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Session 20: Show and 
Tell
How to write the perfect news story 

about your test pit excavation
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Key questions

• What makes a good news 
story

• The secrets of writing a good 
news story

• Getting your story out



Your archaeology in the news - The tensions

Dumbing down?

“Science values detail, precision, the impersonal, the 
technical, the lasting, facts, numbers and being right. 

Journalism values brevity, approximation, the personal, the 
colloquial, the immediate, stories, words and being right now. 

There are going to be tensions.”

-Quentin Cooper, BBC Radio 4 presenter of The Material World 

By writing your own press stories, you retain more control
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What makes a good news story?
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Look at the following recent archaeological news stories 

and rate them 1-6 by how interesting they look (with 1 

being the most interesting and 6 the least)
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What makes a good news story?

Newness

Surprise

Accessibility

Relevance

Something new has been done or discovered

It is unexpected or overturns existing ideas 

The story can be understood

The reader is interested in the subject
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Newness, Surprise, Accessibility, Relevance



Newness and surprise - What makes the news?

“Man bites dog”

Something new, unexpected or contrary 

to what was previously thought - research 

often does this! 

Focus on the aspects that are new and 

exciting like discoveries.



Accessibility and relevance - Presenting the story

Find the right news angle – what is the most 

noteworthy aspect of the story?  

• Use the “Next Door Neighbour” test – how would you 

explain the story to a non-expert if they said 'I don't 

understand - please explain it to me’? Accessibility

• Use the "So What?” test – what would you say if 

someone asked ‘why should I care’? Try and relate it 

to something they will know about or be interested in.  

Relevance

Often it's about providing the necessary context -

explaining the problem or question the discovery helps 

to solve or illuminate.

“You do not really understand 
something unless you can explain it to 
your grandmother.”
- Albert Einstein.
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What’s the 

Story? 

Summarise in 1 

sentence.

Rate it /5 for 

• Newness,

• Surprise

• Accessibility,

• Relevance

• INTEREST
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What’s the Story? Summarise in 1 sentence.

Rate it /5 for 

• Newness,

• Surprise

• Accessibility,

• Relevance

• INTEREST
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Tricks of the Trade…

List and explain the 5 key points
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1. Work out what your pitch is 

• Is it of local interest (eg “School pupils excavating a metre square test pit revealed pottery which is 

the earliest ever found in this village and shows people were living here more than 1000 years ago, 

centuries  before the earliest of today’s buildings appeared”)? 

• Is it of national interest (eg “Test pit excavations in villages along the East Anglian coast have 

revealed pottery which suggest almost none survived for long after the end of Roman rule in 

Britain”)? 

• Is it of international interest (eg “Pottery sherds from hundreds of test pit excavations show the 

medieval Black Death pandemic wiped out half the population of Europe”)

• What might seem earth-shattering to you may be of minor concern to anyone you don’t know – and 

it works the other way round. Something you think of as routine may be big news to someone else. 
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2. Put the key information into the first, short paragraph – what the discovery/breakthrough 

is, quickly followed by where, when, how and who? 

• What YOU might want to do is write as if you were talking to someone you know well - naming 

everyone who helped with your project, saying how you felt about it, and telling a funny story 

about something that happened. 

• But that’s not what other people want to know. They want to know the story: what is it that makes 

you think they might want to read what you have to say. 

• Put the other stuff in later, and when you do so try to slip it in rather than make a point of it (eg “I 

thought they were bits of old dog biscuit and nearly threw them away,” said Sam Brown from 

Mycollege School, who found the pottery, “I couldn’t believe it could have been a pot dropped by 

people who fought the Romans.”)
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3. Write clearly and simply, don’t waffle, get all the key facts in and get them right, and spell 

everyone’s name correctly(!) 

• Key facts include location, date (of what you are writing about), and a bit of wider context (Isn’t there 

any other evidence for people living here at the time of King Alfred? No)

• Check your facts are right and your interpretations are supported by evidence. 

• Avoid jargon as much as possible, but if you have to use it, explain it. 

• Think who you audience are. Don’t be too informal unless you are writing for people who know you or 

with whom you have been working (eg for a school newsletter). 

• Assume your readers know absolutely nothing about anything you are talking about. If you want your 

readers to appreciate what’s important about your discovery, you have to explain it to them.  This 

gives you a great advantage – use it!
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4. Relate your find to something people can identify with in their own lives. 

• People will be more interested if your discovery relates to something they know about – a place 

they know, people they know, life experiences they are familiar with, an anniversary or a recent 

event, something they’ve learned at school etc

• Don’t push it too far. Readers may not believe a story if it’s making a connection that seems forced. 

You don’t need to put the word Stonehenge in everything that has anything to do with prehistoric 

archaeology. Now is not really the time to write about a find with a highly tenuous link to an ancient 

plague. 

• On the other hand, if the find really can throw light on a modern situation, it may be exactly the 

time!
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5. Make it come alive. 

• If you’re part of the discovery (eg you found the pottery), you could actually make a story out 

of that, though that would not make it a news piece unless you are an unlikely sort of person to 

make such a discovery (eg a school pupil).

• Use quotes from people involved, in their own words, rather than summarise them in yours. 

• If you have space (word length) you can include a bit of atmospheric scene setting (“Overnight 

rain had soaked the dig site and dark clouds promising another soaking were being chased in 

by winds which almost drowned out the mud-caked archaeologist asking if Sam had found 

anything, ‘Nothing, just these bits of old dog biscuit’ she replied through chattering teeth….”) -

but don’t overdo it!
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Summary

1. What’s the story? - Local/national/international

2. Key information first

3. Write clearly and simply

4. Make it relatable

5. Make it come alive. 
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Session 20: Show and 
Tell

End of part one
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Part two



The inverted pyramid
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A formula for writing almost any story in a 'news' style 

that grabs attention from the first line. A staple of 

journalism school for decades. 

Put the most important information at the top, and then 

tier the details in layers below, starting out with the 

most general and noteworthy (what happened) and 

getting more specific as you go down (when did it 

happen, where did it happen, etc?). 

Reader should be able to stop reading after a few 

lines and still understand the ‘gist’ of the story.



How did the sauna story followed inverted pyramid principles? 

Write down your answers
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A formula for writing almost any story in a 'news' style 

that grabs attention from the first line. A staple of 

journalism school for decades. 

Put the most important information at the top, and then 

tier the details in layers below, starting out with the 

most general and noteworthy (what happened) and 

getting more specific as you go down (when did it 

happen, where did it happen, etc?). 

Reader should be able to stop reading after a few 

lines and still understand the ‘gist’ of the story.



DigSchool.org.uk

Now you have a go…
Write a news story of 300-500 words about a test pit excavation, either one you’ve completed, or for a site where you’d 
like to dig using finds from ‘Digging with Dice’, in which case assume there is no previous known archaeology from this 

place and the only pre-19th century building is a 13th century church about 100m from the dig site. 
You can (re-)check significance of your finds in the reference sheet for Dig School 16 (‘What’s the Story?’)

1
9

1.5

11

40

21

59

85

Percentage of pits with pottery of this date

Likelihood of finding pottery in a test pit (out of 100)

1. What’s the pitch? 

2. Key information first

3. Write clearly & simply

4. Make it relatable

5. Make it come alive. 



Now summarise your story in no more than 30 

words (an introductory sentence to a news 

article)? 

Above the pyramid
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NOW summarise your story in no more than 8 

words (a title to your news story)? 
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And now add some pictures…

You’ll need one to go with the 

30 word summary and 5-10 to 

go with the story 
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Getting the word out
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Social media – eg Twitter
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Social media – eg Twitter

Post through your school/class/group/carer Twitter (or other social media) profiles, not your 

own

Write your tweets (up to 280 characters each) – more than one tweet can be linked in a thread. The 

ideal tweet is just 100 characters long. If planning a thread, write the tweets in advance. 

Choose your photos, GIFs, or videos – each tweet can have 4 photos or 1 GIF/video. 

Use hashtags/handles to connect with wider themes (eg #TestPit #DigSchool @ArchaeologyUK) and 

ensure specific others (eg local press) see your tweets

Don’t say anything offensive and don’t include confidential information (eg the precise address of the 

excavation). Remember that ANYONE might see your tweets.
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Social media – eg Twitter

Write 4 or more tweets to be posted together as a thread to tell people about your test pit excavation
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Social media – eg Twitter

When your tweets are written…

Make sure all your spelling and punctuation are correct. 

Double-check what you have written (there is no ‘edit’ button on Twitter…). Check what you’ve 

written AGAIN. 

Check AGAIN that there aren’t any mistakes

Tell the person managing the Twitter profile that your tweets are ready to be posted – once they’ve 
checked them



Summary - secrets of a good press 

release

• Headline is your hook

• The first sentence must sum up the news angle

• Emphasise what is new and noteworthy

• Provide context

• Avoid jargon and define technical terms

• Include a quote

• Get the timing right

• Target the right audience

• Pictures can tell a story
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Key questions

• What makes a good news 
story

• The secrets of writing a good 
news story

• Getting your story out



Session 20: Show and 
Tell
How to write the perfect news story 

about your test pit excavation





1 History CSI' - Investigating a violent death through clues from an ancient skeleton.

2 ‘Changing Rooms’ - Exploring how easily familiar places become unrecognisable over time.

3 ‘Location Location Location’ – Thinking about the importance of physical places to settlers, colonisers and continuing inhabitants

4 ‘Dumpster Dig'  - Analysing what the stuff people throw away preserves tells about their lives, and how to interpret these clues

5 ‘Magic Carpet – Exploring what things we find people buried with tell us about them – and the society they lived in.

6 ‘Call my Bluff’ – Exploring the complex ways in which objects are used - including a challenge to spot true uses from false explanations

7 ‘A Thorney problem’ – A 'Medicine through time' challenge exploring why some unusual human bones were buried in a rural garden.

8 ‘Animal Farm' – Exploring how people used animals in the past, and learning to identify and interpret bones from excavations

9 ‘Tracing Places'  – Exploring what test pit excavations can reveal about places like your town or village.

10 ‘Birds Eye View' – learning what place names, old maps and lasered aerial photos can reveal about the past of your town or village l.

11 ‘Down to Earth' – Exploring what fieldwalking, Heritage Gateway, PAS can reveal about the place your school/home is in.

12 ‘X-Ray Vision' - Learning how to recognise and interpret traces from the past identifiable from aerial photos and geophysical surveys.

13 ‘DIY Dig' - Tutorial on how to do your own mini-dig in your school grounds or garden at home. 

14 ‘Safe and Sound'  - How to stay safe while digging a test pit in your school or garden at home - including a 'Spot-the-hazard' challenge.  

Dig week  - Carrying out all stages of an excavation, including thorough finds washing and drying.  Developing experience in data-

collection, project management, team working, health and safety..

15 ‘Exploring Artefacts' – Identifying test pit excavation finds, and collecting a virtual assemblage by 'Digging with Dice'.

16 ‘What's the story? – Exploring the significance of your finds (dug or diced) through a unique game of 'Test Pit Top Trumps'.

17 ‘Pits in Place' - Learning how to make the most of test pit finds by connecting them with the place they in which they were found.

18 ‘Picturing the past' – Harnessing creativity to make new images of pottery, flint and other finds which will help others appreciate them. 

19 ‘Report Writing' - A step-by-step guide to writing a ‘proper’ report on your test pit excavation. 

20 ‘Show and Tell' – Showcasing excavation discoveries to the press and online.



DigSchool.org.uk  I  Engaging cross-curricular learning-enrichment workshops themed around archaeology

Feedback please!
At www.DigSchool.org.uk



END


