
In 1970, The New York Times invented the “op-ed” page (i.e., literally, opposite editorial 
page). Since then, op-ed pieces have become popular and powerful communication tools 
that are regular features of nearly every newspaper. Writing an op-ed combines a 
persuasive argument with concise storytelling. It is not a recitation of facts but rather a 
600 to 800-word essay which hooks the reader, spells out the problem, and offers a 
solution of interest to policy makers and the general public. Newspapers accept 
unsolicited op-eds because they represent a diverse set of community viewpoints in 
contrast to the editorial board’s perspective.

Teaching your students to take a position on an issue (local to global), make a concise 
and coherent case, and identify solutions will enable them to contribute to public policy 
issues that matter to them. What a great opportunity to apply their anthropological 
training within the wider community! And, your students gain from the experience, with 
benefits similar to those described in the ACRN tool Teaching with Blogposts.

Teaching with Op-Eds

What is a good checklist for crafting a compelling piece?

1. Study the Publication

Have your students read several articles to identify the following features:

● Tone: Is it formal, conversational, witty, or provocative?
● Content focus: Does it lean towards data, personal stories, or opinionated commentary?
● Structure: Does it prefer concise, punchy pieces or detailed, exploratory articles?
● Vocabulary: Does it use accessible language or assume specialized knowledge?
● Word count: What is the word limit for op-eds?

2. Know the Audience

Impress upon your students the importance of tailoring their tone and content to a publication’s 
readers which requires understanding the publication’s audience, values, and editorial style. 

● Share this science homecoming link with your students, so that they can find local 
newspapers across the continental U.S..

● Assign the students to research the demographics (e.g., age, education level, occupation) 
and interests of the readers.

○ Example: A piece for The New York Times will differ in tone and complexity 
compared to one for a local community newsletter.

● Coach the students to consider the political, cultural, or social leanings of the audience.
○ Example: A business publication like The Wall Street Journal may favor data-driven 

arguments, while a lifestyle magazine like Vogue may prefer narrative-driven 
content.

● Encourage them to use simple, clear, and concise language while avoiding jargon (e.g., 
“hegemonic,” “problematize”) since they are writing for a broad, general audience. 

○ For fun: Have them find out which academic jargon best defines them.

https://anthrocareerready.net/wp-content/uploads/2025/01/ACRN-Teaching-with-Blogposts-12.20.2024.pdf
https://sciencehomecoming.com
https://www.publicbooks.org/quizzical-which-academic-jargon-term-are-you/?fbclid=IwAR2PxkhRrGCsstiR0DUU_CXHntMoYP1KOz1TJvL6Fr94HE_jazX9YRS608k


2

3. Start with a Strong “News” Hook

Help the students connect issues in which they are interested with something relevant that is 
happening in the current news cycle.

● Recommend students open with a striking fact, compelling anecdote, or provocative 
question to grab readers’ attention immediately. Introducing a human element is a great 
way to start : how is the community or, better yet, an actual person being affected? In a 
Common Dreams op-ed regarding DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrivals), Robin 
Valenzuela started this way:

In 2013, undocumented immigrant Alicia Chavez (not her real name) was arrested by 
Border Patrol and deported to Mexico, leaving her four American-born daughters with their 
father. Shortly after, Alicia received alarming news: her two youngest daughters, aged 10 
and 12, had been abused by their father, and Child Protective Services had placed them 
with a foster family. Though Alicia fought to regain custody of her daughters from Mexico, 
her lack of money and resources presented insurmountable barriers; reluctantly, she 
forfeited her parental rights. Her daughters remained in the U.S. child welfare system. 

● The openings the students write should set the stage for their arguments and entice readers 
to keep reading.

4. Define the Argument Clearly

Work with students to ensure their key idea is well formulated.

● Students should state their main argument early, usually 
in the first paragraph. In an op-ed in the LA Times 
regarding indoor heat standards, Nicholas Shapiro and 
Bharat Jayram Venkat wrote:

A state board recently voted unanimously to create 
long-awaited indoor heat standards for California 
workers. After a final legal review, that will mean 
protections for millions of people with jobs in 
warehouses, kitchens and other workplaces that are 
getting dangerously hot as the climate warms. The 
board made one glaring exception, however — for 
prisons and jails.

● The argument of an op-ed differs from the argument of a traditional academic essay. The 
goal of an op-ed, as a persuasive or provocative writing form, is to present a clear and 
impactful viewpoint, often calling for action or a change in perspective. An academic essay 
is aimed at analyzing, exploring, or proving a thesis within a scholarly framework.

● In essence, an op-ed prioritizes immediacy, clarity, and persuasion, while an academic essay 
emphasizes depth, rigor, and critical analysis.

https://www.commondreams.org/views/2020/08/06/dreamers-children-200000-american-kids-could-be-left-parentless
https://www.latimes.com/opinion/story/2024-07-08/california-indoor-heat-standards-work-osha-prisons-jails-climate-change
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5. Structure the Argument

Coach your students to:

● Organize their op-eds around two or three key points that supports their thesis or perspective.
● Introduce each point in its own short paragraph with evidence or examples.

6. Use Evidence and Expertise

Confirmation from other sources will be an effective source of support for your students’ viewpoints.

● It is essential for students to back up their claims with statistics, studies, or real-life examples.
● Highlighting their authority or unique perspective on the topic will serve them well. The earlier 

their viewpoint appears in the op-ed, the better (i.e., usually around paragraphs two and 
three). In an op-ed in The Guardian regarding the coaching change at the University of 
Alabama, Tracie Canada wrote:

As someone who follows college football, I was shocked by the announcement. After almost 
two decades and six national championships in Tuscaloosa, Saban seemed a rock-solid 
fixture. But as an anthropologist and ethnographer who specializes in the intersection of race 
and sport, I was more concerned with what the news meant for the players, given how the 
timing of and secrecy surrounding these hires highlight a striking disconnect in football’s 
focus on family.

● Recommend that your students avoid unnecessary repetition or overly complex explanations.

7. Engage Emotionally

Explain to your students that op-eds are typically written to produce an emotional impact on the 
reader.

● They use vivid language, personal stories, or rhetorical questions to make the argument 
resonate.

● Op-eds employ quotes from or stories about individuals to make the key points.
● Unlike anthropological research, op-eds appeal directly to values, empathy, or shared 

experiences to connect with readers.
● Hugh Gusterson, an anthropologist who has had op-eds published in many major news 

outlets, recommends replacing abstract nouns with visually evocative language: 

Soviet nuclear testing in Kazakhstan left in its wake serious medical issues becomes Soviet 
nuclear testing in Kazakhstan left in its wake mothers nursing deformed babies and teens 
wasting away with leukemia.

https://www.theguardian.com/sport/2024/feb/22/college-football-coaches-family-myth-fallacy
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8. Take a position

Stipulate that an op-ed article reveals the writer’s stand on an issue. Students will need to:

● Provide strong arguments about an issue in the news, avoiding the tendency to explain all 
sides of an issue (i.e., considered analysis). Editors are looking for timeliness, relevance, creative 
new ideas, or controversy.

● Use headlines strategically, a tactic that is especially powerful when transitioning to what 
readers can do. This op-ed from the Minneapolis Post worked quite effectively: Let’s help 
Minnesota teachers hang on in 2022 and beyond.

● Conclude with a memorable closing that reiterates the thesis. In the NY Times op-ed, For 
Puerto Ricans, Another Reminder That We Are Second-Class Citizens, Yarimar Bonilla 
concluded with:

As Justice Sonia Sotomayor argued in her dissenting opinion, access to health care and 
support for those with disabilities should not be a question of politics but, like 
self-determination, a matter of fundamental human rights.

9. Address Counterarguments

To strengthen students’ credibility in writing op-eds, they will need to acknowledge and refute 
potential objections.

● Suggest that they present their arguments and recommendations first.
● Toward the end of the opinion essay, they can address the counterarguments.

10. Edit Ruthlessly

The goal is to eliminate unnecessary words and sharpen the points for impact. A smorgasbord of 
strategies are available to students:

● After writing a sentence, attempt to make it shorter.
● Write shorter paragraphs.
● Intentionally vary sentence length so that longer sentences are followed by short, punchy 

ones.
● Ask a peer for feedback.
● Read the piece aloud to catch awkward phrasing or unclear arguments.
● Edit when you are fresh.

https://www.minnpost.com/community-voices/2022/01/lets-help-minnesota-teachers-hang-on-in-2022-and-beyond/
https://www.nytimes.com/2022/05/19/opinion/puerto-rico-supreme-court-social-security.html
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How do you familiarize students with op-eds?

Introducing students to the op-ed writing format can occur in a variety of ways: 

● Use some classroom time to teach op-ed writing basics, help students identify their issue, 
argument, and solutions, and review a draft of what they have written.

● Offer departmental workshops on writing effective op-ed articles.
● Introduce students to the op-ed format and then assign an op-ed article pertaining to the 

course content in lieu of a mid-term exam.
● Publicly recognize each student whose op-ed was selected for the student newspaper or local 

news outlet. 

Final Tips

Getting an op-ed published is partly a numbers game and can be difficult, especially in major 
regional newspapers (e.g. The San Francisco Chronicle, The Chicago Tribune, The Boston Globe) 
unless you are nationally recognized on a hot-button topic. If your students are confident enough 
about their topics, encourage them to give it a try!

However, the odds of students getting something published increase greatly if they submit to a local 
publication. All the better if they are able to blend a national issue with a local angle. For example, 
congressional staff monitor local press stories to determine grassroots support or opposition to 
proposals. 

Before your students pitch their work to a newspaper, make sure they read the op-ed submission 
guidelines. When their op-eds are accepted, it is a time to celebrate. If their op-eds are rejected,  “try, 
try again.”

Resources are available to help you send and gain acceptance for your op-ed, including the 
Op-Ed Project, Science Homecoming, and the Scholars Strategy Network.

Once the newspaper accepts your piece, work as cooperatively as you can with the paper’s editors. 
Newspaper editors usually offer excellent suggestions. Disputing edits, unless they truly miss the 
point you are trying to make, delays publication of your piece and could make editors look dimly at 
your future submissions.

NOTE: A letter to the editor can also be an effective way to raise awareness about a topic already in 
the news. Keep it to just a paragraph or two.
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