Writing an Op-Ed

Writing an article for a news outlet requires you to “unlearn” most of what you’ve been taught about writing in college. You are NOT trying to flaunt arcane knowledge using specialized jargon.  Quite the opposite. In writing for your school newspaper, you must explain a complex subject in as understandable a way possible. You are trying to shape public option—in other words, a popular audience. Your argument should be written and organized in a manner easily understood by everyone, including those without any previous knowledge on the subject! 

What does this mean?

· Avoid academic phrases.  If there is a simpler way to say something, use it.

· Find a hook! Start with something that will grab attention. Maybe something recently in popular culture or in the press that everyone knows. For example: “Why does former NBA center, Adonal Foyle, care about whether you can run for office?” Or “Do you get sick and tired of politicians who promise one thing and then do another?”

· Your prose shouldn’t be dry. Playful writing is encouraged. You want people to keep reading!

· Use short quotes from interviews! The views of your peers have a place in your op-eds. They are on-the-ground sources in the fight for democracy. 

· An op-ed should only be 600 words.  

· Never use long quotes. 

· Use hyperlinks, not footnotes. 

The hardest part of writing an op-ed is overcoming fear. Because op-eds are for a popular audience, people will read them. That is scary. But here’s the deal: Get over it. Another fear is that you have nothing worth saying, that you aren’t an expert so why bother? Don’t underestimate yourself. You know more about democracy than 99% of your peers. YOU are the expert at your school. 
Tips to get over your fear:

· Start by picking a clear and concise (!) topic that you are passionate about.

· Talk over your topic with a friend. Explain to him/her/them your argument.

· Recognize that not everyone will like what you write, but you may influence one person and that makes it worthwhile. 

· Just start writing! The hardest part is getting words onto the page. Don’t get caught up in the wording. Get your ideas onto the page, then edit and edit. 

· Op-ed writing is a skill that takes time to develop. Send your Democracy Matters staff link or Joan a draft to help edit. They are glad to help you! 

· Check out sample op-eds on the DM website under “downloadable materials.”
Anti-democracy forces have spent years cultivating op-ed writers for anti-democracy policies. They have spent billions on think tanks, and universities to shape our political dialogue. The reality is that we are in a war of ideas and every pro-democracy op-ed you write is a counterbalance to this effort. Do not underestimate the importance of your words. Op-eds matter; we can shape the political dialogue on college campuses. So let’s get cracking!

Here’s just one op-ed example:

      As young people, we have been politically silenced because of the power of big money in politics.  Big money campaign donors dominate our elections with their ability to overwhelmingly determine who runs for office, who wins, and what they vote for when elected. The use of restrictive rules like IDs to deny many people, including students, their right to vote in some states, reinforces alienation from and distrust in government. The result is a deep-seated cynicism among many students who, burdened by the cost of college, debt, or the inability to get good jobs after graduation, believe that they have no voice in politics.

      But some of us are pushing back against the apathy that accompanies cynicism. We’ve become organizers for Democracy Matters (DM). DM is a non-profit national student organization that mentors and mobilizes high school and college students to become politically activists.  By emphasizing  the necessity of an strong and inclusive democracy, DM is engaging students in the struggle for reforms to make their voices heard and respected in the political process. DM students promote  pro-democracy issues including public campaign financing, voting rights, gerrymandering, and government ethics.  With non-partisan chapters at colleges and in high schools, DM students learn the skills of successful grassroots organizing, public speaking, and coalition-building. They become strong advocates for the critical issues of and need for reform to strengthen our democracy.  

     With creative discussion groups, lectures, educational poster campaigns, film screenings, in-class raps, video-making, and tabling, DM captures the interest of students and faculty.  We organize voter registration drives and get out the student vote on election days. Wey hold DemoROCKacy parties with student bands, organize poetry slams, and feature open mic nights. In all of this, we raise awareness, urging others to join in to push back against attacks on our democracy. 

   Founded by former NBA center, Adonal Foyle and two Colgate University professors, Democracy Matters has been working on more than 1,200 campuses across the country since 2001.  Mr. Foyle explain why he started the organization: “I wanted to give back to those who had helped make me politically aware in college. There are so many students who care about issues like the environment, health care, women’s and LGBTQ rights, gun violence, and mass incarceration. They want to be politically effective, but often don’t know how to go about it. Voting rights and money in politics are linked to all these causes, so working for a more fair and inclusive democracy is the best way to make progress on these and other issues.”

   Foyle notes that the passage in 2019 in the House of Representatives of the FOR THE PEOPLE ACT (HR 1) gave hope to many young people that real political change is possible. That legislation mandated automatic voter registration, early voting, small donor public financing for Congressional elections, an end to partisan gerrymandering and ethics reform. “Democracy Matters students want to build on that success by mobilizing students into a powerful voice for reform,” says Foyle.

      Democracy Matters works to ensure that their campuses engage in robust discussion of all the important issues raised by candidates running for national, state or local offices. DM helps young people and students everywhere to stand up and vote for the candidate of their choice. 

       As students, we want a voice in shaping our future. We understand that democracy matters. We are helping to create an American democracy  we all can be proud of – one that is inclusive, fair, and truly of, by and for the people. 

