junkie, and [ had become the defaulc reviewer
of manuscripts in my department. I had never written about science for a

general audience, by Thad a vague sense that [ would like ro.

So I searched online for the e-mail address of an editor at the now-
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cessfully, and taughr scores of students to do the sam
while there are locs of common errors thar cap sink apn otl :
pitch (see “Classic Mistakes We Can Al Avoid” op p. 3;)81'\\“5@ decenc
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cosmic interference—and that’s if you already have a great story idea.
But a handful of guidelines can help give your pitch its best chance:

* Know the outlet you're pitching. 1 had read Equinox since its first
issue, so I knew the types of stories its editors ran, and that they
hadn’t already covered the story I was pitching. You can do the
same by reading back issues and combing through archives. You
don’t want to propose a story an outlet has already published, or
somerhing it never would.
Pitch a person, not a publication. Look at the masthead, search
online, ask friends and colleagues—anything to increase the chances
that your e-mail will find a living, breathing editor and not wind up
in an electronic slush pile at the far end of a “submissions@” e-mail
address. And if you can find someone who knows the editor and is
willing to introduce you, so much the better.
Practice. Journalism conferences often feature a “pitch slam,”
where a panel of editors hears and critiques story pitches from
audience members. We've found a less harrowing way to get
critical feedback in Scilance, by breaking into smaller groups
online, reading and critiquing one another’s pitches, and helping
to brainstorm outlets for the stories.
Be both audacious and humble. Have the courage to pitch
ambitious stories and leading outlets—and the humility to be
grateful for any response, whether or not it leads to an assignment
right away.
Be flexible. Be specific in your pitch, but adaprable in any follow-
up conversations. It’s great to be passionate about your own ideas,

but especially early in your career, you'll get further, faster if you're
eager to execute your editors’ ideas, too.

Finding Your Target

So . . . you have a story idea. The next step? Decide where you're going to
pitch it. I tell my journalism students to chink about pitching stories the
same way they might have thought about applying to colleges: survey
many possibilities and identify “match, stretch, and safety” options. For
science writers, a safety option might mean a free blog outlet hungry for
content. A match is probably an outlet you’ve written for previously, or a
close equivalent. And a stretch is that next rung of audience size, prestige,

Making the Pitch
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or pay—the publication you’ve Ilong admired, and drean;{ of l:;eal}(]ing into,
Knowing the full range of possible outlets for your work, an h'w ere' they
line up in that scheme, will be a key part of your success pitching science
stories. The good news is that unlike when you had to choose a college, you
can write for more than one publication at once, and you may well haye
different pitches out to publications at each level at any given time,

Keep in mind that for every famous national outlet, there are many
smaller, less-well-known equivalents that are easier to break into. That
quirky tidbit about a researcher that would make a great “Talk of the
Town” item in the New Yorker? It might make an even better “lede”
(journalism-speak for an opening paragraph or section) for a full profile
in the alumni magazine of the scientis’s home institution. And sure,
your idea for a long feature on new solutions ro a socially relevant public
health problem might work great at the Los Angeles Times. But it could
work just as well in a free weekly newspaper that isn’t being bombarded
with science story pitches every day.

The poin is that there are more potential outlets for your work than

you could ever read, and most have at least something to recommend
them. They range from the news secti

nals, to trade association newslegr

; ’ partments of colleges. They include
nonprofic grou.ps h?me pages, museum catalogs, United Nations re-
ports, and public radio station news blogs

Some are small, some are specialized
relevant local stories ro internatio
correspondent withour ever leavi
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deciding where to pitch your ideas, you can’t overlook the fact that some
outlets simply pay more than others do. And some require a great deal
more work for stories of the same length. As you build your science-
writing business, you want to keep discovering new publications, and

adding them to your list of potential outlets. When you do, make a note
of how well they compensate you for your time.

Pulling the Trigger

The best time to pitch a story idea is shortly after you've discovered or
developed it, and well before anyone else does. You're seeking the sweet
spot in an editor’'s mind between “I've never heard a word about this,
therefore it's not important,” and “This is so five minutes ago.” Rest as-
sured that if you sit on a good story, someone else will discover it and
beat you into print.

Initial queries should be sent by e-mail, in the body of the message,
not as attachments. (Distaste for e-mail attachments just may be the one
thing all editors have in common.) When you’re introducing yourself to
a new editor, you can link to a few samples of your best work, or to your
professional website, at the bottom of the query letter. You can also offer
to send electronic copies of your published clips upon request—just
don’t attach them, or anything, to your initial query e-mail.

As a matter of courtesy and custom, you should send your query letrer
to just one publication at a time. This can ger ticklish quickly, especially
for time-sensitive pitches. Most editors say they do try to respond o
pitches, yea or nay, as soon as they can, but every writer has stories of life-
shortening stress as they waited for a response to a pitch whose news peg
was rapidly approaching.

If your story’s freshness will expire on a particular date, make sure
that’s clear in your query letter and include the phrase “time-sensitive
pitch” in your e-mail’s subject line. And then hit send, and wait.

How long should you waie? It depends on several factors, including
the shelf life of your story’s relevance and the publication frequency of
the outlet you’ve pitched. For a daily outlet and a fast-approaching news

peg, you might send a follow-up e-mail the next day. For monthly maga-
zines and more shelf-stable stories, waiting two weeks or more for a re-
sponse is pretty common.

Some writers note in their query letter that they will send the pitch to
other publications if they haven’t heard back by a certain date. But that’s a

Making the Pitch
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pretty aggressive move, and runs fhe risk of’alienating y(.)ur e(?iu?r rathe
than spurring a response. Instead, if you don’t hear anything withip , rea.
sonable amount of time for the story and outlet—say, a couple of days for
a daily, or a couple of weeks for a monthly—follow up twice. And in the
second follow-up, after about half as much time has gone by, let the edjty;
know you're ready to move on. “I say something like ‘Since this is a time.
sensitive story, if I haven’t heard back from you by the end of the week ]|
assume you're not interested. Thanks again for your consideration, and |
hope to work with you in the future,” says SciLancer Michelle Nijhuis,
That way, if the editor does pop up again after you’ve sold your story else-
where, you'll have a digital trail that shows she had her chance. (Most
writers stick with e-mail for thejr follow-ups, but some swear there’s no
substitute for picking up the phone: if nothing else, it tends to get you
your rejection more quickly, so you can move on.)

Unfortunately, a pitch does not give you exclusive rights to a story
idea. It’s always possible thar 4 publication you pitch, or a colleague you
talk with too openly, will consciously or unconsciously take your idea.
But in our experience, outright idea theft is rare- even moderately rep-
utable outlets won’t simply poach your story idea and assign it to some-
one else. More often, publicationg receive very similar pitches from

nimlt:lp lehwnters, an;_ 81ve priority first (o staffers, then to freelancers who
a7eacy have a working rdatmmhip with the outler. The more original

your idea 15 and thf: more effective yoy, query, the better chance you
have of being the writer oth
€IS resent. Er, admire

full scope of the reporting gets done,”

cisco bureau chief for New Scientist,
So, if your assignment is anything more than g g,..
story, pick up the phone and have 4 conversatiop, Wirgalghtfol‘ward news
will help you clarify expecrations from the outset, colja. ur ediror—“rhar
editor’s questions as you report, and write wich con ﬁdenctea wers o the
: EYour fis,
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drafc will be on target. After you talk, send an e-mail to your editor
noting the key points of your discussion to make sure you understand
each other—and that you’ve got a record to refer to in case of future dis-
agreements. (Many publications will do the same for you in an assign-
ment letter. But it never hurts to be proactive.)

Dating Around or Settling Down

How often should you pitch? When it comes to frequency and number,
there are two primary pitching strategies, each with its vocal proponents.
You might think of them as the sea urchins and the sharks. Sea urchins are
famously fecund, throwing off millions of eggs or sperm in the hopes that a
few will bump into each other and mature into healthy adults. Most sharks
are more circumspect. They mature later in life, breed rarely, and often
brood their eggs internally, giving birth to just a few self-sufficient pups.
Both strategies work, with sea urchins accepting steep rates of attrition while
sharks invest much more to improve each offspring’s chances of survival.
When it comes to pitching, you'll soon learn whether you're a natural
broadcast spawner, reeling off dozens of pitches a month in the hopes
that a few find their mark, or a brooder, who pours days or weeks of
work into each query, relying on that effort to lead to an assignment al-
most every time. In practice, many science writers combine both ap-
proaches, and often metamorphose from echinoderm to elasmobranch as
careers advance. The effort required to pitch also tends to change as you
develop relationships with individual editors—once you're trusted, you
can save time by pitching informally over the phone or in person. If the
editor is interested in your informal pitch, you can follow up with a de-
tailed written query.

One more sexual analogy: Some writers find they are happiest with
solid, predictable professional relationships. They work on staff, or pitch
most of their story ideas to just one or a few primary outlets. Others, lit-
erarily speaking, are downright promiscuous, preferring to match each
story idea with the best potential outlet, rather than shaping their ideas
for publishing partners they already know. Ultimately, it doesn’t matter
which strategy you use, as long as you use one.

If you're reading this book, chances are you agree with us that the
world needs great science writing. But that doesn’t mean that the uni-
verse owes you a career, of that editors are standing by bemoaning their
empty pages and unspent budgets. Still, there is more room and appetite
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f lity science writing than ever before, and a near infinite variety of
ua ' o
8 i g to be told. Most important, there are people Waiting fo
stories waitin ; '
help you tell them, and to pay you for the pleasure. All you neeq j;

to convince them to let you do it.

Classic Mistakes We Can All Avoid

By Monya Baker

Dumb Typos

If you don’t get the editor's name right, you won't get the assignment. All

your hours of research, writing, and sweat—all that will count for nothing
if you don't check the number of

“I"s in Hillary or make sure Alex Nguyen
is @ man before you send an e-

mail to “Mr., Nguyen.” Even worse is a
message addressed to someone other than the recipient. Technology Re-

view is not going to accept a pitch if you leave in the “Dear Mr. Remnick”
from your pitch to the New Yorker,

inappropriate Informality

in Early E-mails
Your initial e-mails to an ed

itor shoy|qy rese
formal, cleanly formatted, and s

person, addressing him or her in
name at all will make a bad i

mble digita| business letters:
en if you!
mail with
Mpression.
you'll soon be on a first-name basis.

Ytin your f mai
. ' " " " rs =
with a “Dr,~ "Mr.,” or “Ms. t e-mai|

Uccinet, gy,
an e-

OHCG Yo

Wrong Magazine
Nature is not 3 wildlife magaz;

what kinds of stories a magagzj

t take the
ne ry .
) . "8 your '9norance will sp,
won't get the assignment you pitched, 55, 5

d You'll lose cred
Sequent pitches. Don't Jet this happen, ol
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Pitching the Story That Just Ran, or Is Sure to Be Running

If you see a story on the EurekAlert! online news service that looks per-
fect for a particular magazine, you can be sure that staff writers and reg-
ular freelancers have had first crack. (See Chapter 2 for more.) Don't
even try to pitch these picked-over stories unless you can bring some-
thing special to them, such as on-site reporting or an unexpected take.
Similarly, if a topic is hot or timely, don't pitch an obvious explainer or
roundup. If an editor wants an everything-you-need-to-know-about-
composting story for the gardening season, she'll assign it to someone

<he knows. Be sure to offer a specific narrative or special perspective.

Forsaking the Phone

Insecure newbies often spend too much time on background research,
trolling through countless articles on PubMed without actually contacting
a practitioner in the field about their story idea. Sure, you need to read up
a bit to know whom to call, but ultimately a reporter’s job is to learn about
what hasn't already been published. Writers who forsake the phone are
losing the opportunity not just to find potential characters for their stories,
but also to get expert guides to the literature and the latest data.

Pitching Endurance

By Douglas Fox

Pitching a story, especially a long, travel-intensive feature, usually
requires patience, persistence, and luck—and sometimes mega-
doses of all three.

In March 2007 | secured a spot on an expedition to Antarctica, em-
bedded with a team studying lakes hidden beneath the West Antarctic

(Continues)
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Pitching Endurance (Continued)

Ice Sheet. | would spend seven weeks on the ice, five of them sleeping in
a tent just 375 miles from the South Pole. My editor at Discover was in-
terested in the story, and | was about to send her a full proposal.

The departure date was November 8, 2007. Thin

gs started falling
apart in July,

Several weeks after sending a full proposal to Discover, | received an
apologetic voice mail from my editor informing me she couldn't assign
the story after all, because another Antarcti

c feature had already been
approved at the magazine withoy

t her knowledge. From there began a

flurry of pitching and repitching the story.

August 7: Wired said no, The e
cremental, and they already had
overlap with mine, despite being

ditors thought the science was too in-
an Arctic story in progress that might
poles apart.

¢ said no. They needed more lead time
and would have to send one of their PhOtographers along, which wasn't
logistically possible at this point.

October 3: Nationaf Geographic Adventyre

of depressing stories involving melting jce. They Sis 'Ntrigued, by tired
discuss further when | got back. J9ested that | call to

PpPen agaijn. And
s of dollars on a trip withu "
story, o

nearly two months and thousand
significant outlet signed up for a
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Things finally looked up on October 17. At 11:16 a.m., an editor at
the Christian Science Monitor agreed to take a couple of 1,200-word
pieces. And then at 2:52 that afternoon, after a month'’s silence, Men’s
Journal e-mailed and told me the story was a go.

And so | went to Antarctica, with noncompeting assignments from
MJ and the Monitor. The trip, as | describe in Chapter 6, exceeded
expectations.

But by the time | returned home and filed the story with MJ, new
problems were already emerging. The story was fine, but the photo edi-
tor wasn't happy with the shots. Rather than having the story languish, |
negotiated with MJ to have it killed immediately so that | could pitch it
elsewhere.

| knew that | had the best story | had ever written, and no one wanted
to print it. | quickly obtained a second round of rejections from Smithson-
ian and National Geographic Adventure. | was getting desperate, and
losing credibility with the people who had so generously taken me to
Antarctica in the first place, when my editor at Discover asked out of the
blue how the Antarctica trip had gone, and suggested that | pitch her the
story again. | happily did this—but yet again, there were challenges.

Discover had run its other Antarctic story, the one that bumped mine,
in November 2007. That story was devoted to subglacial lakes, just as
mine was. It took some doing to reposition my story around climate
change and the stability of the West Antarctic Ice Sheet. | did receive
some help from an unexpected source: Michael Crichton had featured
the work of my Antarctic hosts in his climate-skeptic novel State of Fear.
That touch of controversy and the shift in focus were enough for Dis-
cover, and the story was published with my photos.

Ultimately | published six other stories from the trip: two for the Chris-
tian Science Monitor and four for science-focused publications. Was it
worth it? For me, it was. But | learned that when it comes to time-
consuming, travel-intensive stories, the pitching process should start as

early as possible—and that | should prepare for the unpredictable.
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A Tale of Two Query Letters

By Thomas Hayden

My first magazine pitch was a dismal failure—a solid topic, but with
no structure, story arc, or sense of relevance beyond “j

it's really
So what should | have written instead? | attempt to redeem myself

cool.”

query. Remember that even with
need the reporting and writing chops to deliver t

d have executed the news story back then, with lo

from an understanding editor, Byt I was far too green to handl
plex feature Story—not to mentig

most publications. (The most imp

interested editors can decide wh
terest.)

a perfect
pitch, you still he story: |
ts of help
e a com-
N too close to the primary sources for
ortant thing there s disclosure, so that
ether you have 3 potential conflict of in-
€ sure to check out the archive of real

ook (www.theopennotebook.com), too.

And before You pitch, b
query letters at The Open Noteb

News Pitch

Subject line: News Pjtch | Making the

Ocean bloom
Dear Mr./Ms. Editor,

water, it cayse : I quanti-
plants, the base of the marine food web ?’:edsr::at-'c b.'oo fmicroscoprc
to understand how the Ocean works, byt this king ;‘tlStS L &Y Want oy
tilization” on a larger scale could ultimately combd toerat Oceanic “fer
boost fish supplies—or create unintendeq Conse uat Slob Arming and
free “dead zones* and deadly toxic algae blooms_q ®Nces, g, h as Oxyge
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The scientists return to port in one week and will release a statement
to the press at that time. As an oceanography graduate student and col-
league of two of the researchers, | have advance notice of the prelimi-
nary results and can be ready to go with a five hundred-word news story
as the research vessel docks.

I've spoken with two of the scientists already, and expect interviews
this week with the chief scientist (by electronic mail) and two prominent
critics of the expedition. Headshots of key researchers and photographs
of the expedition's departure are available from their home institutions’
press offices.

| can be reached by return e-mail, or at (310) 555-1867.

Thomas Hayden

Feature Pitch
Subject line: Feature Pitch | The friendship behind the

“experiment of the decade”
Dear Mr./Ms. Editor,

Two thousand kilometers off the coast of Ecuador, the surface waters of
the equatorial Pacific are all but devoid of marine life. For the scientists
aboard the research ship Melville, more than a week into a unique, ex-
perimental expedition, the world was an uninterrupted sweep of blue
sky and ocean. Until, that is, the oceanographers on board started
dumping nearly five hundred kilograms of iron into the sea, over an area
the size of Manhattan. After that, the ocean teemed with microscopic
life, turning the water green, proving a decade-old theory, and poten-
tially affecting everything from the global climate to the world's supply
of seafood.

It's an experiment that oceanographer John Martin would have loved.
There's just one problem: Martin died two years ago, as the first test of
his radical “iron hypothesis” was being planned. The idea that certain

(Continues)
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A Tale of Two Query Letters (Continued)

"high nutrient, low chlorophyll” (HNLC) areas of the ocean could he
made to bloom by fertilizing them with iron was so unpopular, it might
well have died with Martin. But Kenneth Coale, a young colleague of
Martin’s at Moss Landing Marine Laboratory, near Monterey, California,
refused to let that happen.

As lead scientist for what many are calling the most audacious experi-
ment of the decade, Coale had to fight an uphill battle against dismissive
colleagues, wary funders, and alarmed critics. With vindication finally in
sight, it seems clear that his persistence had as much to do with the
bond between two very different scientists—the older one fiery and
iconoclastic, the younger one calmly determined—as it did with the un-

derlying science.

'm proposing a feature story on the IronEx Il experiment, told

ough the lens of John Martin’s and Kenneth Coale’s struggles to
make it happen. Sidebars could incly

tilization to combat global climate

thr

de one on the potential for iron fer-

. change and augment seafood sup-
plies, and another on possible unintended consequences, including toxic

algae blooms and oxygen-deprived “dead zones.” Graphics could in-
clude a time line of related ocean res

an interactive digital textbook on the Amazon rain P
happy to send samples on request, orest.  would be

| can be reached by return e-mail, or at (310

) 555-18¢7.
Thomas Hayden
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Each time you pitch a new editor, you're not just trying to sell
a story—you're introducing yourself to a potential employer,
and trying to sell your skills and the quality of your ideas.

Be sure you're pitching stories, not just topics.

The right time to pitch is just after you've confirmed your
story idea is real, and before you write. If your editor likes the
idea, he or she will help you shape it.

Develop a diverse list of potential outlets, to increase your
chances of finding one that fits your idea.

Research and report your story ideas enough to know
they're real, and that key sources will talk with you.

Err on the side of formality, especially when you're pitching a
new outlet or editor.

Many outlets list submission guidelines online, sometimes in
considerable detail. Read them carefully. If you can’t find them
online, e-mail the general editorial address and request a

copy.
Pitch a person, not just a publication. Secure an introduction

to new editors if you can—or introduce yourself in person at a
conference or meeting.

Make sure your query represents you well—no typos or
grammatical errors.

Find a friend or group and critique one another’'s query
letters.

Send your query in the body of an e-mail, not as an
attachment.

You can send your query letter to only one publication at a
time, so work quickly and choose carefully.

Making the Pitch
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Chapter 4

Getting the Story, and Getting It Right
By Andreas von Bubnoff

" Once you have landed that assignment and have a deadline, you may
start to feel what we cal] “The Fear”; That this time, you won’t make it.
That this time, “they”—your editor, your readers, your sources, your
mother—will find oyt you're a fraud. Bur if you break down the research
process into steps, The Fear wi| fade, and even com plicated projects will
become manageable, This chapter discysses strategies for making your re-
porting more effective and efficient,

Finding Sources

sources for your story, " .
¥ ory. For a news brief op 5 research ﬁnding, an obvious
ducted the 4
. main study. In m
experience, the leader of the study——ca“ed h F . .}’ d
the princip,] investigator, or
PI, and generally the Jase author listed__; ] °
. 1S the bege source for big-picture
quotes about the meaning of the findjp g Grad
8S- Graduare students or postdocs,
who often do the bulk of the work, can discuss the details of h
. €tai
but may be afraid to say what they really think—g, s of the researc
. —Or may g;j
close to the work to comment op its larger implicatjon, Y simply be too
When you ralk to the PI, a5l her or hjp, to reco.
Mmen -
searchers who can comment on the ﬁndings. Other pore d Iother re
” n
and “sources of sources” are the authors of related Papers oﬁtla s_oucxiﬂces
P : scienti ; > Ulten cited in
the original paper; scientists on relevan adwsory Panels: .. e
. : icati . > SCi i
societies; scientific publication databases; and ever, your Own’f‘ e:;n c
flends in

Ny

" -
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related fields. (While journalistic ethics prevent reporters from quoting
friends or colleagues in an article, friends can suggest sources and give
you their unvarnished opinion on the work, which may help inform
your questions.) Many scientists are happy to talk about the criticism
their work has received and direct you to their critics, so don’t be afraid
to ask.

For a feature story, the reporting process is more complex, partly be-
cause it can lead in multiple, unexpected directions. Often my first step is
to look in PubMed (for biomedical research) or Google Scholar for re-
searchers who have recently written review articles on the topic of the
story, especially for leading journals such as Science or Nature. The Annual
Reviews, which cover more than forty disciplines, are valuable summaries
of current research and contain hundreds of citations. Online “expert”
databases, such as ProfNet and the Newswise directory, and expert guides
published by university public-relations offices can also provide good
starting points. Make sure to check nearby institutions for possible sources
when you're working for local outlets. When I ralk to these researchers, |
ask them to suggest other people working on the topic.

Investigative stories, which reveal information that sources would
rather keep secret, often involve filing Freedom of Information Act re-
quests and using other tactics to acquire key documents. (See the Re-
sources section for further information on investigative reporting.)

When T first contact potential sources, I generally use e-mail, or call if
there isn’t much time. I've found that many scientists respond to e-mail
surprisingly fast, often in a few hours or less, and e-mailing to arrange a
time to talk can reduce the time both you and your source spend playing
phone tag.

Your initial e-mail should be shore, polite, and professional, including
an appropriate salutation, a signature box, and, needless to say, good
spelling and grammar. I usually introduce myself as a science writer,
briefly describe the publication I'm writing for and the nature of the
story, and ask if there is a convenient time to talk. I also mention how
much of the interviewee’s time I expect to need, and make it clear if my
deadline is tight. If the researcher says he or she can’t do it, I ask for sug-
gestions of people to contact instead.

If a source doesn’t respond within a reasonable time, send a reminder
e-mail, call, or enlist the help of the institution’s public information
officer, or PIQ. While it’s almost always worth trying to contact your
source directly first, some institutions will let you interview sources only

Getting the Story, and Getting It Right
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if you contact a PIO first; sometimes, if a researcher is a high-prog,
scientist or the story is attracting a lot of press, working with a P[0 may
be the only way to get your source on the phone, PIOs, especially thoge
at government agencies and federal labs, may also want to sit in on phone
or in-person interviews, which can be helpful or restrictive dcpending on
the sensitivity of the interview topic and the attitude of the PIO.

Make sure you don’t schedule more interviews in a day than you can
handle: interviews of any kind can be oddly tiring, and you need time 1
process what you've been told. “I try to limit the number of in-person in-
terviews in a day to two and the number of phone interviews to four,”
says Scilancer Robert Frederick, adding that it rakes much more energy
to do interviews in person than on the phone, because reporters have o

be more actively attentive during in-person interviews.

Preparing for an Interview

How much research you do before an interview depends on the type of
story. Your preparation for news article interviews, during which you'l
need to ask specific questions abouyc new research, will be different than
your preparation for, say, a profile piece, for which you may want to ask
more personal questions abour the subject’s life and work. In geﬂfrah
prepare enough so you don’t waste 4 source’s time, but not so much that
you lose your own sense of the big picture. “I read as much of the paper
as }11 c:ln, bu: always the abstract and the discussion,” says ScilLancer Han-
;gimct;?i, Vg)thjr nzws cov-erage of the research js useful to a point, but

vely dated or wrong, and | don’, like to read too much be-
cause I don’t want it to influence my questions o ing.”

In some cases, though, €xtensive preparation o porting. . did f
Scilancer Monya Baker, Afier struggling thro C}é}ln pay offﬁ as it did for
fore interviewing its author, she still didn’¢ undug o el Paper -
asked the researcher; he explained. “Then he saiceirsmnd a.ﬁ:w defalls, She
that he’d juse gotten the most exciting resuylrs | S?dmefhm:g el
says. “They were so preliminary that he waq rel uclrz At el i
about them, but he thought I could handle them ;‘;m —
my story.” =S

Make sure you compile a list of questions, evep jf
minutes to spare before the interview. Thjg way, if f'o);ou have just five
lose your train of thought, you have something o ] ba:}ny f€ason you
writing about a subject that’s familiar to you, don’s FOFge; (s:.aiyou’re

more

to reporrers
ilts became
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general questions before delving into the details: put yourself in your
reader’s shoes and imagine the questions you might have if you were en-
countering the subject for the first time. (See “A Science Writer's Emer-
geney Question List” on p. 49 for suggestions.)

The list of questions will also allow you to give the interview a struc-
cure, which may differ depending on the type of story. “I try to structure
the interview chronologically if 'm really trying to get the story behind
the work, or logically if we're talking about a particular piece of re-
search,” says Hannah,

For certain types of projects, such as question-and-answer-format
(Q&A) interviews for print or audio, a structured list of questions and
good preparation are especially important, because you will be less able to
rearrange the material later for the finished piece.

If you record your interview, make sure you have enough space on
your recorder and spare batteries on hand. Oh, and before the interview,
make sure you go to the bathroom.

Conducting the Interview

There are different ways to start an interview. With sources who don’t
often speak with the media, it may help to begin with some brief small
walk, but don’t force it; other sources may find chitchat to be an annoying
waste of time, 1¢'s always a good idea to briefly summarize the subject
and scope of your assignment; after that, you can often get an interviewee
talking by asking how he or she came to study the topic, or by asking for
a summary of his or her findings and their implications.

Remember that your job as an interviewer is “not to translate the sub-
ject on behalf of your source, but to respectfully interrogate him or her
for your audience,” says Scilancer Thomas Hayden.

Also remember that you are in control. Think of yourself not just as a
listener, but also as the director of what Thomas describes as a “weirdly
focused, slightly augmented conversation.” For example, it’s perfectly
reasonable to ask sources to repeat themselves; to ask for additional de-
tails in follow-up questions; to stop sources who give you too much in-
formation; or to ask them to speak more slowly if necessary.

Even as you direct, try to keep the conversation as nacural as possible.
Ask open-ended questions, as you would in casual conversation. Don’t
talk too much; sources often respond to a litcle silence with new and in-
teresting information. As Scilancer Liza Gross discovered, “It’s amazing

Getting the Story, and Getting It Right

For news stories, | like to
get at the backstory first:
“I'd love some back-
ground before we get
into what you did and
what you found and why
it's important. So, what
did you know going in
and what were you hop-
ing to learn with this
study?”

—EMILY SOHN
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how often they end up saying something unexpected that I never would

have heard if I'd butted in.”

The purpose of an interview is not only to understand the matery|
yourself, but also to get vivid, interesting quotes that will help your story
come alive for your readers. So make sure you ask your interviewees 1,
speak in lay terms so you will have to do less “translating” during the wrir.

ing process. Ask them for metaphors so you won’t have to find your own,
for instance, you might ask a molecular biologist, “If cellular component X
were big enough to hold in my hands, what would it look like?” Also ask
them to put their research into context understandable to your readers, and
to describe the general state of the field, including any controversies around
the topic of your story. Jessica Marshall, another SciLance member, says, ‘I
often blame my editor or the reader for my questions: ‘I know my editor
won’tlet me purt (complicated word or concept) in the story. Can you say
that a different way? or ‘Many of our readers won’t know what X is.” That

helps them remember who they’re ultimately talking to.”
A?d e for“a news story, don’t forger to ask about your intervie-
would have been re-rrlﬁegi,” ezmca. Somenr{les : pe.rsona] comrr.lent—— :
—¢an get a subject talking abour his or her

as the ones you don’r, The . :
bur also ger stronger quotcs!? rcticewill help you no only avoid mistakes,

As for structurin : : .
general to specific qg u:f;;:)’:] f:rXe\c’Iv‘, Print reporters often move from more
about specifics firse and save }u 10 and video journaljsts sometimes ask
sure that the interviewee g “I€lr general questions for later, to make
sensitive questions, o ¥S excited during the intervieyw If you have
> YOU may wang g g4)c them toward the e;1d g’f‘ the in-

Pport wich your source, (If you

ith
access source, however, a5k your most jpy, 2 high-profile or difficult-to-
Portanc questj
stions firse.) If
) If your

source refuses to comm
e g
of the refusal to com m,' /o4 might wan f0 point o
MeNntin your argjc|a mighe b " thata mention
€ more damae;
aging than

any comment, You

)L can also grang anonymip, o,

make sure you carefully explain whgq, that m, I 80 off the record, by
eans ’

you're speaking with someone who h bﬁ‘FOrehand, especially i
“On and Off the Record” on p- 50) * never spoken to the mi(;‘: Zelf
i C
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To save yourself work later, try to do as much fact-checking as you
can during the interview. One way to do that is to paraphrase back
o the source what you think he or she said and ask if your interpreta-
don is correct. If you have a follow-up question but don’t want to in-
cerrupt the flow of the conversation, make a note and ask at the end of
the conversation.

The length of interviews varies widely: twenty to thirty minutes
should be enough for news pieces and even most feature stories, although
an hour can make sense for a feature story if the person is a major source.
For certain story types, such as profiles, interviews can last several hours.

At the end of the interview, confirm how to spell the source’s name,
check their title, and of course ask who else you should talk to. The last
inute or two of an interview are often the most important of the entire
process: the source is usually comfortable with you and feeling expansive,
and with a little prompting he or she may come up with unusually clear
and reflective quotes. “I always ask, ‘Is there anything we didn’t cover
that you feel is important?” Often that leads to an exceptional nugget,”
says Scilancer Anne Sasso.

Getting It All Down

This is where that typing class you took in high school may come in
handy. Some reporters are more comfortable taking handwritten notes;
the fastest way to do that is probably by learning shorthand or speed writ-
ing. Some develop their own version of speed writing or save time by
dropping vowels when taking notes. “1 scribble on a steno notepad, and
use a kind of personal shorthand with lots of half-words and abbreviations
I make up on the fly,” says Scilancer Jill Adams, adding that she later
types up her scribbles. Just make sure you can read your own shorthand!

Recording and transcribing an interview is one way to make sure you
get everything. Turning on a small digital recorder also lets you focus on
the interview and on the next question, rather than on your notebook or
laptop. That can be especially important when you are in the field and
moving around. Recording also allows you more time for raking notes on
your own impressions—what you're seeing and hearing around you, how
the source is behaving, and all the other derails essential to any feature
story.

If you do record, make sure you ask the source to state his or her
name near the beginning (believe me, later you may have no idea who

Getting the Story, and Getting It Right
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is on the recording). And it’s important to ask fo, Permissioy
record, since several states require fWO-party consent to recorq , Phon,
conversation.

If you combine typing with recording, turn on the tracking functio,
in Microsoft Word so that you can time-stamp interesting passages,
note the time when the source says something important so that yoy ¢
easily find it later in the recording. It’s often helpful to write 5 brief sup.
mary just after the interview of the most important things an interviewee
said. I've also found that for news stories with few sources, I cap often
just write a rough draft of the article while Jisrening to the recording—pg
transcribing required.

Even partial transcribing of interviews can be time-consuming, and
often impossible on 5 tight deadline. Also, recording can be a crurch thy
prevents you from focusing completely on the interview and what you
really need from it. So practice doing interviews withoyc your recorder—

you may find thar with time, you become a more efficient, and equally
a_ccurate, reporter.

Taking notes and recording in the field has its own challenges. For
more, see Chapter 6,

Structuring the Reporting Process

So how many interyi
1ews do you peed? F i ‘
* For news stor
talk to at least onies, you'l need to

one maj i
aIn source and one outside source nor connected to
the study, For 4 feature geor 11 1
¥s you hkely need o in terview several

sources until yoy understand !
what’s hap ening i
; Ing in ;
know who the majn players are It’s alg L' e -
O Importane ¢ IdenriFy any con-

and thep talk to 4| sides. For jnves-

: : cure sy i
€xtra interviews to confirm your find; <Bomag documents OF 60

and complexity of the Stoty and the sy
useful rule of thumb,
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After your first handful of interviews, you may want to start sketching
out a draft. Many reporters find that an early draft helps them identify
and focus on gaps during the rest of their reporting. “I used to do all my
interviewing, then write,” says SciLancer Douglas Fox. “But I find that
the writing—or at least outlining—comes earlier and earlier.” (For more
on the process of structuring and writing your story, see Chapter 7.)

The downside of beginning to write too early, however, is to miss or
not be open or prepared enough for unexpected turns and twists in the
story. Sometimes it is that one last phone call that gives you the contrar-
ian source who criticizes everything others have told you before. And
that’s not the only advantage of extra reporting: “I think a lot of great
new story ideas come from over-reporting,” says Douglas.

Fact-Checking and Follow-up Questions

Journalism, at its most basic level, is truth-telling: everything a reporter
writes should be verifiable, and based on firsthand observation, robust
documentation, or reliable sources. And as we’ve said before, while not
all science writing is journalism, we believe that all science writing can
and should be done journalistically. So once the article is written, you'll
need to make sure that it's completely correct—especially after the edit-
ing process, which often raises unanticipated follow-up questions and
sometimes introduces errors. (For more on working with editors, see
Chaprer 8.)

For magazine features, you may work with a staff or freelance fact-
checker, who will ask you to provide an annotated draft so that he or she
can confirm all the facts in your story. But even in these cases, it’s best to
check all your facts yourself, and rely on the fact-checker as a triple-
check. With any story, short or long, go through your final edited draft
line by line, noting all the facts—names, titles, institutions, numbers,
dates, places, interpretations of research findings. Then, even if you think
you have them right, confirm them with your sources or with reliable
documents.

When you check facts, whether on the phone or by e-mail, you may
want to tell the source that the process is about accuracy, not style. To
help a source focus on factual accuracy, it can be helpful to break down
the facts you are checking into separate statements and present them in a
different order than they appear in the story. (See “So When Can I Read
Your Draft?” on p. 51 for more on sharing your copy with sources.)

Getting the Story, and Getting It Right

When | started out, |
over-reported intensely,
and wrote last. It worked,
but it was also frustrating
and inefficient. | slowly
learned to report less,
and in a more targeted
way, but found some of
the joy going out of the
process, and some of the
quality and richness out
of the stories. | now try to
match reporting intensity
to the work. If it's a quick
job or a rent-payer, | re-
port less, and more
briefly. If it's a "heart
job"—something I'm do-
ing for all the reasons
that | started doing this
stuff in the first place—I
indulge myself and im-
pose on my sources to do
the kind of long, mean-
dering, hyper-tangential
reporting | really enjoy.
—THOMAS HAYDEN
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Also, while all publications want you to check your facs, most |
not want you to read a verbatim quote back to a source: once , SOurge
said it, it’s fair game, and many sources, on hearing their original |y,
guage, will want to water it down or make it less colorful. That saig you
should check the facts within your quotes by paraphrasing them to your
source or SOUrces.

If all goes well, fact-checking is the last stage in your process, Soop
you'll have a well-reported, accurate story in print—and another dead.
line on the horizon.

Making a Reporting Plan

Peter Aldhous, San Francisco bureau chief of New Scientist and a lec-
turer at the University of California, Santa Cruz, science communica-
tion program, suggests that writers use a reporting plan to organize and
streamline their research.

Even for short news stories that need to be done in a day, Aldhous
says, it's helpful to make an injtial list of sources to contact. For longer
projects, Aldhous keeps track of his reporting progress in a spreadsheet
that lists sources he has spoken to and needs to speak to, their contact

information, and their relationship to the story. He notes the times of
scheduled interviews in his Outlook calendar.

F<.>r Projects that involve data or document-driven reporting, a re-

- . . i
porting plan might alse include a list of documents (court records, for
example) or data sets that need

to be obtained. For Jon -term proj-
ects, Aldhous includes 5 timetab y ’

le for the co : .
stages. mpletion of different

evolves as you work on the 5
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A Science Writer's Emergency Question List

ou should always prepare for your interviews. But sometimes you'll
Yget an unexpected opportunity to ask a source a few questions.
What then?

Frank Allen, a former environment editor for the Wall Street Journal
and founder of the Institutes for Journalism and Natural Resources
(www.ijnr.org), suggests the mnemonic G-R-O-S-S to remember the
essentials:

G for Goals—What is your source trying to accomplish?

R for Reasons—Why is your source trying to do what he or she is
doing?

O for Obstacles—Who or what stands in the way of the goals?
S for Solutions—How can those obstacles be overcome?

S for Start—How will your source begin to overcome them (or,

alternatively, how did your source start to be interested in the
topic at hand)?

For stories about scientific research, it's also important to ask: Who
pays? Who benefits? How do you know (X result)? Could you explain that
again—in terms my readers will understand?

And finally, at the end of every interview, ask what’s missing: Is there

anything we didn’t cover that you feel is important? Who else should |
talk to?

Getting the Story, and Getting It Right
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On and Off the Record

erms such as “off the record” are often used to define the degree of
Tanonymity a reporter grants to a source. Unfortunatefy, these terms
are very poorly defined, even among reporters. If you decide to grant
anonymity to a source, make sure that the two of you agree not just on a
term but on the definition of that term.

“On the record” means that everything a source says during the inter-
view can be used and the source can be identified as the person the
comments came from (i.e., “with attribution”).

“Not for attribution” typically means that the information a source
told the reporter can be quoted but that the source can be identified
only in general terms, such as “a government official.”

“On background” is sometimes used as a synonym for “not for attri-
bution,” but it can also mean that information from the interview can be
used in the story, but direct quotes may not be used.

“Off the record” means that nothing a source said can be used in the
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"So When Can | Read Your Draft?”

While it is good journalistic practice to check facts with sources,
many of them—especially scientists accustomed to collaborative

writing and the process of peer review—will ask you to run the entire ar-
ticle past them before publication. In academic and corporate settings,
where the science writer and the major sources work together, that's
standard practice. But most journalistic publications won't let you share

prepublication drafts with sources, as it threatens reporters’ independ-

ence from those sources. At some publications, the practice is banned
outright. Others will allow sharing short passages, perhaps up to a few
paragraphs, of technical material for fact-checking. Check your publica-
tion's policy with your editor, and when in doubt, dont do it.
There are different ways to explain this journalistic norm to your
source. First, there's the practical matter of time: even if reporters
wanted to show a draft to every source in their stories, most deadlines
wouldn't leave them enough time to do so. You can also point out the
general importance of journalistic independence: “I'll say something
along the lines of, ‘Well, city reporters don’t run their stories past the
mayor'—not in a snarky way, but to explain, by analogy at least, how
journalism works,” says SciLancer Jennifer Cutraro. Finally, you can make
it clear to your sources that you are interested in accuracy and are a pro-
fessional in your job just as much as they are in theirs, says SciLancer
Hillary Rosner. “| usually try to make the point that | respect their work
and defer to them on the science, and they need to do the same to me
on the journalism,” Hillary says. “And | explain to them that I've got a

stake in getting it right, too, since otherwise I'll look bad and the next
scientist | call might not want to talk to me.”

Getting the Story, and Getting It Right
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Before you start reporting, make a reporting plan that
includes names and contact information for key sources and
core questions you need to answer during your interviews.

* When you approach potential sources, provide basic infor-
mation about your publication, your assignment, how long
you expect the interview to take, and your deadline.

* Do enough interview preparation so you don’t waste a
source's time with too-basic questions, but not so much that
you lose your own sense of the big picture.

* Make a list of questions, even if you have only five minutes to
spare before an interview.

. E;unng an interview, remember that you are in control. Keep
the conversation as natural as possible, but don't hesitate to
ask for more or less information if necessary.

* Be poli
P.O ite, but when Sources are evasive or reluctant to talk, be
persistent.

* Even when .
assume yoio: e thorough’)f‘ prepared for an interview, never
il Now everything: ask the questions you think

€ answers to as well as the ones you don’t

* Don't show unpublished
or publication requires yo

drafts to Sourceg
uto do so,
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Chapter 7

Sculpting the Story
By Michelle Nijhuis

Whether you're researching a news brief, producing a radio short, or
rurning six weeks of Antarctic science into a feature story, you'll gather
loads more material than will fic within your assigned word limit. Wric-
ing or producing nonfiction of any kind requires you to whictle that stack
of research material down to its essential elements, organize those ele-
ments wichin a story structure, and communicate them in a way that
makes sense to your audience. And you have to do it on time, correctly,
with a minimum of crying.

Bur don’t fear. As difficult as the process can be at times, [ also find it
fun and uniquely satisfying. There’s nothing quite like seeing a strong
story emerge from a chaotic pile of information. And the act of writing is
fascinatingly complex, intensely individual, and not entirely rational—
the process itself varies wildly from writer to writer, and every writer [
know has a beat-up chair, or time of day, or obscure type of pencil that
they think helps them do their best writing. (For the record, I have a fa-
vorite teacup. Don’t even rhink about touching it.) S0 while this chapter
can’t hope to be comprehensive, I’ll cover some general strategies’ that
help me and others through the process of science story sculpture. Pll fo-
cus on writing, the medium I'm most familiar with, but most of these
methods can be applied to audio and visual work as well.

Write Before You Write

Ideally, you'll start thinking about writing d
The best pitches, as Scilance member Thoma
Chapter 3, not only describe a great story but also propos

uring the pitching stage.
s Hayden mentioned in
ea preliminary

75

|

T

Scanned with CamScanner



76

ﬁ

structure for it. A strong feature-story pitch will, for instance, identify
. . 2
potential main character or characters and outline the journey the,

characters have taken—or might take during your reporting.
Even if your story is a three hundred—word news brief with , boile.

plate structure, it’s worth taking a minute, during the pitch stage, t

- consider and articulate what your story is really about. Nor the noun,

the verb. It’s not enough to say your story is about, say, salmon, [ itd
story about bears that eat salmon? Salmon that eat bears? The scientist
who discovered the rare bear-eating salmon, and her struggle to be

believed?

Seriously: For any story I work on, no matter the length, I ty to
come up with a full sentence (okay, maybe two) during the pitch stage
that captures my best guess at the core action. I might eventually use
that sentence in a headline, or it might become part of my lede para-
graph (see “Story Anatomy” on p. 84 for more on Story structure termi-
nology). Then again, I might never use it in print. And I almost always
tweak it during my reporting; after all, if we knew exactly what our sto-
ries were about from the outset, we wouldn’t have ro do any reporting.
But I do use that sentence as a lodestone as I do my research. Reporting
takes all of us on fascinating detours and into dead ends, bur a clear fo-
cus will lead you back out, helping to remind you what’s relevant and
what’s not.

When SciLancer Kendall Powell profiled a father-son pair of climate-
change researchers for Nature, she found that while the duo were viewed
by many as pesky agitators, they were, in person, the “nicest guys YOU’d
ever want to meet.” She struggled to portray that contrast until she and
her editor drafted what journalists call the “dek” or (if you’re a Brit)
“standfirst” of the story, the subtitle thar runs under the main headline.
“The two Roger Pielkes can be obstructionist pains in the neck, say their
colleagues,” the dek read. “So why is this likeable father-son pair such a
welcome addition to the debate on global climate change?” Thart pichy
summary not only guided Kendall as she wrote the story, but also ran as

the dek on the published piece.

Another step I take, very early in the process, is to figure our what type
of story I'm going to tell. We all fecognize archetypal narratives; they’re

the story types that occur over and over again in books and movies and
campfire tales around the world. An old dictum, often credited to Leo

Tolstoy, is that all great literature is one of rwe Stories: either 2 man goes
THE SCIENCE WRITERS" HANDBOOQOK
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on a journey Or a stranger Comes to town. (And those two stories are, of
course, just different views of the same story.) Christopher Booker’s The
Seven Basic Plots examines the classic plots of Comedy, Tragedy, Rags to
Riches, Voyage and Return, Overcoming the Monster, Rebirth, and
Quest.

Sticking too closely to an archetype creates a cliché, of course, and
can distore the facts. But straying too far from one of these familiar
story types risks alienating your audience. These archetypes are the
patterns we all unconsciously use to identify a story as a story—with-
out a supporting narrative, a story is likely to collapse into nonsense.
Even the most experimental fiction or drama usually draws on story
archetypes, if only to rebel against them. I've found that putting some
thought into possible archetypes at the beginning of my reporting
helps me recognize useful scenes during my research, structure my first
draft, and eventually find that sweet, surprising spot between cliché
and confusion.

Science stories are often told as Quests of some sort, but many can
also be told as Overcoming the Monster stories, Rags to Riches, or even
Comedies. Remember that the “hero” doesn’t have to be a person: some
very powerful science stories have used animals, diseases, and even cell
lines as main characters. Consider a few possible approaches, and of
course always be open to changing your strategy as you research.

As Scilancer Douglas Fox described in the previous chapter, it’s al-
ways useful to take advantage of downtime, in the field or at home, to or-
ganize your notes and begin to sketch out your story. During thart time, I
also scrutinize articles from the publication I'm working for. Even if I'm
already familiar with the publication, I take another look at its overall
tone and at the story structures, ledes, and kickers it favors. I also look at
how its writers build scenes and bring in other sources, and whether they
use the first-person voice. That way, I have the publication’s particular
approach fresh in my mind as I report.

Draw the Blueprint

When I return from my field research, or, with a phone story, when I
sense that I'm about two-thirds or three-quarters done with my research,
I will—assuming T have enough time—type up my handwritten notes,
fully or partially transcribe my recorded notes, and read everything I've

Sculpting the Story
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collected so far. Many of us find software programs such as Scrivene,
DEVONTthink, and OneNote useful for storing and sorting noteg anci
background information at this stage. ScilLancer Helen Fielq, Uses
OneNote, but when it’s time to organize her notes for writing, good olg
paper works best for her: “I print out all my notes in tiny prin, two
columns to a page, and reread them, writing short summaries in the mar-
gins and marking promising quotes,” she says.

After Hillary Rosner, another SciLancer, reads her notes, she tests out
the highlights on willing friends. “I like to talk about the story informally
with a friend or two, because I think that the derails you select when
telling someone a story over dinner should be a good guide to what's go-
ing to end up in your article,” she says. “Sometimes I have no idea whar
these details are until they’re out of my mouth.”

At this stage, I start outlining my story. Ideally, the steps I talked
about in the previous section have already helped me start thinking in
scenes: I'll have had an eye out for a natural climax to the story, and for
scenes that might start and end the piece. In my outline—usually
scrawled on an envelope, definitely not as formal as the Roman-numeral
version from middle school—Pl] make a list of those potential scenes,
ither scenes I witnessed or scenes from the past that I know will be im-
portant to reconstruct. I'll also list bis of ideas, context, history, and any-
thing else that I think needs to be included in ¢

Most writers have developed their own a
don’t usually do an officia] outline,
ous sections and come up with [jer
Scilancer Cameron Walker. (Maga
ers’ attention spans with subheadi
your story into these sections eay|
large pieces of blank sketch paper
and arrows, including interesting s
tive that might require a subhead,
characters.

he piece.

pproach to outlining: “I
but I often break a story into vari-
le captions for each section,” says
zines generally manage their read-
Ngs, so it can be useful to divide
y on.) Douglas, for his part, uses
Y0 map out his stories with boxes
cenes, natural breaks in the narra-
and key facts, insights, ideas, and

) P into research, ¢har sal
needs to be subsmnnally revised, or You may see thac ;our C)z’zllfr Prf)ep“cr) ”
el . ier vi
the story holds up surprisingly well, Eicher Way, returning to the osil
prop

can remind you of what your editor i expectin . :
the story’s theme. (See “A Tale of Ty Query Lgc;t:;:i”iirfr gvg;u- view of
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Build the Skeleton

There are several classic story structures in journalism (see “Story
Anatomy” on p. 84) but all of them are chronological in some way. If
you already have a story archetype in mind, and you're using a chrono-
logical structure, the order of events in your outline should be fairly obvi-
ous. (Some stories have two or more intercwined narratives, in which case
the structure may be more complex, but each narrative is still usually
chronological.) In general, the biggest decisions you'll have to make are
where to begin and end your story.

Writers like to fret over what we call the lede sentence, paragraph, or
section of a story, and with good reason. We all know that readers aren’t
required to read our stories, and often the first few lines will determine if
readers go further. It’s tempting to choose the grabbiest, sexiest scene you
have as a lede, but be cautious; ledes have to not only get readers’ atten-
tion but also prepare them for the rest of the story, so the most exciting
scene you have might not necessarily have the right content or tone. It’s
also wise to save some of your most dramatic material for later on in the
story, using it to draw readers through your piece.

As you outline, don’t let the specific language of the lede hold you up.
If you start fiddling, try Scilancer Stephen Ornes’s technique: “I write a
dummy lede—basically, the most banal and uninteresting introduction
to the piece—just to get it over with temporarily. Then, after I've written
about half the first draft, I can go back and improve the lede.”

Most feature stories also have what journalists call a “billboard” or a
“nut graf”—é sentence or paragraph, usually at the end of the opening
section—rthar hints at what the story is about. Resist the urge to summa-
rize your entire story in the nut graf. As veteran journalist and teacher
Jacqui Banaszynski has said, the nut graf shouldn’c give away the ending
of your story, but simply tell the reader what kind of boots to put on for
the journey.

While we obsess about beginnings, we often don’t spend enough
time sculpting our endings, or kickers, and that’s too bad. Endings are
our last word to the reader, and often what readers will remember most.
I like to end with a small scene that serves as a coda to the rest of the
story, but there are infinite possibilities: consider powerful quotes, pithy
observations, or just a strong statement in your own voice. “I think the
kicker is just as structurally important as the lede,” says SciLancer Jessica

Sculpting the Story
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Marshall. “When you know the kicker from the beginning, yo, knoy
where you have to end up, and that is just really, really helpful ” (Wi
ers are especially prone to clichés in both ledes and kickers, 5o be wary
If a line comes to mind suspiciously quickly and easily, it might wel] p,
a tired phrase.)

The work of outlining doesn’t end with the lede and the kicker. Inte. |
nal ledes and endings are important, too. When outlining my stories, |
often break them up into five or six sections, as Cameron does, ang
choose a possible lede and ending for each section. That practice reminds
me that just like the story as a whole, every section needs to draw readers
in and usher them out. It keeps me from letting things bog down in the
middle of a draft.

Once T've sketched an outline, I'l] try to ease the important ideasand |
bits of background into the scenes. Not all will fit, but the more informa- |
tion that can be communicated within a scene, the more smoothly a

story will flow. I cut and Paste quotes into each scene, add in pieces of
description and phrases from my notes, and make note of questions and
uncertainties. Stephen rtakes 4 chemist’s approach: “I drop in the best
quotes from my interviews and the best lines from my notes so | know |

where they'll go. Once the outline is Supersaturated, I wair for something
to crystallize.”

cused, detailed question
round of interviews,”
need to learn, and I can
I asked at the outser,”

S Ofyour sources.

the main point of my story.

When I have enough of a Structure jp place
tion on hand, I find I feel much rtable Y/ -
story—that is, letting my personal vy , just zelling the
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of my voice and the publication’s voice, take the floor and go. Espe-
cially with a long, complicated story, I want to feel in command of the
information, not the other way around. It’s that feeling of authority
that makes my voice trustworthy. I sometimes have a moment, usually
coward the end of the first draft, when I feel like I've almost physically
flipped my research on its back and wrestled it to the floor. That’s a
good feeling.

But even as I take charge of the facts, I keep in mind that the reader
and T are on a joint expedition into new terrain, one that evokes excite-
ment and uncertainty, humility and awe. I try to use my voice to express
those emotions, too. “The goal is to show how some new discovery looks
to an interested outsider, writing for other interested outsiders, using
metaphor instead of mathematics,” writes longtime New York Times con-
tributor George Johnson, author of The Cancer Chronicles and other
books. “I want the reader to feel that we are both on the same side—out-
siders seeking a foothold on the slippery granite face of a new idea.”

With that delicately balanced stance in mind, I start with the outline
I've developed—that saves me from facing the dreaded blank screen—
and work through it, using it as raw material to build full sentences and
paragraphs. This is when I let myself start having fun with description,
analogy, meraphor, and rhythm (created by varying word, sentence, and
paragraph lengths). These tools are especially important when you have
to step back from your narrative and do some explaining. Interesting lan-
guage, good quotes, and humor can help these necessary but often-dull
sections—the vegetables, or what a radio-producer friend of mine calls
the “sawdust sandwich”—go down smoothly.

As with oudining, I try to move quickly through my first draft, saving
the finer derails for revision. But I do pay attention to the word order
within sentences—the most emphatic words go at the end—and to the
transitions between sentences and between paragraphs. Ann Finkbeiner,
who runs the graduate program in science writing at Johns Hopkins Uni-
versity, suggests smoothing transitions with what she calls her “AB/BC”
rule: the end of each sentence should echo the beginning of the next, as
in the example below.

Astronomers’ biggest problem has been that they have to see stars
through the earth’s distorting atmosphere. The atmosphere is ef-
fectively a moving stream made of patches of varying temperatures.

" Sculpting the Story
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Each temperature patch sends incoming starlight off in a differen

direction.

“This rule shouldn’t be overdone and works best for deSCffPU'Ons

of some little machine,” Finkbeiner says. “But every time I get stuck
in a paragraph and muddled about where I'm going, the AB/BC rule
saves me.” With time, AB/BC becomes second nature.

Many writers work without notes at this stage, filling in the details
later. “I'm a big proponent of “TK'—journalese for ‘to come,” says
Hillary. “I use it for everything from explanations I can’t be bothered rq
write yet, to details I can’t remember and need to double-check, ¢
quotes I need to find in my notes, to bits I see are missing and need to be
further reported.” And remember that you don’t have ro write your first
draft from beginning to end. Maybe you’ve already talked about a side-
bar with your editor: you can start with that, using a smaller, less intimi-
dating rask to get you going. Or work on a basic explanatory section that
you know you’ll need, using it to move past the horror of the blank
screen before you tackle the challenging work of crafting the perfect lede.

Whatever you do, don’t let the voice of your internal critic—and
yes, we all have one—kill your momentum. At this point, you've
earned your authority on your subject. Use it. “How do I stay sane
while I'm writing? Coldplay and jellybeans,” says Helen. “Seriously, I
usually just try to keep plowing through and hope that eventually I'll

end up with something, Even if jt sucks, it’s so much easier to revise
than write.”

Get Some Distance

While you need to turn off your internal critjc while you write your first

draft, you need to turn it on again before you hand i a draft to your ed-

itor. Once I finish a draft, | Iy to get some distance from i so i a—

see it more clearly. If I have time before my deadline, Il take a week

away; if not, I'll take a shower before [ reread ir. Thar ’wqy I can betrer
b 2

spot awlaward or Confusmg language, clichés, and slow sections that need
to be cut, shortened, or spiced up.

Even changing locartions or printin
“If I have a couple of hours to work
printing out whatever I've written

g out the story can refresh your eye.
0 -

" a story, I always end thar time by
» says SciLancer Alison Fromme.
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“Then, when I return to it, I read that printed copy and mark it up like
crazy before I turn my computer back on.”

Showing drafts to spouses and friends can be tricky, and writers have
a wide variety of approaches. Some use their spouses as their very first
readers; others wait until their second draft, or even later, to show the
story to anyone but their editor. (See Chapter 17 for the pitfalls and
benefits of sharing writing with spouses and partners.) My husband—
who’s not a journalist, but is a close reader and good critic—is usually
the first person to read my drafts, and I almost always show early drafts
t0 one or two Scilancers or other writer friends. These editing friend-
ships can take time to develop—the exchange of tough, honest criti-
cism requires a lot of trust on both sides—but when they mature,
they’re invaluable.

Especially when time is short, it’s tempting to skip this stage and just
get the story off your desk and into your editor’s hands. But sending your
internal critic on vacation is risky business. Consider this clearly unsuper-
vised lede from an Esquire science story, aptly described by the science
writer Carl Zimmer as a “noxious martini of mixed metaphors topped
with an olive of ridiculous hype™:

First thing that happens when you have a heart artack, an unlucky
part of your heart turns white. The blood’s stopped pumping to
that spot, so it becomes pink—speclded bloodlessness, coarse and
cool like grapefruit gelatin.

Next comes the back-alley bruise of organ death. The cells turn
from white to black, all shitted up like a body pit in a war, two
weeks after. Suddenly, soldier, this part of your heart is dead. . . .
But the dead part can’t fix itself. And the healthy part can’t throw it
a bloody rope. So the whole heart begins to die. . ..

But now look here, a woman. She is a pretty lady of Pakistani
heritage who highlights her soccer-mom layers, which you don’t
expect from a lab-worn doctor-lady. Hina Chaudhry believes she
can do what the body can’t: fix the dead parts.

Yikes. So before you submi that draft, enlist your internal editor—and,
for good measure, some trusted friends and family. They won’t save you

from the formal editing process, but you can count on them to throw
you a bloody rope.
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Story Anatomy

Classic newspaper style, often called Associated Press

or inverted-pyramid style:

Headline (or “hed”): Short and direct, with active verbs. Gives a cleg
sense of the story.

The news lede: What's new? Who's involved? Where, when, and how
did it happen?

Most important point: Fleshes out the lede and its implications.

Substantiating points, in decreasing order of importance (so that space-
squeezed editors can shorten the story quickly and easily).

Background/context/reactions, in decreasing order of importance (ditto).

Classic magazine-feature style, sometimes called
Wall Street Journal style:

Headline: Can be more whimsical or evocative, but should be catchy,
and for online stories, should include searchable terms.

Dek/Standfirst: The “subtitle” to the headline. Gives a clear sense of the

story in a line or two.

Lede: Opening line, paragraph, or section that lures the reader into the
story. Often includes characters or quotes. Can be somewhat tangential
to main story, but should match the tone and style of both the publication
and the rest of the story. Can be a long anecdote that introduces a char-
acter or characters, or can be extremely simple. ScilLancer Emily Sohn
once led a Los Angeles Times health story with two words: “Ah, salt.”

Billboard/nut graf: Line or paragraph, usually at the end of the first sec-
tion, which partially summarizes the story. Identifies the main news and
its significance, suggests or states where the story is going, introduces
conflict if any. In science news features, billboards are often v'ariations on
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“In a new study published this week,” or “Scientists have long thought X.
Now, they report Y.”

Body 1: Context, history, or explanation. Can loop back to the lede to
tie up loose ends, or loop forward to start telling the story. May include
quotes, often introduces or fleshes out characters.

Body 2: Carries the story forward. Provides “what happened” informa-
tion, substantiates claims, fleshes out characters and conflicts. Usually
contains a quote.

Etc. ... : This form is expandable, at least up to a few thousand words.

Kicker: A firm, crisp ending that ties the story together and leaves a
sense of completion. Often refers back to the lede, or spins forward to
implications or next steps in an unresolved story.

Variations on classic magazine-feature style:

Pure narrative: A story told entirely within a series of linked events, with-
out the writer's stepping in to add context or explanation. (In personal
narratives, the writer becomes a character in the story.) Often requires
deep research to accurately reconstruct characters’ thoughts and ac-
tions. A classic science-story example of pure narrative is the Pulitzer
Prize-winning “Mrs. Kelly’s Monster,” by Jon Franklin, a moment-by-
moment reconstruction of a brain surgery told from the perspectives of
surgeon and patient.

Layer cake: A feature story that alternates between sections of narrative
and explanatory sections of context or history. Pure narratives are very
difficult and time-consuming to produce, and not every story lends itself
to the form or to the extensive reporting access required. So when edi-
tors say they're looking for “narrative” stories, they often mean that
they're looking for layer cakes—stories knit together by narrative, but
not entirely dependent on it.

Sculpting the Story
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The writing process starts welt before you sit down at your
computer. Ideally, you'll start thinking about the structure of

your story during the pitching stage.

Early in the process, come up with a full sentence that cap-
tures your best guess at the core action.

Also early in the process, figure out what type of story
you're going to tell. Does it echo an archetypal narrative?

When you return from your reporting trip, or near the end of
your first round of phone calls, organize your notes—with
digital tools, analog tools, or a combination of both.

Try out what you consider the best details and anecdotes on
willing friends.

Before you start writing, outline your story as thoroughly as
possible. Assuming your story will be told chronologically, de-
cide where it will begin and end.

* Use your outline as the raw material of the sentences and
paragraphs of your first draft. Turn off your internal critic, and
write quickly. Allow yourself to play with description, analogy,
metaphor, and rhythm.,

If possible, get some distance from your first draft before
revising.

When you return to your draft, look for awkward or confusing
language and clichés. Look for points where your story slows
down, and consider shortening, cutting, or spicing up those
sections.

When you do begin revisions, consider asking a family
member or trusted writer friend to read it. Are their take-
aways the ones you hope your eventual readers will have? If

not, why not?
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GELECTED RESOURCES

Whiting about writing means standing on the shoulders of giants,
Here, we list some of our sources of inspi ration—and some places to
dig more deeply into the topics covered in this book.

Part I: The Skilled Science Writer
Chapter 1: What Makes a Science Writer? by Alison Fromme

The National Association of Science Writers, www.nasw.org, is the nerve
center of the science writing community. New science writers can find infor-
mation, advice, mentors, and colleagues through the NASW website and at
the organization’s annual meetings.

ScienceOnline, www.scienceonline.com and www.scienceonlinenow.org,
organizes a popular annual gathering (and other events throughout the year)
for science bloggers, journalists, students, educators, and others interested in
tommunicating science online.

Other organizations that may be of interest to science writers include the

Soci i . . .
HC”“Y of Environmental Journalists, www.sej.org; the Association of
ealth Care Journalists,

and Editors,
thors,

www.healthjournalism.org; Investigative Reporters

www.ire.org; and the American Society of Journalists and Au-
Www.asja.org,

Find a d;
a P . ,
directory of US courses and programs in science journalism and

scxt*;?;e ‘Ommunication at dsc.journalism.wisc.edu.
Cated f:;’(;?;:;;ﬂsiiu;tc, W'Po?mter.ng, a nonprofit organizati.on dedi-
Of courses g 1 S:lape uc;.non for J.ournahsts of all types, offers a wide range
Wide, and gpipe t.hremr:l e, Flol‘ld_ﬂ.,. campus, at selected locations nation-
The Columbys jgoug !-lts Nev?'s Umversntly, Www.newsu.org.
State of journali urnaiism Review, www.cjr.org, has been reporting on the
allsm in the US and beyond for more than fifty years, and the

-
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perspectives in its pages are well worth the price of a subscription. The Qp.
servatory, an online C/R column, takes a close look at science journalism,
Similarly, the Knight Science Journalism Tracker, ksj.mit.edu, posts a daily
critique of recent science reporting.

Chapter 2: Finding Ideas by Emily Sohn

In “Progression,” a 2011 article for the New Yorker, master nonfiction writer
John McPhee suggests taking a deeper look at subjects that interest you, even
if you don’t have a clear idea yet where they’ll lead. “For nonfiction projects,
ideas are everywhere,” he writes. “They just go by in a ceaseless stream.”

For inspiration of a more general sort, I often turn to Annie Dillard’s Pi/-
grim at Tinker Creek. It reads like a long ode to nature. At its heart, it is sim-
ply about the details the author notices in the world around her. It goes to
show that anything can become a story if you look at it closely and write
abourt it well.

Chapter 3: Making the Pitch by Thomas Hayden

The weird art of pitching is not well codified. Though general references for
freelancers, such as Writer’s Market, list the basic ingredients of a good pitch,
magazines and individual editors often have their own preferences. The best
way to learn is to study examples of successful pirches: an excellent selection
of science-oriented magazine pitches is available at The Open Notebook,
www.theopennotebook.com. The American Society of Journalists and Au-
thors, www.asja.org, also maintains a database of successful pitches by mem-
bers. The detailed submission and writing guidelines at ScienceNOW,
news.sciencemag.org/pitching-sciencenow.html, are essential before pitching
this online news arm of Science magazine. They also serve as a reliable guide
to pitching science news stories anywhere.

Chapter 4: Getting the Story, and Getting It Right
by Andreas von Bubnoff

Reporting and Writing: Basics for the 215t Century by Christopher Scanlan is a
great resource for beginners.

Writing to Deadline: The Journalist ar Work by Donald Murray covers the
newswriting process from beginning to end. Written in an accessible, lively
style, it includes case studies and interviews with working journalists.

Selected Resources
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. sive Reporter’s Handbook: A Guide to Documents, Databases and
agf]; e Houston and Investigative Reporters and Editors, is an
: derto investigative work, and useful to reporters of any stripe.
in"al; az{eﬂ?;f aterviewing by John Brady discusses the interviewing process
The Cr
in great demllc./,gc/ee")’ Bible: A Guide to Getting It Right by Sarah Harrison

The Fact | fact-checking process at major magazines. Useful

th outlines the typica . '
check your own work, or for smoothing your relation-

The [nves

Smi
for learning t0 fact-
ships with fact-checkers.

Chapter 5: By the Numbers: Essential Statistics for
science Writers by Stephen Ornes

Read the Health News Review, www.healthnewsreview.org, for a critical look
at current coverage of health research, including the use and interpreration
of staistics by the media.

STATS, www.stats.org, a group of statisticians based at George Mason
University, can provide an expert voice for your news story or help you with
background statistics questions. Click on the “Are you a journalist?” link at
the top of their web page.

For a deeper look at the misuse of numbers in public discourse, read
Proofness: The Dark Ares of Mathematical Deception, by New York Univer-

sity journalism professor Charles Seife.

Ch : i
; 9pter 6: Excavating the Evidence: Reporting for
Aative by Douglas Fox

A good startj : . . .
skills i Tel[:':g Gk improving, expanding, or polishing your narrative

OUndgt; 8 True Stories: A Nonfiction Writers’ Guide from the Nieman
on q . .
t Harvard University, an anthology of short essays on craft by

well- |
n \
‘ Own narrative wrj Yo ) . by L
Gutl-und provid riters. You Can’t Make This Stuff Up, by Lee
» PIovy . P
Stand apg o, ¢ strategies, insights, and examples to help readers under-
i eat;powerful nonfiction writing,
€n 0 .
Firert tebook, www.theopennotebook.com, mentioned above,
Vle i . . . .
W.S with the authors of outstanding science stories, with an
arrative,
) Woﬂderful

€0
PUb“Sheg
€

2bo examples of new and old long-form journalism and great
ut : _
lemay, oundy harrative craft on the Nieman Storyboard, a project of the
t .
on for Journalism at Harvard: www.niemanstoryboard.org.
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Chapter 7: Sculpting the Story by Michelle Nijhuis

'm a habitual collector of how-to-write books, and a few that I regularly pull
down from my shelf are: Telling True Stories, mentioned above; 4 Writeyy
Coach: An Editor’s Guide to Words That Work by Jack Hart; and The Ele-
ments of Story: Field Notes on Nonfiction Writing by Francis Flaherty.

Follow the Story by James Stewart is a good in-depth look at what’s often
referred to as the Wall Street Journal feature structure. The Sound on the Page
by Ben Yagoda is a terrific exploration of writers’ personal voices. I also like
to check out the annual Best American Magazine Writing, Best American Sci-
ence and Nature Writing, and Best American Science Writing anthologies for
inspiring examples.

John McPhee, also mentioned above, is a past master of structure. You
can read his books, read his many articles in the New Yorker, or read about
his process in a lengthy 2010 Paris Review interview with journalist and for-
mer student Peter Hessler, available in full at www.theparisreview.org.

Chapter 8: Working with Editors—and Their Edits
by Monya Baker and Jessica Marshall

In the classic writing guide On Writing Well, William Zinsser publishes a cou-
ple of pages from a draft of the book, showing how he was able to trim and im-
prove his own writing. Zinsser’s book is a great place to hone your self-editing
skills. Also read “Why William Zinsser’s Writing Book Is Still Number One,”
an ode to the book and its advice on editing, at www.poynter.org.

Other insights into the writer-editor relationship and the editor’s world
can be found in The Art of Making Magazines: On Being an Editor and Other
Views from the Industry, edited by Victor S. Navasky and Evan Cornog;
Coaching Writers: Editors and Writers Working Together Across Media Plat-
Jorms by Roy Peter Clark and Don Fry; and The Elements of Editing: A Mod-
ern Guide for Editors and Journalists by Arthur Plotnik.

And finally, “The Manifesto for the Simple Scribe, a collection of
mantras by Tim Radford, former science editor at 7he Guardian, will make
you smile—and help you turn in the best possible product to your ediror.
Available at www.guardian.co.uk.

Chapter 9: Going Long: How to Sell a Book by Emma Marris

Ready to write a book? First try reading The Forest for the Trees: An Editor’s
Advice to Writers by Betsy Lerner and Thinking Like Your Editor: How ¥
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