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Today’s goal: Utilizing writing through op-eds or letters to the editor to effectively communicate 
Another advocacy tool beyond Congressional meetings 
Can be done year-round, lower lift, can be done in quick response to an event, news story, or policy 



 What's an op-ed?
* Who writes op-eds?
* What's the purpose of an op-ed?

* What's the difference between an op-ed and letter to editor?
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Op-Eds and Letters to the Editor are short articles in a newspaper’s Editorial section written by concerned and involved citizens to express an opinion or viewpoint to the general public. 

Typically, an op-ed is short, between 750 and 800 words.

An Op-Ed is a stand-alone opinion piece, while a Letter to the Editor is generally a response to a previous article printed in the paper. 

Op-Eds and Letters to the Editor can be extremely useful tools for advocates trying to change public opinion and/or spread awareness of a key issue. 

For the duration of this presentation, we will be referring to op-eds specifically, but the examples, strategies, and guidance included today can also be used when writing a letter to the editor. 

While getting published in a large newspaper can be difficult, many smaller papers are always eager to accept an Op-ed or Letter to the Editor.


Op-Ed Basics

How to get started:
* Own your expertise
* Stay current
e Engage your reader
e Use plain language
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Know what you are an expert in and why - but don’t limit yourself.

Follow the news – both general and specific to your areas of specialty. Connect your knowledge to current events. 

Remember that a good idea may have more than one news hook, indeed, if the idea is important enough, it can have many.
Recognize that your average reader is not an expert in your topic, and that the onus is on you to capture their – and make the argument compelling.

Jargon serves a purpose, but it is rarely useful in public debate and can cloud your argument. Reading level suggestion? 




* Take five minutes to brainstorm op-ed topics

e Questions to keep in mind:
* What issue area are you qualified to speak about?
* What is the relevance or the “so what”?
 Who is your target audience?
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(CJ) 5 mins to write on their own 

Identify your target audience. If you’re trying to reach the general public, choose the paper with the largest circulation. If you’re targeting a specific lawmaker, choose their hometown paper or a paper that you know they read.


Real life stories are engaging and can make a point quickly and effectively. If you are urging the public to take action, let them know exactly what it is they can do and how they need to go about doing it. Be personal, be honest, be actionable.



What to Include in Your Op-Ed

* Hook

e Use the news

e Tell an anecdote

* Use an anniversary

e Cite a major news study

* Argument
e Evidence
e Call to action
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(CJ) A lede is what sets the scene and grabs your reader’s attention – it is your introduction. A news hook is what makes your piece timely, and often is part of the lede. Be bold, but incontrovertible. Tell an anecdote if it illustrates your point. Use humor, if appropriate. Use clean sentences. 
The first line of an op-ed is crucial. The opening “hook” may grab the reader’s attention with a strong claim, a surprising fact, a metaphor, a mystery, or a counter-intuitive observation that entices the reader into reading more. The opening also briefly lays the foundation for your argument. 

Statement of argument – either explicit or implied. Should be based on evidence (such as stats, news, reports from credible organizations, expert quotes, scholarship, history, first-hand experience).

Theme: another level of meaning to the topic. What’s the big, overarching idea of the column? What’s your point? Why is your point important? The theme may appear early in the piece or it may appear later when it may also serve as a turning point into a deeper level of argument



e Sample Headline: Without AmeriCorps, [TOWN NAME] Will Suffer

* Opening Paragraph(s): The writer should open with one to three
paragraphs that emphasize the tangible impact of AmeriCorps in the
region; this should include any or all of the following:

* Anecdotes
e Personal stories
* Data
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In this example, the writer is emphasizing the importance of AmeriCorps 

Sample headline grabs the reader’s attention and concisely conveys the negative potential impact on the city/town without AmeriCorps 

In the opening paragraphs, this template demonstrates the three ways in which you as a writer can open your op-ed: 
One to three anecdotes that detail one or more people whose life was made better because of an AmeriCorps program in this locality. 
Ideally the piece should include the full names of these individuals, quotes from them and other third-party validators. For example: If discussing the impact of an after-school program on a student, quoted individuals could include the parent, the student’s teacher and the AmeriCorps member whose service resulted in the positive change. 
Wherever possible, cite specific impact data that backs up the anecdotal evidence. For example: a school may be able to affirm improved attendance records, test scores, etc.



* Body and Content:

* Connect to your state

e Connect nationally: For example, if you are writing an op-ed related to
education, note that “Nearly 36,000 AmeriCorps members serve annually at
more than 9,500 K-12 schools. Additionally, AmeriCorps seniors tutor and
mentor over 90,000 children each year.”
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You may want to cite other AmeriCorps programs across the state that are fulfilling similar local needs. Find data

Use national statistics that relate to the op-ed topic. 


* Concluding Paragraph

* The concluding paragraph should re-emphasize the call to action and work in
AmeriCorps’ messages.

* For example, "Without AmeriCorps, the children in our town will be hungrier, and
our environment will be more polluted. Congress is facing challenging budgetary
decisions, but Congressman Smith and all other members of Congress invest in
AmeriCorps to ensure that our community doesn’t lose necessary resources and
supports. AmeriCorps is one of the best decisions Congress can make to increase
local impact on critical challenges; every 51 Congress invests in AmeriCorps
returns more than 517 in benefits to local communities. AmeriCorps programs,
which touch every community in America, require a robust strategic investment,
which was called for by a sizable bipartisan group of senators and representatives
earlier this year. Our congressional delegation can help ensure that investment
comes to [TOWN NAME] by fully funding AmeriCorps.”
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Brainstorm Session

* Take five minutes to brainstorm op-ed content based on topic(s)
identified in the first brainstorm session.
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Ask for 1-2 volunteers to share? 


Publishing Your Op-Ed

e Editing support
* Tips for publishing op-ed

e Research publication

* Include your contact information
* Follow up

e Accept changes
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Research the newspaper to which you are submitting your piece to see what kind of issues they generally include and the typical writing style of the published writers. Find out about their submission guidelines, timelines, and other policies, either online or by contacting the paper. Be sure to ask if the paper has an exclusivity policy (some papers will not publish an article that is being submitted to other papers) or any other policies such as needing to change the names of real people used as examples in the article, if more than one author can sign the article, etc.

Read and re-read your piece. Double and triple check your facts. Have someone else read your article to check for readability, understanding, and errors.
Check clarity, coherence and unity, simplicity, voice and tone. (Most are conversational; some require an authoritative voice.) 
Check direct quotations and paraphrasing for accuracy. 
Check to make sure you properly credit all sources though formal citations are not necessary.) 
Check the consistency of your opinion throughout your op-ed or column

Include your name and information on how you can be reached. If you are writing on behalf of an organization, include the name and a one sentence description of the mission of that organization.

Submit the article in exactly the manner that the paper requested.

After a day or so, call the paper and ask if they received your article and if the proper person is in possession of it. If there is a timing issue tied to your article (an upcoming vote, event, etc.) be sure to let them know.

The paper may want to make some slight changes to your article with your approval. Not the content, but perhaps wording, structure, length, etc.



Questions?
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5-10 mins for Q&A 

Closing 


Resources

e Op-Ed Writing: The Basics — The OpEd Project
eop eds and letters to the editor.pdf

enew seglin how to write an oped 1 25 17 7.pdf

e op-ed.pdf
e Template Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
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Resources referenced throughout presentation 

Will send to attendees 

https://www.theopedproject.org/resources
https://www.theopedproject.org/resources
https://www.theopedproject.org/resources
https://www.theopedproject.org/resources
https://www.theopedproject.org/resources
https://www.theopedproject.org/resources
https://www.nacdl.org/getattachment/f3387f31-bf2d-4888-aed6-6e54fdf51760/op_eds_and_letters_to_the_editor.pdf
https://www.nacdl.org/getattachment/f3387f31-bf2d-4888-aed6-6e54fdf51760/op_eds_and_letters_to_the_editor.pdf
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/files/hks-communications-program/files/new_seglin_how_to_write_an_oped_1_25_17_7.pdf
https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/files/hks-communications-program/files/new_seglin_how_to_write_an_oped_1_25_17_7.pdf
https://nast.org/wp-content/uploads/financialwellness/toolkit/op-ed.pdf
https://nast.org/wp-content/uploads/financialwellness/toolkit/op-ed.pdf
https://nast.org/wp-content/uploads/financialwellness/toolkit/op-ed.pdf
https://nast.org/wp-content/uploads/financialwellness/toolkit/op-ed.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
https://voicesforservice.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/08/Template_Op-ed-June-2024.pdf
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