
University of Washington Op-Ed Training

How to Write An OpEd

​Opinion editors are busy people with bosses and audiences to please. They want pieces that are ready to

publish and that tell timely, unique, credible, powerful stories using words and rhetorical techniques that

connect to their publication’s audience.  If you think about what editors need, writing OpEds can be fun and

effective. 

When you write, do these things…

1. Make it easy for your editor. When you ask students to write a two-page brief, and they give you a five

page paper instead, do you like it? Neither do editors. Always abide by length and format guidelines.

Google “how to submit an oped to [name of paper]” to get started.  And write with the style of your

chosen target publication in mind.  Take a look a their Opinion page to see what they like.

2. Hook your reader right away. Great OpEds grab readers’ (and editors) attention at the start. The first 25

words must convince readers to stop browsing and read the piece.

3. Tell vivid stories about real people.  OpEds are the opposite of abstracts. And use the first-person “I” to

connect those stories to yourself and your research. In the Raleigh News & Observer, sociologist Helen

Marrow wrote “Consider Eduardo, an undocumented immigrant I interviewed in 2003 while I was

writing a book on immigration and race in the South…”

4. Use plain, simple language. OpEds are meant for wide audiences. No jargon, no acronyms, and no

words like “legitimates” or “deconstruct”.

5. Consider an OpChart. A striking chart or table can help get your article published.

6. Write alone. Opinion editors almost never accept pieces with more than one author. They don’t have

time for the hassle of dealing with multiple authors. If you want to mention your research collaborators,

do so in the body of the piece.

7. Or make it a very odd couple. Editors might accept an OpEd co-authored by a scholar and a civic leader,

explaining a common perspective on a key issue.

8. Include hyperlinks. Links are good.

9. OpEds never have footnotes. Including them shows your editor that you are unfamiliar with the format. 

10. Be timely. Editors are always looking for a very good quick response to the news of the day. Very good

and quick will get published -- absolutely perfect and too slow will not.  
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11. So be ready. Write the nugget of a piece, hold it for the moment your issue is in the news, and then

jump fast to adapt what you have send something in.  Or find ways to connect your topic to the urgent

news of the day.  You can also use upcoming events like holidays or anniversaries of famous historical

events to tie your topic to the moment.

12. Take advantage of relationships to submit OpEds. If you know someone (like the SSN staff) who has a

relationship with an editor, have them help you submit. 

Targeting

An OpEd is not always the best way to communicate, of course.  Strategic communications proceeds from

objectives to targets to strategies, messages, and tactics. Think about it this way:

What change do you want to make in the world?

Who are the decision makers who can make the change?

What do those decision makers care about?

What media outlets do they consume?  

What types of pieces do those media outlets run?

What messages might persuade your decision maker to take the action you want?

If the decision makers are elected officials, you may want to think not just about what media they consume,

but also what media their key stakeholders and constituents consume.

Grassroots organizations and policymakers pay attention to OpEds.

OpEds can be a great way to let a grassroots group or policymaker know that you support something they are

working on.  Mentioning the group or policymaker by name can be a a powerful move.

A note about the New York Times

The New York Times opinion page is a different animal than all other OpEd pages. Most OpEd pages offer

opinions to supplement the official unsigned editorial voice of the paper itself. The NYT opinion page doesn’t

do that.  Instead, the page offers a place to tell a specific story that has never been told, or to offer a new

analysis or new idea.  It is a great place to break research, through an exclusive OpEd that coincides with the

publication a new book or paper you have written.  The NYT has pretty much the only opinion page editors left

in the business who will work with you on extensive edits if they like the piece. They may also take your piece,

say that they will publish it soon, and hold it for months, and then change their minds.  The NYT rejects 97% of

all OpEds submitted.  On the other hand, an NYT piece is a great way to get colleagues and other academics to

learn more about your work. 

 

Submission
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Generally, you can only offer your OpEd to one publication at a time, unless you are approaching regional

news media in different regions that do not compete with each other.

Always include your full contact information and a very brief explanation of why you are a credible authority

on the issue at hand. Websites sometimes request high-resolution photos of authors as well. When submitting

an OpEd, include a bio line. If you haven’t heard from the editor a few days after submission, give them a call

or send them an email to be sure they read it.

After Publication

Always send a thank you note to the editor.

Share, share, share your piece. Share the piece with your university’s press department and with any

professional associations you may be part of, if appropriate. Share the piece on social networks like Facebook

and Twitter – and tag SSN. Our twitter handle is @SSNscholars. We use the hashtag #ssnpoli.

Use the OpEd to introduce yourself to new contacts or strengthen relationships. If an article backs a specific

policy, supportive policymakers or civic groups may want to see and share it. OpEds can help persuade

undecided decision-makers as well. Consider sharing your published OpEd with policymakers and their

staffers, members of the press, and civic groups working on your issue.

For more assistance, join the Scholars Strategy Network.

The purpose of the Scholars Strategy Network is to help researchers become powerful players in the policy

process in order to encourage the use of research and evidence to improve public policy and strengthen

democracy.  The SSN national staff members help scholars create relationships with policymakers, civic

leaders, and journalists.  They also edit and place a lot of OpEds. Member-led chapters are driving university

communities to encourage and reward civic engagement by scholars and students alike, while bringing

together diverse groups of people to use research to improve policy.

Thanks for reading down this far.

 

Republican Health Plans Could Have Devastating Consequences for Your Teeth

Donald Chi

The Washington Post, March 1, 2017

 

Let the Evidence Have Its Day in Policymaking

Carolyn J. Heinrich
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The Hill, June 16, 2016

 

Black Women and Girls in California Have Had to Make a Lot of Lemonade

Marcus Anthony Hunter, Nourbese Flint

Los Angeles Sentinel, June 1, 2016

 

In Texas, Attacking Science Has Hurt Women’s Health Care

Wendy Chavkin

Fort Worth Star-Telegram, May 3, 2016

 

Hungry, Homeless and in College

Sara Goldrick-Rab, Katharine Broton

New York Times, December 4, 2015

 

Transgender Americans Deserve Protection

Eric Anthony Grollman

USA Today, March 7, 2016

To Reduce Inequality, Reinvest in CUNY

Nicholas Freudenberg, Michelle Fine, Meena Alexander

Crain's New York Business, February 26, 2016

 

While America Tweets, China Soars

Thomas F. Remington

The Washington Post, December 19, 2013

https://scholars.org

https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=https-3A__lasentinel.net_black-2Dwomen-2Dand-2Dgirls-2Din-2Dcalifornia-2Dhave-2Dhad-2Dto-2Dmake-2Da-2Dlot-2Dof-2Dlemonade.html&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=oSG0OBXkObbnr_ji1Pl5VwxEZtes4YZSBUPo2tUpFDw&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org_affiliate_marcus-2Danthony-2Dhunter&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=jCruX3E5NgRfUn_0lwF8ep5jbVuaQ76JLWBL88e1v2w&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.star-2Dtelegram.com_opinion_opn-2Dcolumns-2Dblogs_other-2Dvoices_article75421212.html&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=z-4OgxIoUmRUyegiPkOue4zeFI3Jc9uNexZA5u5FaeA&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org_regional-2Dleader_wendy-2Dchavkin&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=LCUEJ3fxMp2vtk2RTV59xY1hwEZ5MlVVXyvcO9JslR0&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.nytimes.com_2015_12_04_opinion_hungry-2Dhomeless-2Dand-2Din-2Dcollege.html&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=vM5CjBpK9_z0uKQonRcUny314GpsUQkH0dX86iGpa4c&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org_scholar_sara-2Dgoldrick-2Drab&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=QdLtWgJoc8KqnBMwq4Egv3Fyo6JOlubbspDH-p5Mmek&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org_scholar_katharine-2Dbroton&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=KhEOt6CKraPl5Qr1AtqnwKRXd4RAc3h8mvG4zBkcDF4&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.usatoday.com_story_opinion_2016_03_06_transgender-2Drights-2Ddiscrimination-2Dviolence-2Dmurders-2Dhealth-2Deffects-2Dminorities-2Dcolumn_81405292_&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=4hbpCqsGO1sOYm2nZ5004Nkp4WAe1v4Xk-PAM_uWP08&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org_scholar_eric-2Danthony-2Dgrollman&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=jbtiEfsXZmgnUS9O792RUo8VaYtTLDDLelCMvbwNLuY&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.crainsnewyork.com_article_20160226_OPINION_160229916_to-2Dreduce-2Dinequality-2Dreinvest-2Din-2Dcuny&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=89uvz-gNgK35rfLOwMBCqh3BuJ7v2j2OOVUR7aaBm-M&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org_scholar_nicholas-2Dfreudenberg&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=Qc-K9jxP92PyLKgpR21wN_sJbATtXh-R0VvMWsbX6OY&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.washingtonpost.com_opinions_while-2Damerica-2Dtweets-2Dchina-2Dsoars_2013_12_19_8634d2e0-2D6835-2D11e3-2Dae56-2D22de072140a2-5Fstory.html&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=qRP-bY0gVQHb16soJcLJHUCizqToD6MQGTVNJzR2CGs&e=
https://urldefense.proofpoint.com/v2/url?u=http-3A__www.scholarsstrategynetwork.org_scholar_thomas-2Df-2Dremington&d=CwMFaQ&c=WO-RGvefibhHBZq3fL85hQ&r=AWXCBFg6Gf01mTjNmBXkq0C2YFCIc-ABs6Zy4ZNGywg&m=STlAmv2SbtHzM7DlB0-mMUlMi0rrzRLmyJtw41VbgjM&s=CtKp6kZg1tbLE-YRQmMWcZ3NFVOstq4WTKb87tIEe2I&e=

