Writing from Published Documents

by Tim M. Nyahunzvi, Harare, Zimbabwe

A good reporter can write a story from another published story. This would mean summarising or emphasising the story's highlights or theme. The general principles or guidelines in writing such a story are the same as when writing from a speech, handout or press statement. Each type of story, however, has its own characteristics which differentiate it from others.

In each case, the story must mention that words or statements were made in an interview, at a meeting, in a press statement, or that they were contained in a published article. Reporters should know that often the newest, most important, dramatic, interesting or even outrageous statement or view is what makes news. In a news story, this information is contained in the opening paragraph. Information for a news story must be arranged in order of importance or interest. Most times, the most important point in the story is tucked halfway through a speech or press statement. It can even be found in the conclusion. It is the reporter's duty to find this information, wherever it might be in the text, and bring it to its rightful place -- the first paragraph.

EXERCISE:

Purpose: To test a reporter's news sense

Materials: I use an editorial comment that appeared in what was, at the time, Zimbabwe's leading national daily newspaper, the Herald, of 19 January 1990. The comment was based on a previously published story. Unfortunately, it seems to report a lot of the information contained in the original story. The general thrust of the comments is that the law courts should be tougher with rapists, especially with the AIDS scourge. This is reflected in the headline -- but how stiff is a stiffer sentence? Using an analogy, the editor finally gives what might be the ultimate answer in dealing with an alarming increase in cases of rape. He boldly recommends that "Rapists must be castrated." 

Question:

You are attending a workshop for journalists from the SADC region in Harare. This morning, the country's leading daily published the following editorial comment. Write a story of 250-300 words for your organisation, based on the comment.

Method:

· To save time, ask trainees to write only the first sentence of their story before going onto the next. After the instructor is satisfied that the writer is on the right track, they can go onto the next sentence. It might also be an idea to ask the trainee to simply indicate how the next sentence begins by giving its first half-a-dozen or so words, for e.g. "Commenting on the rising incidents of rape . . ."

· Since the idea is to see whether the reporter will spot the lead idea and express it as directly as possible, there might be little point in asking trainees or participants to rewrite the whole story. There might be a few cases where a participant may advance convincing arguments not to lead with the "castrate the rapists" call.  However, I have not been given any so far.

Outcomes:

I have used this exercise on numerous occasions in the SADC region while conducting courses and workshops, be they beginners' or up grading. On average, out of 15-20  participants, about two get the story right the first time. The majority try several times before writing a successful lead -- most miss the point of the comment altogether.

Some say that they understood that the message was delivered in the final paragraph of the article, but that they did not think it in good taste to use explicit language in a family newspaper.

My response is, fine, but then why not use alternative and acceptable words or expressions to say the same thing? For example, "Rapists should be robbed of their manhood" or they should "have their private parts cut off to render them harmless". One could even say the same thing in very general, non-specific terms, e.g. "call for stiffer sentences for rapists".

