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“You aren’t getting paid to write. You are getting paid to be read.”

–Jason Collington, Tulsa World

Regarding the above headline: Save your angry, how-dare-a-school-for-journalists-say-
this emails for a moment, please. Great reporting and writing are the foundations of what 
we do. They combine to uncover widespread and unreported abuses, prompt government 
officials to take action and often, give voice to the forgotten.

In generations of journalism, that hasn’t changed.

But a lot has.

Last month at the Society for Features Journalism’s annual conference in Detroit, I, along 
with Poynter managing editor Barbara Allen, presented a talk about what you have to do 
to get your work the audience it deserves.

We were also dressed up in ‘80s outfits.

It all started with a desire to not only help a small group of dedicated journalists but 
to have some fun with a wild idea … like wearing ’80s costumes. Hence,an old “brick” 
phone became our metaphor.
 
Those were great (if you were rich enough to have one. We weren’t.) But cell phones now 
do so much more than just make calls. And features journalism now needs more than just 
great reporting and writing alone.

Here are four of the elements we highlighted from our coverage of the transformation of 
local journalists and newsrooms for a digital age.
 
1. YOUR AUDIENCE MATTERS
One of the coolest shifts in journalism in the past five years has been the transformation 
of the beat. Quartz coined the idea of “obsessions,” and some local newsrooms have 
run with it. The shift moves coverage from buildings and institutions to people and 
phenomena. So the city hall beat becomes the taxpayer beat. Or the food beat becomes (at 
least in Texas), the BBQ and tacos beats.

At The Dallas Morning News in 2016, this was an early strategy. In 2019, the newsroom 
experimented with weather coverage and found a loyal audience for weather stories that 
offered context and utility. These weren’t just “here’s the weather,” stories, but rather asked 
questions, like, which Texas cities have the coolest summers and why does it take so much 
longer for fall to arrive?

Southern California News Group tried something similar with its entertainment 
coverage. How could it compete with the nearby Los Angeles Times? By going hyperlocal 
on stories about “The Real Housewives of Orange County,” and by thinking about 
coverage as fans, not journalists. That resulted in newsletters devoted to theme parks, 

Student media can refine 
beats in similar ways. Readers 
may not respond to the stan-
dard “x club” beat, but might 
enjoy the “three community 
service  options this weekend” 
beat. This would be particularly 
true when schools require 
community service hours to 
graduate.

A lot of schools report 
decreased connections among 
students, with many spending 
as little time as possible on 
campus. Could some beats focus 
on sharing some under-utilized 
options at school, whether 
involving clubs or performances 
or athletics?

Have you ever been 
frustrated to find that, despite 
huge investments in reporting 
time, interviewing, and 
background research, and 
despite the story being on 
a topic that seems popular, 
you just aren’t getting much 
feedback or even many 
pageviews?

If our first thought is to blame 
the readers, that might be our 
problem. Actors don’t blame 
the audience when a joke 
doesn’t land or when people 
don’t weep during the dramatic 
monologue. They figure out 
why THEY, the actors, (or maybe 
the script) fell short.

Why should reporting and 
writing be any different? If our 
school community is not picking 
up papers, buying the yearbook, 
or spending any time on our 
social media and website, is 
that really on THEM?
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casinos and music festivals, all which have open rates of 25% and higher.

“We go to Disneyland and Coachella, too,” Vanessa Franko, SCNG’s digital director of 
entertainment, told Poynter in June, “so we can tell you what’s worth waiting in line for 
and what you can skip.”

2. HEADLINES MATTER
You know how much time you spend on your leads? You have to do that with your 
headlines now, too.

We’ve had our own experiences with this at Poynter and seen how a good headline can 
help a worthy story sink or soar. The advice on this one is simple: Workshop them.

Many newsrooms, including ours, have a “headline workshop” Slack channel that invites 
people who aren’t close to the story to take part. (Ours is called “headline improv.”)

An example from our own channel this week was this: “Northeastern professors offer one 
solution to the problems with traditional student media and community news.”

And here’s the headline that was published: “How this j-school brought real-world 
reporting into the classroom.”

Good headlines aren’t clickbait; they’re a promise that the story fulfills. They’re also either 
the front door or the exit ramp to your story.

If you’re not helping to write your own headlines, you’re missing out on your first shot at 
readers.
 
3. ANALYTICS MATTER
Most newsrooms by now have access to analytics through a variety of tools, including 
Chartbeat, Parse.ly, Omniture and Google Analytics. Those real-time spikes and valleys 
can be thrilling and depressing. But there’s more to what the numbers can tell you, 
including what you should and should not be covering.

In California, The Fresno Bee tried short-term food coverage experiments. The team 
wanted to see what audiences responded to, what they weren’t reading and how they 
could make adjustments. Here’s what they discovered:
•	People loved high-utility coverage, like restaurant openings and closings.
•	They didn’t love a localized national story.
•	The day the story was published online mattered (no one read them on Fridays).
•	And food/culture stories still performed well.

Many newsrooms are moving beyond the popularity contest of pageview metrics, but 
analytics can tell you other important things.

In Fresno, for instance, the food writer’s experimental coverage was:
•	First in the newsroom in direct subscription conversions.
•	Second in the newsroom in stories that led to a conversion.
•	First in subscriber pageviews.
•	And yes, first in pageviews.

All readers start with this 
question: Why am I reading this 
particular story right now?

The right headline can answer 
that essential question and 
push readers to spend a bit 
more time with your reporting.

One of the great ironies of 
headline writing is that they are 
often the LAST thing written, 
often in haste on deadline. 
What if at least a rough draft 
headline was written at the 
very start of the reporting 
process?

We MIGHT be surprised in the 
course of reporting a story, and 
we can certainly write multiple 
drafts of the headline package. 
But how many times do we find 
ourselves completely surprised 
about something we are 
covering?

In other words: why wait?

Not only does the DAY 
you publish matter (Fridays 
may be just as low-readership 
for students as adults), but 
the TIME OF DAY we publish 
matters.

Students are NOT on social 
media during the school day, 
most likely, but between 6 and 
10 p.m.? Their phones are right 
next to them, whether they are 
studying or watching Netflix.

Increasing pageviews and 
audience engagement might be 
managed simply by automating 
your social media and other 
online publishing times.



Those numbers show this is the kind of work that readers not only want but will pay for.
One more example: In April, Poynter wrote about how The (Charleston, South Carolina) 
Post and Courier grew digital subscriptions by 250%. Part of their strategy included 
publishing fewer stories.

You read that correctly.

Editor Mitch Pugh told Poynter that the newsroom learned to stop focusing on clicks and 
pageviews and instead to focus on time spent and subscription conversions (these are 
stories that directly lead people to subscribe or to indirectly do so by being on the path to 
a subscription).

Stories had to have at least 500 unique visitors and at least 1.2 minutes of engaged time. If 
a story failed those benchmarks, parts of the story were reevaluated (like the headline.) If 
they still didn’t perform well, the newsroom stopped doing them.

Routine crime stories, even a fatal accident, that automatically would have been a story in 
the past are not now necessarily a story. The audience wasn’t reading them.

The Post and Courier still covers crime, but the focus now is on trends and solutions, 
Pugh said, “more the how and why and not just that this happened. That was a tough 
thing to give up. It was ingrained in our culture; this is what we do.”
 
4. THE LITTLE STUFF ALL MATTERS
Most of us spend hours on every story gathering facts, syncing up information and 
carefully deciding word by word what to include, what to leave out and how to perfectly 
structure our narrative. Consider your relationship to details — if they are so important 
during the newsgathering and writing process, why stop there?

If your goal is to get as many eyes on your work as possible (and it is), you’ve got to 
pay attention to all the details that make your story a package. That includes headlines, 
subheads, photos, cutlines and links. It means writing three or four great tweets and a 
really compelling Facebook post (and suggesting graphic elements for each). It means 
constantly setting high standards for your content based on what your audience needs 
and wants.

The best part about being so detail-oriented is the relationship you’ll establish with your 
editor, who is going to deeply appreciate your commitment. A staffer who consistently 
demonstrates attention to detail often ignites within an editor a powerful relationship 
dynamic.

And when you have an editor who trusts you and appreciates your work, you might just 
see your stock rise. The result is momentum internally and externally — wins for your 
organization and for your readers/viewers.

Kristen Hare covers the transformation of local news for Poynter.org. She can be reached at 
khare@poynter.org or on Twitter at @kristenhare

Barbara Allen, managing editor of poynter.org, also contributed to this story. She can be 
reached at ballen@poynter.org or on Twitter @barbara_allen_

The number of unique 
visitors would be something 
to explore, based on size of the 
community. It might be that 
50 visitors might be enough 
to convince us to continue 
with that sort of reporting. Or 
perhaps you would focus on 
how many minutes of engaged 
time a post produced. 

The more depth a post provides, 
with alternatives to text, video, 
photo essays, and related links, 
the more engaged time you 
would desire (and expect).

This sort of analysis just 
can’t exist with print media 
(unless you “spy” on readers 
actually browsing the paper or 
yearbook.

For print, should we be satisfied 
with 15 minutes of reading 
for our twice-a-semester 
magazine? Is an hour, spread 
out over several days, too much 
to expect?

Tough questions.

A study some years ago came 
up with a rate of 200 words 
per minute as the Average 
Reading Time for American 
readers. Thinking about ART is 
a great way to start rethinking 
how your medium and readers 
interact.

What if we thought of a 400-
word post or story as requiring 
2 minutes from readers? What 
if we made decisions on how 
much to share with readers at 
least partially based on their 
available time?


