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Finding good stories can seem like luck or magic.  But it’s actually a matter of process and practice. Do you have a process for being curious and for capturing that curiosity? And do you practice that process constantly? If you do, you will train yourself to see stories all around you. 

1. Curiosity riff 

As soon as you‘ve finished a story – any story – create a file in your computer system and type, as fast as you can, all the leftover questions you can think of: Questions you couldn’t answer in that day’s reporting; questions about the people involved in the story; questions about things barely related to the story. Don’t worry about whether the questions are sound or silly – just let yourself wonder wildly. Type for 10 minutes, then save the file.

Open the file the next morning. It will give you a head-start on possible follow-up stories. It also will provide fodder for stories you might never have thought of. Over several days and weeks as you look at the list, some questions will no longer seem interesting and valid. But if any question keeps tugging at you – if your curiosity remains piqued and not satisfied – you know you have the core of a good enterprise piece. Don’t delete any question that still intrigues you: It may be fodder for a great magazine-type piece two years from now.

2. Curiosity riff: Part II

Once you develop that habit, start doing the same thing BEFORE you report a story. Brainstorm – wildly – on your own or with some newsroom friends, all the questions an assignment provokes.

3. Curiosity riff: Part III

Now take that unabashed curiosity into the rest of your world. Keep a mental riff of questions running in your head as you go through life. Notice things. Wonder about things. Even if your mental game of Jeopardy doesn’t prompt direct stories, it will train you to be ever-curious and ever-alert. Learn to live your life in the form of a question.

4. The story not told

When you read newspapers and magazines, or watch the news, make a habit of keeping a pen and note pad at hand. As you read, jot down questions or ideas that pop out of the news – angles that weren’t pursued, people who would make good profiles, background information you feel is missing.

Set a goal of discovering three “untold” story ideas in everything you read.

5. The story not told: Part II

Don’t just read the news pages that way; scan classified ads, display ads, obituaries, legal listings, public notices – all parts of the paper. (If this seems like an arduous task, it quickly becomes a very natural habit. Like anything you practice, you begin to do it almost unconsciously.)

6. The friends and family plan

The people outside the newsroom are the people who we write stories for and about. So pay attention to their lives. What are they doing? What are they interested in, worried about, afraid of? Eavesdrop (respectfully) at social gatherings to tune in on the buzz. Ask people about the news, and what more they want to know about some issue or event. Ask they what they wish the newspaper would write about. Ask what matters most in their lives.

7. Get out in the world

Drive a different route to work each day. On same days, take the bus instead of driving your car. What do you notice? What surprises you, or concerns you? Once a week, go to lunch in a new part of town. Watch the street scene. Chat with folks at the diner. Once a month, attend a community event – perhaps something you saw on a flyer at the coffee shop, or something your paper placed in its calendar listings. Make sure it’s an event you wouldn’t normally attend. If you’re a baseball fan, go to the Baptist Church Children’s Gospel Sing-a-thon. If you’re an avid traveler, go to bingo night at the senior center.

8. Bring the world home

Tune into what’s going on in the nation and world and ask yourself: Is there something similar here at home? Or does someone in our area have knowledge of or a connection to this event or issue?  

9.  Collect stuff
Pick up brochures in hotel lobbies or at road-side rest-stops. Nab “take-me” notices from bulletin boards. Tear items out of the newspaper. Stuff them in a file, and every week or two, scan them for stories. Note things that seem new, or baffling, or that suddenly appear again and again.

10. Nurture sources

Larry Oakes: The Golden Rolodex (Whenever you interview someone, file contact information, date, purpose of talk and a few keyword reminders. You never know when that person will become a valuable source in the future.)
Linda Kohl: The Revolving Rolodex (Make it a regular habit to go through your source list and call people just to check in – not only when you are pursuing an active story.)
