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       English 101

                Naval Safety Center, 2003


Lesson #2: What makes good articles great and bad articles awful?

1. Various qualities add impact to an article and help it succeed:

· Targets a current, significant hazard, and offers new insight. Readers perceive the value of reading it--it will save them time, money, pain, aggravation, make their lives easier.

· Tells an entertaining, colorful story. Everyone likes good anecdotes, vicarious experience. It is dramatic or funny.

· Scary -- why everyone rushes to the window when an ambulance pulls up in the parking lot.

· Surprising, unpredictable -- keeps the reader from saying "I already heard this one." Says something in a new way, or the subject is new.

· Informative in a painless way. Gathers previously unavailable info, or synthesizes a large mass of info into a small, digestible serving. Saves the reader hitting the books.

· Has news value -- recent mishap, hot info.

· Author has credibility with audience.

· Presents an unusual perspective or a new idea.

· Author has done good research.

· Topic appeals to a major segment of the audience.

· Story is well-written.

· Makes something technical understandable to an average reader.
· Is accompanied by great photos.
2. An article fails when a reader skips right over it, or starts reading it and bogs down. Again, there are several reasons:

· Data dump, especially when the reader doesn't perceive the point of the data, or know what he is supposed to do about it.

· Boring, dull, dry, technical. Good info, but undigestible. Offered by editors who believe in captive audiences.

· Colorless. Writer is unperceptive and didn't realize that he had to gather details. Editor is unskilled and is unable to supply them.

· Topic seems unimportant, hazard seems minor. "So what?" the reader immediately responds.

· Story is unbelievable. "Bullshit!" the reader responds.

· Author beats around the bush, waffles, takes false steps, wastes time, grows wooden, repeats himself. Doesn't seem to be in command of his topic and purpose.

· Repetitive -- topic has been beaten to death, and this effort adds nothing new.

· Nothing happens -- topic may be OK, but article is dull, no examples, no 

real life stuff, no punch line. Not enough details.

· Contains major technical inaccuracies.

· Doesn't fit the publication -- aimed at wrong audience, or written to wrong level. Seems to have been sent to wrong magazine.

· MEGO ("My Eyes Glaze Over") -- too many platitudes, cliches, and motherhood. Contains no real event, just philosophy.

· You can't figure out what the author's point is.

· The author sounds off about a real problem, but has no realistic solutions.

3. The following editorial or design problems are the time-tested ways to turn off a reader.

· Illustration is hackneyed, static, overused, inappropriate, out of date.

· Title is a snoozer -- been used 5 times already, sounds pointless or colorless, is a label instead of a title, is textbookish, sounds generic.

· Type is hard to read, or layout is discouraging.

· Lead is weak or absent.

· Point of article is hidden or buried. Transitions are random. Author appears to have no goal, or is lost.
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