
STORYTELLING
DAY MONTH YEAR



LET’S START WITH THE HEADLINE

Define your key message
Define your audience
Define the benefit that will appeal to your
audience – i.e. what’s in it for the reader?



SIMON FRASER UNIVERSITY 
AND DHX MEDIA ANNOUNCE 
THE DHX CO-OP FUND.
VERSION 1



NEW DHX CO-OP FUND 
AT SFU HELPS EMPLOYERS 
HIRE STUDENT INTERNS.
VERSION 2



APPEAL TO AUDIENCE 
CURIOSITY—COMPEL 
READERS TO READ FURTHER



Scientists experiment with cell transplants

VERSUS

Scientists grow human ear on back of a mouse



RCMP officer graduates with PhD 
in forensic anthropology

VERSUS

Death detective earns PhD in decomposition



USE A STRONG VERB
Engineering program          SFU students 
ready for emerging green industries 

VERSUS

Engineering program SFU students 
for emerging green industries

HAS

READIES



WHEN WRITING A HEADLINE 
ALSO CONSIDER:

Is the headline accurate?
Could it benefit from a number?
Are all the words necessary?
Does it emphasize the positive, 
instead of the negative?



OOPS! WHAT IS WRONG 
WITH THESE HEADLINES?

Aging specialists hope to learn from 
Dutch ‘dementia village’ story
Statistics show that teen pregnancy drops 
off significantly after age 25
Israeli police shoot dead Palestinian 
who stabbed officer
Parkland Survivor Criticizes Laura Ingraham 
For Only Apologizing After Advertisers Fled



STRUCTURING 
YOUR NEWS STORY



INVERTED PYRAMID WRITING

CRUCIAL INFO M
UST GO AT THE BEGINNING TH

EY
 C

OU
LD
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NY

 T
IM

EInformation they must have for your 
communication to be successful

Additional information that 
is helpful but not crucial

Be nice if they
had it



Entice the reader with the most interesting 
aspect of your story—just a sentence or two 
that compels them to read on. 

It can touch on the five W’s and perhaps 
a hint of context.

THE LEDE



The world’s burgeoning rat population may soon 
wane now that SFU scientists have identified and 
synthetically replicated the male brown rat’s sex 
pheromone. They find it is a powerful attractant for 
luring female brown rats into traps.

LEDE EXAMPLE



This example uses a five-word description 
of the context:

and then adds three words to establish 
the why (the benefit): 

before giving us where (SFU) who (scientists) 
what (identified and replicated a sex pheromone)

THE WORLD’S BURGEONING RAT POPULATION 

MAY SOON WANE



The ‘nutgraph’ should encapsulate the 5 W’s, 
the How and the benefits/impact.
The nutgraph is usually the second paragraph. 

THE NUTGRAPH



PARAGRAPH 2

“The discovery forms part of a promising three-pronged rat 
control tactic they are developing that exploits the rats’ own 
communication system. It promises to enhance rat capture 
tenfold or more, and to eliminate poison-bait stations that kill 
rats and the predators that eat them.”



SETS THE CONTEXT FOR THE RESEARCH, AGAIN EMPHASISING 
THE BENEFIT/VALUE OF THE WORK, AND THE PROBLEM IT IS 
OVERCOMING.

“At a time when rat populations around the world are inflicting 
serious harm, “speaking rat” is important. Rats spread disease 
and allergens, diminish agricultural crop yields, and threaten 
animals and endangered seabirds. The brown rat is the world’s 
most common rat, and its population is growing, in part, 
because rats have evolved to avoid newly placed traps in their 
natural habitat.”

PARAGRAPH 5



NEW WRITING BASICS
Remember the inverted pyramid
Keep stories short—300 to 350 words
Keep sentences short. Preferably 25 words or less. 
42 words max.
Be objective—use adjectives sparingly
Use just one or two quotes to give your story life 
If possible, end with a punchy quote



DON’T
Don’t begin your story with a date 
E.g. “On Wednesday, June 27, SFU 
announced a new big data hub.”

INSTEAD, LEAD WITH THE NEWS:

SFU is establishing a new big data hub that will 
serve as the headquarters for the Canadian Statistical 
Sciences Institute (CANSSI). This not-for-profit 
organization promotes statistical sciences research 
and training, at home and abroad.



FEATURE STORY STRUCTURE
You have a little more leeway with 
a feature story.
You can “back into it” over two or three 
paragraphs that give the who, what, why, 
when, where, how.





FEATURE LEDE
In the 1995 movie Outbreak, actor Dustin Hoffman fights to 
contain an epidemic of a deadly virus that threatens to 
decimate the world population. The medical disaster film 
earned mediocre reviews, but made a big impression on 16-
year-old Jennifer Gardy, leaving her thinking that germs were 
cool and she should study “cooties” when she grew up.



THE SECOND PARAGRAPH DETAILS ALL OF 
THE WHO, WHAT, WHERE, WHEN, WHY, HOW

Today Gardy is a senior scientist with the B.C. Centre for 
Disease Control (BCCDC) where she has just pioneered a 
new way of investigating outbreaks of infectious diseases. 
In the process, she has created a new scientific field called 
“genomic epidemiology,” which uses a bacterium’s or 
virus’s genome sequence as a tool for understanding how 
an infectious disease spreads.



TELLING A STORY IS LIKE WEAVING. IT IS 
NOT A CHRONOLOGICAL LIST OF WHEN OR 
HOW EVENTS HAPPENED. 

TAKE JENNIFER GARDY’S SFU EDUCATIONAL CREDENTIALS 
AND EXPERIENCE, FOR EXAMPLE

I first mention Her PhD in the fourth paragraph, along with an 
explanation of her field of study. I return to her educational 
background again, nine paragraphs later, when I mention her 
Governor General’s gold medal as top graduate, and detail 
some of her extracurricular accomplishments at SFU. Several 
paragraphs later I return to her PhD, this time linking her 
thesis to her career ambitions. And I mention her post-doc six 
paragraphs after that.



DON’T CONCLUDE YOUR STORY
You don’t sum up a news story (remember the 
inverted pyramid) or a feature story.
Instead, end with a punchy quote where possible.
In the Gardy story, for example: “It’s all kind of 
fun. I just hope I haven’t peaked early.”



TEN-PLUS TIPS TO KEEP 
READERS READING



USE VERBS TO 
GIVE MOMENTUM1



AVOID THE VERB 
“TO BE”2



is, am, are / was, were
be, been
being 

This one tip will transform your writing.

“TO BE” VERBS



The objective of this study to determine 
the effects of genetic variants. 

VERSUS

This study the effects of 
genetic variants. 

WAS

DETERMINES

EXAMPLE



SFU biologist Tom Jones       the lead 
researcher for the DNA project.

VERSUS

SFU biologist Tom Jones             the DNA 
research project.

IS

LEADS

EXAMPLE



A mini-grant by the provincial 
ministry to SFU Health Services. 

VERSUS

The provincial government awarded 
a mini-grant to SFU Health Services 

EXAMPLE
WAS AWARDED



USE ACTIVE 
VOICE3



The a mini-grant to 
SFU Health Services.

PROVINCIAL MINISTRY AWARDED

ACTIVE VOICE = DOER PLUS VERB

ACTIVE VOICE = RECIPIENT PLUS VERB

SFU Health Services                 a mini-grant from 
the provincial ministry.

RECEIVED



IS THE FOLLOWING SENTENCE IN 
ACTIVE OR PASSIVE VOICE?

There were three options that were chosen 
by the researchers as being viable.

HOW WOULD YOU REWRITE THIS SENTENCE?



KEEP YOUR SUBJECT 
AND VERB CLOSE4 



A new to produce high-throughput data, 
which enables scientists to determine the 
population’s levels of cholesterol, 
to operate earlier this year.
VERSUS

Earlier this year, a new 
high-throughput data that will help scientists 
determine the population’s cholesterol levels. 

LAB

BEGAN

LAB BEGAN PRODUCING

EXAMPLE



ELIMINATE ZOMBIE
NOUNS5



Nouns ending in
etc. 

E.g. discussion, clarity, development, 
commentary, analysis

-ION

ZOMBIE NOUNS
(WHICH USUALLY USE “TO BE”)

-ITY -MENT -ISM -ARY -IS



The grant will support the 
an advanced computing network. 

VERSUS

The grant will help fund a new, advanced 
computing network. 
OR

The grant will help researchers develop an advanced 
computing network.

DEVELOPMENT OF

EXAMPLE



These SFU researchers are available 
gift-giving this holiday season.

The poem is an explosion of energy.

She received a national award in acknowledgement of 
her leadership in the field of health promotion.

PLEASE CORRECT THESE SENTENCES

TO PROVIDE

COMMENTARY ON



ELIMINATE 
“OF”6 



Eliminating the preposition ‘of’ streamlines your 
writing and improves reader comprehension.

EXAMPLE

OF…attracted the attention        the president. 
…attracted the president’s attention.



The annual Warren Gill Award honours
the legacy of professor Warren Gill, who  

SFU’s downtown Vancouver campuses.

VERSUS

The annual Warren Gill Award honours the 
legacy of professor Warren Gill, 

SFU’s downtown 
Vancouver campuses. 

WHO HELPED

WAS INSTRUMENTAL IN THE DEVELOPMENT OF

ENVISION AND CREATE

EXAMPLE



She received a national award
her leadership in 

the field of     health  promotion. .

VERSUS

She received a national award
her leadership in  healthier 
lifestyle choices.

ACKNOWLEDGING

IN ACKNOWLEDGEMENT OF

EXAMPLE

THE FIELD OF PROMOTION

PROMOTING



The institute received $200,000 towards the 
purchase of a high-resolution mass spectrometer, 
which will a revolutionary 
technology in new bioactive 
compounds.

VERSUS

The institute received $200,000 to purchase a 
high-resolution spectrometer. It will help scientists 
develop a revolutionary technology for 
discovering bioactive compounds. 

ENABLE DEVELOPMENT OF

THE DISCOVERY OF

EXAMPLE



ELIMINATE
THAT, WHO, WHICH, OF, FROM, BY7 



The group protesting on campus 
attracted the attention the president.

VERSUS

The group on campus attracted 
the president attention.

THAT WAS

EXAMPLE

PROTESTING

OF

’S

These words are often accompanied by 
the dreaded verb “to be”



At the 2014 Olympic Games in Sochi, Russia, he 
broke the story of the planned cull of hundreds of
stray dogs by the government. 

In this sentence you have three ‘ofs’ and a ‘by’ –
which of these words can you eliminate by rewriting 
the sentence more clearly?



ELIMINATE 
REDUNDANT WORDS8 



in order to to
first ever first
new innovation innovation
in the event that if
ongoing persistence persistence
meet with meet
safe haven haven
rise up rise 
end result result

REDUNDANT CONCISE



SNATCHING HEALTHCARE            FROM MILLIONS

To snatch means to quickly seize something in a rude 
or eager way, so            is redundant.

SAMANTHA BEE SLAMS DONALD TRUMP FOR DIVERTING 
ATTENTION  FROM HIS TRAVEL BAN

To divert means to change course or turn from 
one direction to another, or to distract someone or 
their attention from something. Therefore, 
is redundant.

AWAY

AWAY

AWAY

AWAY

EXAMPLES



ELIMINATE THESE
BORING VERBS: 
HAVE, DO, GIVE, MAKE, GET, 
USE, ENABLE

9 



EXAMPLE
After the students their presentation, 
they a question-and-answer period.

VERSUS

After the students their 
presentation, they a question-
and-answer period.

GAVE

HAD

DELIVERED

HOSTED



Use adjectives sparingly.

HERE ARE SEVEN ADJECTIVES IN A ROW, ALTHOUGH ONE OF THESE 
WORDS,          , IS NOT ACTUALLY AN ADJECTIVE. 

…to design 
apparel 

CAN YOU REWRITE THIS PHRASE? 

ADJECTIVES

PROTOTYPE

NOVEL PROTOTYPE UPPER LIMB COLD

PROTECTION TECHNICAL



These are often words ending in that modify a verb.

They are never used with a hyphen. 
So phrases like  and

are incorrect.

ADVERBS

“FULLY-FUNCTIONAL”

“NATIONALLY-RANKED”

-LY



BEWARE HOW YOU USE THE ADVERBS:

The conference elevates SFU’s impact and reputation 
nationally and internationally.

AND ARE ADVERBS

MODIFYING THE VERB

SO IN EFFECT, YOU ARE SAYING:
The conference nationally and internationally elevates 
SFU’s impact and reputation.

USING ADVERBS CORRECTLY

NATIONALLY, INTERNATIONALLY AND GLOBALLY 

NATIONALLY INTERNATIONALLY

ELEVATES 



The correct sentence should use the
to modify 

the

THE CORRECT SENTENCE IS:  

“The conference elevates SFU’s national and 
international impact and reputation.”
OR 

“The conference elevates SFU’s global 
impact and reputation.”
OR

“The conference elevates SFU’s impact and 
reputation at home and abroad.”

ADJECTIVES

NATIONAL and INTERNATIONAL

NOUNS IMPACT and REPUTATION



NATIONALLY, INTERNATIONALLYCorrect use of

GLOBALLY.

AND GLOBALLY.

These firms can compete 



ELIMINATE CLICHÉS,
JARGON AND 
COLLOQUIALISMS

10 



Think about the words you use, and their context.

EXAMPLES

This year, SFU Dining Services and the Faculty 
of Education’s Learning Hub are
in fostering the core values of a healthy campus 
community.
…along with                   of Clan athletes

LEADING THE PACK

A HANDFUL



ELIMINATE 
RUN-ON SENTENCES
KEEP SENTENCES SHORT 
– IN GENERAL, BETWEEN 13 AND 25 WORDS. 
42 WORDS MAX.



In addition, SFU Innovates—the university’s innovation 
strategy that builds on SFU’s dynamic culture, while 
seeking to strengthen our commitment to innovation and 
entrepreneurship—is built upon four interconnected 
pillars, one being Industry and Community Research 
Partnerships, dedicated to bridging the gap to create 
innovations that benefit society.



DIANE’S PET PEEVES



DESIGNED TO

PROVIDE

HAVE AN OPPORTUNITY TO

ENABLE

ALLOW

INTERACT

LEARNINGS 



“The course students 
learn mathematical models.”  

INSTEAD: 

The course  mathematical models.
In this course, students 
mathematical models.

IS DESIGNED TO

WITH AN OPPORTUNITY TO

TEACHES

WILL LEARN ABOUT

EXAMPLE
PROVIDE



Gautam important technical expertise 
from her computing science background…

VERSUS

Gautam the technical expertise 
she acquired in computing science…

PROVIDES

EXAMPLES

APPLIES

should be “lessons” or “knowledge”
LEARNINGS



GRAMMAR



WATCH FOR MISPLACED MODIFIERS
A misplaced modifier walks into a bar owned by 
a man with a glass eye named Ralph.



USING PREPOSITIONS



WHAT IS A PREPOSITION? 

Linking words such as:

Prepositions usually precede nouns or pronouns. 
They create a relationship between words to indicate 
relative positions in space or time.

AFTER IN TO ON WITH WITHIN



IN / WITHIN

and are both prepositions that refer 
to a spatial or logical relationship between two 
or more subjects in a sentence. 

In is specifically defined as being inside while 
implies being inside of a given set of parameters 
relative to the object it's linking to, and not actually 
inside of it.

IN WITHIN

IN 

WITHIN



EXAMPLES
Elvis is   in the building
Elvis is   within 10 meters of the building.

He published the study   in the annual 
publication, Canada’s Innovation leaders.

He published the study   within the annual 
publication, Canada’s Innovation Leaders.

IN 

WITHIN

IN 

WITHIN THE



Bob is well-known  within the Faculty of 
Science for his reliability, efficiency and 
friendliness.

She is an expert  within the field of 
archaeology.

WITHIN

WITHIN



PROPER NOUNS
ONLY CAPITALIZE PROPER NOUNS

E.g. board of directors, on its own, is not a proper 
noun. The SFU     oard of    irectors is a specific, 
named, board of directors so it is proper noun.

The SFU  econciliation ouncil initiated a new 
policy. Later, the    ouncil…
(‘COUNCIL’ ON ITS OWN IS NOT A PROPER NOUN)

B D

R C

c

SFU 

SFU 



PUNCTUATION



THE COMMA
When in doubt, leave it out.
Commas represent a pause, a clause, or are used 
to separate a list. 
They also clarify meaning. 



SHE EATS, SHOOTS AND LEAVES. 

SHE EATS SHOOTS, AND LEAVES

SHE EATS SHOOTS AND LEAVES. 



EXERCISE: 
ADD OR REMOVE COMMAS

This recognition, is a true testament to SFU’s vision.  
There are two mid-rise buildings with 482 single 
rooms, exclusively for first-year students. 
New facilities for coaches, media, and athletes



Economics graduate, Andy Wong, recognized as 
one of Canada’s up-and-coming software 
developers will speak at the conference.
SFU post-doctoral researcher, Nicole Scheerer, 
wants to eradicate the stigma around autism.
SFU professor John Wayne, who studies cowboy 
mythology, likes to ride his horse to work. 

EXERCISE: 
ADD OR REMOVE COMMAS



Joins words to show they have a combined 
meaning or that they are linked in the grammar 
of a sentence (as in pick-me-up, habit-forming)
Indicates the division of a word at the end of a line
Indicates a missing or implied element 
(as in short- and long-term)

HYPHEN



Hyphens connect two or sometimes three words 
that function as one adjective – before a noun 
You don’t usually need the hyphen if the two 
words come after the noun.
Hyphenate monetary values when used as an 
adjective – e.g. a $1.9-million investment

HYPHEN



DO HYPHENATE AN ADJECTIVE PLUS A PRESENT 
PARTICIPLE (A WORD ENDING IN ‘-ING’)

There are some beautiful-looking roses in the garden.

DON’T HYPHENATE STUDENT-ATHLETE. 

The student athletes excel at cross-country running. 

HYPHEN



REVIEW THESE SENTENCES AND CORRECT 
THE HYPHENATION WHERE NECESSARY

The program features high level, public health 
related projects and events. 
Several student-athletes scored goals.
SFU received a $6 million investment to build 
a new stadium
His MSc studies shifted from clinical research 
to HIV specific research.



George Smith is an equipment room assistant in 
SFU’s Department of Athletics and Recreation. 
After successfully-defending his thesis, Smith 
enrolled in an SFU PhD program. 
The conference room is currently over-capacity.



EXCLAMATION MARKS

Don’t use them.

M-DASHES

Use sparingly in place of commas or as a verbal arrow 
to emphasize a point.

SEMI-COLON

Use sparingly. These are helpful in long lists that 
comprise a series of complicated phrases that also use 
commas.



SFU STYLE GUIDE
is not a title at SFU, unless the person is a 

physician or a dentist. 
Titles after a name are not capitalized
Professor is not capitalized before or after the 
name, but chair titles are
Only spell numbers under 10 (unless they’re in 
a title)
In quotes, use not said. Generally, don’t 
use any other verb for ‘says’. ‘Asks’ is okay 
where appropriate. 

DR.

SAYS



TRY IT YOURSELF
Rewrite the following sentences. Eliminate passive 
voice, extra words, redundancies, “of”, “to be”, and 
zombie nouns. Use vigorous verbs. Also, remember 
the rules for capitalization, grammar, etc. And watch 
out for lengthy sentences and awkward constructions. 
Your goal: to simplify the message. 



A few of the students who had become angry 
called the President, so that they would have 
the opportunity of refuting the allegations set 
forth by the heavily-biased administration. 

This new innovation is the first-ever example 
of the scientific prowess of Professor Green.



For some, being a changemaker is a portion of what they 
do in life, but for Tessica Truong, Simon Fraser 
University student and co-founder of CityHive, she is 
living and breathing changemaking in her everyday life.

The record breaking $11.85 million grant will support 
the development of Compute Canada’s advance research 
computing network, replacing an aging supercomputing 
systems with a consolidated set of new systems 
specifically-designed to meet Canadian and British 
research needs.



The innovative and student centered curriculum is 
designed to support students academic, social, and 
emotional growth, and statistics show that over 75 
% of students who enter the program manage to 
get back on track.

Andresen’s research helps to identify street 
segments most afflicted with crime. This has the 
potential to aid crime prevention because 
organizations can identify the most problematic 
areas and apply actions to reduce crime in these 
locations first. 


