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CHAPTER 5
CREATING OUR OWN STORY TOOLS FOR WRITING ARTICLES,
MEMOS, LETTERS AND REPORTS

In this chapter we guide activists on how to turn the information
they have collected into articles and reports. Writing is an important
means of communication. The written word can reach large numbers
of people in our community and beyond. What takes place in a small
remote community can be made known more widely. Today with the
internet we can quickly reach people in our capital cities and even
across the world with our writing. Developing writing skills is therefore
an important part of activism.
After the activist group has investigated community problems they
will have collected a lot of information. Much of this may be a series
of points and notes that does not really tell the full story. These
points and notes need to be turned into an article or a short report
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to put across a message to the community, the media, or the mining
company. The article could be for a newsletter, the short sharp report
could be for social media, a short memo or letter may be needed to
request a meeting with the mining company.
The power of an article or report is its content – that is the information,
the ideas, the conclusions it carries. It is therefore important to clarify
the content for the document you are writing before you start writing
any document.
Writing our own story is important. It is a source of power. It is an
important part of building independent community action. When we
tell our story in our own words we are saying ‘this is what we believe
happened, this is what we believe to be the cause and this is what we
believe should be done.’ If we do not write our own story, we will only
have the stories others write about us, and it will be their viewpoint
that has the last word.
In the pages that follow we offer guidelines for clarifying your message,
and for writing articles, reports, letters and memorandums.
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5.1
Preparing to write: clarifying the
main message
The Free Writing Tool introduced In chapter 1 of this book can help
with clarifying the main ideas you want to put across in your article,
report or memo. This tool is helpful when you are sitting with a pile
of notes from the interviews and internet search you did following the
investigation tool in chapter 4.
Free writing allows you to free yourself from your own doubt and
fears about writing so that you can tap into your powerful thoughts.
Free writing can help you to get started with writing a story.
The rules of free writing are:
• time yourself
• keep your pen on your page for the time you have chosen to write
• let your thoughts flow from mind to pen to paper without trying
to control yourself
• do not worry about spelling, grammar or what anyone may think
about your ideas.
The following steps can start you off on writing your story:

STEP 1

FREE WRITE
After collecting information on a problem an activist or an
activist group needs to write an article on this community
problem. They have a lot of information don’t know where to
start. An activist group can use free writing to clarify

-

who they are writing the story for
the main message they want to put across
what they want the readers to think, know and feel
why it is important to write this story
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Each group member free writes individually for a set time using
the following guidelines:
Who we are writing for
Time yourselves for 3 minutes
Write down the words “I am writing this story for” and then
keep writing to surface your thoughts on who you are writing
this story for.
The main message we want these readers to get
Time yourselves for 5 minutes
Write down the words “the main message we want the
readers to get is” and then keep writing to surface your
thoughts on the main message.
What we want the readers to think, know and feel
Time yourselves for 5 minutes
Write down the words “we want the readers to think, know
and feel” and then keep writing to surface your thoughts on
what you want the readers to think, know and feel.
Why it is important to write this story
Time yourselves for 3 minutes
Write down the words “writing this story is important
because” and then keep writing to surface your thoughts on
why this story is important.
STEP 2

KEY IDEAS FOR YOUR REPORT
Once they have completed their free writing group members
share the ideas that came up in their free writing. The main
points can be put up on chart for all to see.

1.
2.
3.
4.
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Who we are writing for
The main message
What do we want readers to think, know and feel
Why this story is important
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5.2
Writing an article for a newsletter or
blog
These guidelines will help you structure an article for a community
newsletter or a blog on the internet. The guidelines will help you write
an interesting article that holds the readers attention.
1. HEADLINE/TITLE

VAAL

2. BYE LINE/AUTHORS
3. THE LEAD/SUMMARY
OF YOUR KEY MESSAGE

4. BODY/THE DETAILS
OF YOUR FINDINGS

GRANITE CRACKS & THE
PROBLEM OF LOCAL
COUNCILLORS
By Mduduzi Tshabalala
The disaster to happen was long awaited since the granite quarry
was opened in Evaton West next to an old landfill site early this year.
Evaton West is one of the RDP townships that were developed after
a few years in the new democracy, situated in the far west of Evaton
and about 40Km south of Johannesburg.
It was in May 2016, when I had received a call from one of VEJA activists and a friend of mine Mabuti Malatsi who stays in Evaton West
Ext.4 and was seeking advice about the challenges they are currently
experiencing. “My friend, I need your word of advice! We usually had
small tremors before and would tolerate them because they were
really not harmful” said Mabuti while we continued over the phone
to discuss. “But this time around, in early May we had a big tremor
and it was uneven whereby the wall in our living room cracked and
a window was broken, some of our neighbour’s houses had cracked
and others’ furniture got damaged”.
I went to meet with Mabuti. He took me to one of the community leaders Ausi Anna who is leading a concerned residents group in
Ext.5. He told me that “as early as when we arrived in Evaton West
the quarry was not long abandoned by Murray and Roberts in the
early nineties. Local people from Evaton North and other surrounding areas would come and source granite sand and cement for building purposes. We had children to go to school and there were no
schools built in the nearby and wished a school could be built here
next to the landfill, but only to find that the property belonged to
Murray and Roberts and was not for sale!” said Ausi Anna. “As the
years gone by we had realised that the land was now sold to Lafarge
S.A. a cement manufacturer which had never communicated with
the local residents since they came in to operate. They only communicated with the Local Councillor who was subcontracted for the
next six years to operate the mine” she said in a very sad tone.
It is apparent that “one of the ANC activists within the community
had developed a concerned residents group after finding out that
the Local Councillor was subcontracted without the residents’ concerns, and most of their out crying concerns were that the mine was
creating a lot of noise pollution.
“We met as concerned residents, we had the ward councillor in
our previous public meeting whom we don’t really trust” said both
Mabuti and Anna aggravating. “Even though Lafarge had promised
to repair the damage on people’s property. The ward councillor had
brought along an engineer from Lafarge S.A. and when community members started asking questions about the Environmental Impact Assessment (EIA) they were stopped by colleagues of the ward

councillor saying that it was irrelevant to talk about the situation like
that and such questions are no longer of importance, rather what is
important was how people’s houses would be fixed” said Anna and
Mabuti.
During a public meeting where the ward councillor came in with
the mine representatives a company was appointed from the community to repair windows, “this ANC guy who was conducting community forums as concerned residents was appointed for the repairing of our windows, and after the windows were fixed he came the
following morning reporting to the public that his house was robbed
with all the R16 000.00 in cash was taken from him at his home the
previous night” they said.
This was a long awaited campaign VEJA would have needed to go
against. I had the issue presented to the VEJA staff members and to
the advice from the Coordinator and that “Lafarge had been all along
expected to form part of the Implementation Task Team (ITT) of the
Vaal Triangle Airshed Priority Area (VTAPA) forum” said Comrade
Samson Mokoena. “Lafarge South Africa is still to present their EIA
protocols, and this gives VEJA Media Team the opportunity to follow
up with VTAPA and ITT processes, our Media Team will now have
more work around mining activities since there are other proposed
coal mines along the Vaal River banks” said Comrade Samson from
his deeply concerns and experienced activism.

5. CONCLUSION/WHAT
ACTION WILL FOLLOW

6. PICTURE AND CAPTION
Images on this page: Granite mine in Evaton West, photo taken from N1
behind the mine plant and the community of Evaton West Ext4.
Image credit: Community Monitors
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IDEAS FOR
STRUCTURING
YOUR STORY

1. HEADLINE/TITLE
A story headline is the first thing the reader reads. This will grab
the reader’s attention and make him/her continue reading. Or
it could put the reader off. To grab the reader’s attention a
headline should
• Sum up your story in a few words
• Be “catchy”

Suggestion: The best way to learn how to write headlines/titles
is to study newspaper and magazine headlines.
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2. BYE LINE/AUTHORS
This is where you write the name of the author or authors of the
article. Some stories put the name at the end of a story.
3. THE LEAD/SUMMARY OF YOUR KEY MESSAGE
The opening paragraph of your story is what the reader sees after
the headline. In the opening paragraph you should summarise
your key points - who, what, where and when.
o Who is your story about?
o What is your story about?
o Where does it take place?
o When does it happen
Remember that this is your opportunity to quickly give your
reader information that allows him or her to get the whole story
in a few lines. It is also your opportunity to interest your reader to
continue reading the rest of your story.
4. BODY/THE DETAILS OF YOUR FINDINGS
In the body of the article you present the information that you
found in your investigation.
• Start with the most important findings and end with the
least important.
• Illustrate your points with quotes from people you
interviewed or from what you read in reports or the Internet.
5. CONCLUSION/WHAT ACTION WILL FOLLOW
In the concluding section of your story state your overall conclusion,
what you believe should be done, what your organisation will be
doing, and what support you need from the reader or public.
6. PICTURE AND CAPTION
A picture with your story will make your story more interesting to
the reader and will add to your word description. See Chapter 7
for guidelines on taking a good picture.
• The picture should have a caption – a one-line description
that says who or what is happening in the picture.
• You should also write a credit for the picture i.e. the name
of the person who took the picture or the name of the
organisation from whom you got the picture.
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Use your words to paint pictures. Give the reader a feel of
the real situation you are writing about.
• Picture the person you are interviewing (young, old, small
large, dressed simply, dressed stylishly)
• Picture the place where you are conducting the interview.
(A dark and scary street corner, a room full of light, a noisy
factory, an office smelling of chemicals)
• Picture the mood (tense, relaxed, scary, upsetting)
Quotes are pictures for the reader
• Choose quotes that best describe the feelings of the
person, that expose the culprits, where the wrong doer
shows him/her self. These quotes are like pictures, they
help the reader see and feel what is happening.
Write short sentences.
• Do not pack many ideas in very long sentences
• Write short sentences that are clear and to the point. One
point at a time.
Avoid Jargon and Big Words
• Avoid using big complex words. Use simple words that
your readers would easily understand.
What, Who, Where, When, How
• Check that your story covers What happened, Who was
involved, Where it took place, When and How
Spelling
• Check spelling, especially the names of people. People get
annoyed if you spell their names incorrectly. They will feel
you do not respect them.
Acknowledge your source
• If you are quoting from a book or Internet page, say what
the source was. Acknowledge people you interviewed
when they are willing to be named.
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Protect your source
• Sometimes you may need to protect your sources – because
naming a person who gave you information can put that
person at risk and lead to their harm, victimisation or loss
of a job. Always ask permission to quote and name people.
Be respectful
• You can make strong arguments and criticise people, but
do not personally insult a person.
Be careful not to defame
• Never falsely accuse a person for an action if you do not
have evidence that the person is in fact responsible. The
person can sue you for defamation.
Do not plagarise
• Do not take some one else’s writing and pass it off as your
own. This is called plagiarism. You are always free to quote
or use other people’s writing but you must acknowledge
them.
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5.3
Writing a Quick, Short, Sharp Report

Often activists are required to make a short report on a problem. This
report could be for use in a WhatsApp or sms message or a Facebook
post.
Writing a short report can be very difficult – especially when you have
a lot of information and you are not sure what to include or what to
leave out.
Here are some guidelines to assist with writing a quick, short and
sharp report.
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GET YOUR FACTS STRAIGHT, TAKE NOTES
Before your start writing, be clear in your own mind what the
facts are. Visit the area of the problem, talk to people. Take
notes of the key facts – if possible while you are in the area, or
immediately after visiting the area.

STEP 2

WRITE A FIRST DRAFT REPORT USING THE FREE WRITE TOOL
Write a first draft of your report as it comes to your mind. Put
your thoughts on paper as they emerge in your mind.
(See Chapter 1 on The Free Writing Tool)

STEP 3

CHECK IF YOU HAVE KEY INFORMATION
Once you have a first draft report, check to see if you have
clearly stated:
• what is the problem?
• who is affected by the problem?
• where is this taking place – the location, name of school,
which district and which town
• when did this incident occur?
• What you believe is the cause of the problem or who is
responsible?

STEP 4

FINALISE YOUR ARTICLE
•
•
•
•
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Add any information from Step Three that you may have left
out
Read your article to yourself. Does it sound clear to you?
Make any changes
Read your article to a fellow activist. Ask him or her “Does
the message come through clear?” Make any changes.
Finally, check the spelling of words, especially names of
people.
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5.4
Writing a letter or memorandum
Activists are often required to a write a letter or a memorandum,
to set out their grievances, express a demand or ask for a meeting.
In this guideline we point to important parts of a memorandum or
letter which the activist must take care to write accurately and clearly.
Officials who do not want to respond to the community’s request may
use badly written or unclear memorandums as an excuse to delay or
not to respond.

KEY
ELEMENTS
OF A
LETTER /
MEMORANDUM

TO
State clearly the name, position and proper address of the
person or organisation you are writing the memorandum or
letter to.
FROM
State clearly the name and address of the person or group the
memorandum is from.
DATE
State the date on which you have written the letter or
memorandum. This is important to refer to in cases where the
other side delays a response or does not respond.
SUBJECT
In a single statement say what your memorandum is about
• The body should include
a. Why you are writing this memorandum
b. The problem you want addressed
c. What you believe are the causes of the problem
d. What action you want to resolve the problem
• The Conclusion should include
a. The response you want
b. By when you want the response
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EXAMPLE OF A LETTER / MEMORANDUM

TO

Mr Sam Dube
Director of Housing and Environment
Vaal City Council
25 Verwoerd Drive
Vanderbijl Park
Gauteng

FROM

Ms Molobeng Tabane
Secretary Vaal Civic Association
34 First Avenue
Zone 6
Sebokeng
Vanderbijlpark
Gauteng

DATE

5th October 2015

SUBJECT

Action on houses damaged by wetlands in Bophelong
We write to inform you that 10 houses in Bophelong District 6 have been damaged
by damp from the wetlands.
We believe that the cause of this problem is that the council built houses on the
wetlands regardless of the knowledge that this will cause damp.
The residents want compensation for damages and relocation to alternative housing
in an area to which they are agreeable.
The Vaal Civic Association requests a meeting with your department within 14
days to start negotiating a solution to this problem. All residents will be present in
this meeting.
We await your response in writing.
Yours sincerely
Ms M Tabane
Secretary
Vaal Civic Association
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5.5
Writing a Formal
Report
There may be times when you need
to present the findings from your
group’s investigation to a more
formal structure like a commission
of inquiry, a government department
or a seminar. Below is a structure,
which you can use to present your
findings to a more formal audience.

KEY
ELEMENTS
OF A
LETTER /
MEMORANDUM

1. COVER PAGE
•
•
•
•
•

main heading
subheading
date
researchers
organisation

2. CONTENTS SECTION
•

a list of the main headings in your report and the page
number of each section.

3. INTRODUCTION
•
•
•
•
•
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why we did the investigation
what we wanted to know /our investigation question
where we did our investigation
when we did our investigation
who we want to acknowledge for assisting with the
investigation
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4. METHOD
•
•
•

how we went about doing the investigation e.g. interviews,
a survey of people’s views.
what other sources we used – e.g. articles, speaking to
subject experts
what went well and the challenges we faced

5. KEY FINDINGS
•
•
•
•
•

the most important things we discovered
photos, maps, or drawings that back up our key findings
information about the people we interviewed
what they said
our observations

6. THE IMPLICATIONS OF YOUR FINDINGS
•

what are the implications of our key findings? What does
this mean for people’s lives?

7. RECOMMENDATIONS
•

the recommendations that arise directly from our research
findings

8. CONCLUSION
•

a very brief summary of our main findings and conclusions

9. APPENDICES
•

documents you would like to add to your research report
e.g. a copy of your interview questions/schedule

10. BIBLIOGRAPHY
•

a list of any articles, books, magazines, websites or
newspaper articles that you used to help you with your
research. Include (a) the name of the author, (b) the name
of the publication or website and (c) the date of the article.
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