Feature Articles:  The “Highlight” of Your Portfolio

By Dewey Hensley

    HSE Ninth District Elementary

Vincent Williams sat there at the computer scratching his head.  The article he had written about penguins had been criticized by his writing response group and by his teacher, Mrs. Mackin.  He would have been happy to have never heard the words, “feature article.”  

     Vince isn’t the only fourth grader or even high school senior ready to toss his laptop in the river because of feature article woes.  The feature article has been a part of the writing classroom since it was named as a possible portfolio candidate back when the portfolio first became a part of the state assessment.  Since then teachers and students alike have struggled to figure out exactly what a feature article is and how to write one so that it is proficient.

     “There is no doubt the feature article really gives our students problems.” Rick Ross, principal at Ninth District Elementary agrees.  “We have really never been taught exactly what should go into it or what it should ultimately look like, but I am sure our students can do it, they are the smartest kids anywhere.”

What is a Feature

        Article?

     In order to write a proficient feature article, students must understand 

what one is.  A feature article is where the writer attempts to highlight or focus on one person, group,  place, event, idea, issue, trend or thing so that it is understood by the audience.  The writer provides the reader with a spotlight view on the subject so that it is enlightening and/or entertaining for the audience.  In other words, when a writer takes a celebrity in the neighborhood and writes about that person and their specific contribution or special quality, the author is “featuring” that person.

     Actually the definition extends just a little further.  When a writer explains how to do something like keep your shoes looking new or choosing the right kind of notebook for your class schedule he or she is writing a feature article informing you on a specific thing.  The writer is  highlighting something in a different way when they do this.  Just ask Martha Stewart.  She is always writing feature articles about how to do something in the house or with arts and crafts.

“There is no doubt the feature article really gives our students problems…but I am sure our students can do it, they are the smartest kids anywhere.”

    Rick Ross, 

Principal at Ninth District Elementary School

What Goes into a

     Feature Article?

Feature articles are found in all different kinds of publications.  From the sports page and the entertainment page of the local newspaper to People magazine, the feature article is what people want to read.  But even though you may see a feature article about Britney Spear’s  belly button in Seventeen and then a feature article about how to skin a deer in Sports Afield the next, all feature articles share some common characteristics.

 They highlight the subject and often give many different sides or opinions about the issue.

 The use BOLD HEADLINES and lettering to make the article easier for the audience to follow.

 They usually give some background information or analysis of what makes this article worth reading.

 Often use “on the spot” interviews with people involved and experts on the subject to shed light on the issues involved.

 Often use lists, graphs, charts, and pictures woven into the article or as “sidebars” to give the reader better understanding or extra information that is important but not necessarily directly related to the issue or subject at hand.  For example, an article about the quality of new cars on the market may have a sidebar called “9 Common Mistakes New Car Buyers Make”

 Perhaps most important of all the common characteristics of feature articles is the focus of the articles.  Feature Articles almost always center on one aspect of a subject  instead of trying to tell everything about that topic.  For example, Vincent’s article about Penguins didn’t work because he tried to tell everything about penguins he could find out.  He ended up with a giant summary that was not very focused at all.  Instead of having a feature article called penguins, he improved his article immensely by changing it to “How Penguins Swim”  His article explained how penguins became birds that swim instead of fly. It was focused on that one aspect of penguins, making it very entertaining and informative, as well as focused.
What is Most Important to Consider when Writing Feature Articles?

     Writing expert Nancy Ellis, a teacher at Ninth District Elementary, says writers should do a great deal of planning before they begin to write a feature article.  “First, be certain about what it is you want to write,” she advises.  “Focus on some aspect of an issue or a thing you really care about.  Don’t try to do too much and don’t try to do too little.  Take time to develop your ideas so you explain them completely to the reader.”  Ellis goes on to say the writer should be sure of the audience he or she is aiming to reach.  They should be given all the information they need without being insulted by giving them too much obvious details.  Also, a good writer organizes the piece well in advance before they begin writing so that each section is outlined.
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Good Feature articles can really make your teacher smile

Prewriting Strategies  Really Help
     By planning everything out in advance, the writer knows what research they may need to get.  If they are writing about how to do something, they should make certain they are explaining it correctly.  Or if they plan out what they need to know, they can interview the right people to get all they need.  

     Graphic Organizers, such as “brainstorm lists”, outlines, “clusters” or “webs”, “slicing the pie”, or even just sketching what your headings will be, can be of great assistance to the feature reporter.    

     Graphic organizers can even help you to narrow your topic down into a focused article instead of a rambling writing piece that is way too broad to be effective.



Questions You May Want to Ask Yourself as you Write Your Feature Article

 What is it I will highlight?

 Who is my audience for this featured subject?

 What background information do I have to share to help the reader understand?

 What specific questions should I be answering in this piece?

 What “experts” or “eye witnesses” should I quote?
Make Your Feature Article Count!
     Lisa Mackin, an award winning writing teacher, has worked hard to make her student’s feature articles successful.  

     “To help student’s like Vincent get to proficiency I have to do several things.  I help them connect with issues they care about and then help them get that topic focused enough so that it can be a real feature article.”

     Mackin says the students have such passion about writing that they can really surprise you with their feature articles. “If you can help them find what matters to them and then  lead them through the  process, from prewriting in their writer’s notebooks to craft lessons on good leads, you can expect good work.”  Who knows, you may save a computer or two from being tossed into the Ohio river.

