Stop the Presses!

Writing news releases

Press releases generally follow a standard format and contain the following. Once you get the basics down, you will be able to churn them out with the best of them.

HEADER:

At the top of your release will appear your squadron’s “Logo.” A piece squadron letterhead with the CAP emblem and your squadron’s name, and address will do just nicely.

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE:

You must put this on the page. They’ll know it is a release, but the words “For Immediate Release” catch the eyes of editors and reporters alike. It elicits a Pavlovian response. 

RELEASE DATE:

This will tell them the date of the release. If you are going to be sending out more than one release per day you should also include the time of the release to make it easier for them to follow events.

CONTACT INFO:

You need to give the person who reads your release an idea of who they can get in touch with if they have questions or need to make arrangements to visit the event. (i.e. reporters visiting units on a military base need to be escorted onto and off the base.)

Give your name, rank, title, and as many contact numbers (pagers, home, work, and cellular) as you can to make it easier for a reporter or editor to get in touch with you. If they can’t get in touch with you, you can kiss their visit good bye.

HEADLINE:

You should center a title for your release. The title needs to give the reader a good idea of what they are going to be reading.

DATELINE:

Tells the reader where the event is going to take place. Generally it will be your city. (In certain cases where your release may be sent across the “AP wire,” you should also include your state.)

FIRST PARAGRAPH:

This is the most important part of the release. Your opening must be catchy, informative, and give the reader as much information as you can in the first one or two sentences. It should give them an overview of the entire release, including the five “W’s” (and an “H” (How) if appropriate.)

SECOND PARAGRAPH:

This paragraph should ideally contain a quote from an expert source. For CAP, this is usually the squadron commander. If it’s a multi-unit event such as a Group SAR-Ex, the quote should be from the Group Commander or the Mission Coordinator.  Try and use enough of a quote for it to require two sentences. Include facts of slightly less importance than those contained in the first paragraph.

OTHER PARAGRAPHS:

This is where the facts of lesser importance are brought into the release. These are the facts that may get cut if they have to edit for space.

TAG LINE:

This is the place in the release where you give the reader an idea of what your organization is about. You can use something like “Civil Air Patrol is the official U.S. Air Force Auxiliary. It performs more than 85% of the search and rescue missions assigned by the Air Force’s Rescue Coordination Center.” 

You should have three or four tag lines (preferably stressing the three missions of CAP) so you don’t send out the same one every time. 

Also, by having more than one tag line, you can tailor it to the particular story. You would use different tag lines for stories about cadets, aerospace events, and emergency services events.

If you are writing a story about something that has already happened, you will include a great deal more detail in your release than if you were writing a breaking news or “coming attractions” story. Those two types of releases should be shorter and more to the point. 

Reporters need to know the basics of the event, and can collect the information they think is important upon their arrival. They can ask questions and interview the people they feel warrant coverage. 

