The Key to Opinion Writing? --Know What You're Talking About

A lot of time students just think that with editorials you can just say whatever you want and do no work, no interviews and no research. But writers must seek the same level of accuracy for opinion pieces that they do for news stories. An informed responsible opinion pays attention to facts. The consequence of being wrong can be much more profound than in a regular news story because you've judged a person or issue.

Dos and Don'ts for an editorial

DO include evidence or research to prove your opinion, if available.

DO stimulate thought and inform.

DO introduce the problem as well as your stance (position).

DO use direct quotes properly.

DO use a tone that is fair, balanced and mature.

DO include specific information-names, product names, places, locations, etc.

DO structure your text convincingly (1 idea per paragraph, use logical link words)
DON'T be afraid to inject your personality in the writing.

DON'T rattle off statistics, but do include a few, if possible, to give your article credibility

DON’T preach.

DON’T call attention to yourself. Never use expressions like: "I think..." "I believe..." "In my opinion..." "I intend to show..." etc. Presenting your position as an opinion weakens it considerably. Every statement should be phrased in the affirmative; don't phrase it as a personal opinion.
DON’T address the reader directly. This is similar to the previous point; don't write, "As you can see..." "You will find..." "You now understand..." 
DON’T begin a sentence with "Well," or "Anyway," or "You see," or any other expressions that resemble everyday speech. The language needs to be as formal as possible for your audience.
DON'T be reckless in writing your editorial. You could lose credibility. Make sure you research and think your points through before taking a position.

Read through the editorial by Erin Kane, a high school senior and award-winning journalist.  Highlight and makes notes about when and how she follows this do and don’t checklist.   How is she able to get her position across without saying, “I think….”? Which strategies does she use?
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Here are a few ways to make your editorial writing sound more authentic:

1. Use formal language.


Before:  After the election, a lot of people were angry.


After:   In the wake of the election, the nation voiced its anger and confusion.

2. Give specifics to make your story more believable. 


Before: Every year, millions of people die of hunger.


After:  In 2000, over 40 million people died of hunger in Africa alone.

3. Tell your source or quote someone.

Before: Declaring Yanukovych the winner will cause chaos.


After:  The election officials' decision to declare Yanukovych the winner "puts 
Ukraine on the verge of civil conflict," Yushchenko told hundreds of 
thousands of his cheering supporters on Wednesday.


Before:  A student in Indiana stabbed 8 kids at school.


After:  According to a student who had witnessed the slashing, 8 students 
were injured.

4. Develop a cause-effect relationship.


Before:  Making the drinking age 18 would make the number of car accidents 
decrease..


After:  The drinking age in the U.S. was raised from 18 to 21 in the 1980’s.  
As a result , the number of car accidents involving alcohol decreased.

5. Take out the I. 


Before:  In my opinion, we have to boycott companies supporting child labour.


After:  A boycott of companies supporting child labour is necessary.


Before: I believe that the Austrian law concerning video games is unfair 
because these games aren’t as brutal as the officials say.


After:  The Austrian video game law is exaggerated, as the games aren’t as 
violent as the officials say.

Now try transforming opinion sentences using the techniques listed above.  Try to use all of them at least once.

1. Anorexia kills lots of teenagers every year.

2. I believe that putting up trees around a monument is no solution to Graz’s “punk” problem.

3. Shortening the length of time for the army but not for civil service is unfair.

4. The students were upset by the cancellation of their ball.

5. Mr. Bush wouldn’t meet with us when we visited Washington.

6. I think that movies shouldn’t have ratings on them because anybody who wants to see a film can always find a way to see it—no matter what age he is.

The Presidential Race: Younger Americans' Voices Muffled If We Don't Vote

Medicare, Social Security, taxes -- even a cursory glance at this election's hot topics reveals a truth about campaigns and presidential candidates. Campaigns target older Americans. There are 45 million Americans over the age of 60, and this group outvotes every other age block. As a natural outgrowth of this reality, politicians are willing to give the elderly whatever they demand. The politicians cater to the elderly; there's nothing wrong with this.

Lead in—gives necessary background information. - includes a few statistics that are easy to understand

The politicians work for what is best for the people, and isn't that what democracy means? Yet in the 2000 election, the main issues pertain to the elderly. The issues that matter to younger generations slip through the cracks. 

And we let them.

Indirectly questions the reader and gets them thinking about the issue.

Those issues are emphasized because the younger voters neglect to make their voices heard. Candidates are not going to waste their time and money winning support of "voters" who won't turn out to the polls in substantial numbers on Election Day. If voters under 30 researched the candidates, evaluated the issues and voted as a more uniform block, their issues would be the focus of every debate, the premise of every campaign commercial.

Presents the real topic of the article and already offers an alternative.

The majority of younger people refuse to care about politics for a couple of reasons. Mainly, they choose to believe that no matter who the president is, that person will have little or no influence on their life. They are worried about making an "A" on their first-semester midterm, or they are worried about their job interview; they are not worried about making time to visit a local church or elementary school to check some boxes in exchange for a sticker. Younger people suffer from myopic views and rarely see the importance of participating in national politics. 

Points out the reasons for the existing problem.

And yet, there are several national issues that should be of special concern to younger generations. The student too busy to vote might care about Bush's education reform plan or Gore's proposal for a tax break on tuition. The college graduate looking for a job has a vested interest in the future of taxes and Social Security. And someone who intends to be around 50 years from now might want to hear the candidates' opinion on environmental issues.


Goes through the issues point by point and convinces the reader that these are vital concerns
The list of issues that affect Generation Y voters goes on and on. YouthVote 2004, an organization that works to encourage young people to vote, is one of many groups that have begun to take notice. MTV's Choose or Lose 2004 also targets young voters. In addition, the presidential candidates have spoken out on the issue of reaching young voters. 

Call to action-offers additional resources to interested readers

In the end, however, the responsibility lies with the voters themselves. For our issues to be important in the election, our votes must be valuable to the candidates. It is only then that we can have a significant influence on national politics.
If younger voters acted as a block and voted consistently on issues, we could address issues that pertain to us. The influence that a younger voting block could gain might eventually equate or even surpass that of the elderly.

Asks readers to take action by explaining the benefits of doing so

The Presidential Race: Younger Americans' Voices Muffled If We Don't Vote

Medicare, Social Security, taxes -- even a cursory glance at this election's hot topics reveals a truth about campaigns and presidential candidates. Campaigns target older Americans. There are 45 million Americans over the age of 60, and this group outvotes every other age block. As a natural outgrowth of this reality, politicians are willing to give the elderly whatever they demand. The politicians cater to the elderly; there's nothing wrong with this.

The politicians work for what is best for the people, and isn't that what democracy means? Yet in the 2000 election, the main issues pertain to the elderly. The issues that matter to younger generations slip through the cracks. 

And we let them.

Those issues are emphasized because the younger voters neglect to make their voices heard. Candidates are not going to waste their time and money winning support of "voters" who won't turn out to the polls in substantial numbers on Election Day. If voters under 30 researched the candidates, evaluated the issues and voted as a more uniform block, their issues would be the focus of every debate, the premise of every campaign commercial.

The majority of younger people refuse to care about politics for a couple of reasons. Mainly, they choose to believe that no matter who the president is, that person will have little or no influence on their life. They are worried about making an "A" on their first-semester midterm, or they are worried about their job interview; they are not worried about making time to visit a local church or elementary school to check some boxes in exchange for a sticker. Younger people suffer from myopic views and rarely see the importance of participating in national politics. 

And yet, there are several national issues that should be of special concern to younger generations. The student too busy to vote might care about Bush's education reform plan or Gore's proposal for a tax break on tuition. The college graduate looking for a job has a vested interest in the future of taxes and Social Security. And someone who intends to be around 50 years from now might want to hear the candidates' opinion on environmental issues.

The list of issues that affect Generation Y voters goes on and on. YouthVote 2004, an organization that works to encourage young people to vote, is one of many groups that have begun to take notice. MTV's Choose or Lose 2004 also targets young voters. In addition, the presidential candidates have spoken out on the issue of reaching young voters. 

In the end, however, the responsibility lies with the voters themselves. For our issues to be important in the election, our votes must be valuable to the candidates. It is only then that we can have a significant influence on national politics.

If younger voters acted as a block and voted consistently on issues, we could address issues that pertain to us. The influence that a younger voting block could gain might eventually equate or even surpass that of the elderly.

The Presidential Race: Younger Americans' Voices Muffled If We Don't Vote
Break the following text into meaningful paragraphs.
Medicare, Social Security, taxes -- even a cursory glance at this election's hot topics reveals a truth about campaigns and presidential candidates. Campaigns target older Americans. There are 45 million Americans over the age of 60, and this group outvotes every other age block. As a natural outgrowth of this reality, politicians are willing to give the elderly whatever they demand. The politicians cater to the elderly; there's nothing wrong with this. The politicians work for what is best for the people, and isn't that what democracy means? Yet in the 2000 election, the main issues pertain to the elderly. The issues that matter to younger generations slip through the cracks. And we let them. Those issues are emphasized because the younger voters neglect to make their voices heard. Candidates are not going to waste their time and money winning support of "voters" who won't turn out to the polls in substantial numbers on Election Day. If voters under 30 researched the candidates, evaluated the issues and voted as a more uniform block, their issues would be the focus of every debate, the premise of every campaign commercial. The majority of younger people refuse to care about politics for a couple of reasons. Mainly, they choose to believe that no matter who the president is, that person will have little or no influence on their life. They are worried about making an "A" on their first-semester midterm, or they are worried about their job interview; they are not worried about making time to visit a local church or elementary school to check some boxes in exchange for a sticker. Younger people suffer from myopic views and rarely see the importance of participating in national politics. And yet, there are several national issues that should be of special concern to younger generations. The student too busy to vote might care about Bush's education reform plan or Gore's proposal for a tax break on tuition. The college graduate looking for a job has a vested interest in the future of taxes and Social Security. And someone who intends to be around 50 years from now might want to hear the candidates' opinion on environmental issues. The list of issues that affect Generation Y voters goes on and on. YouthVote 2004, an organization that works to encourage young people to vote, is one of many groups that have begun to take notice. MTV's Choose or Lose 2004 also targets young voters. In addition, the presidential candidates have spoken out on the issue of reaching young voters. In the end, however, the responsibility lies with the voters themselves. For our issues to be important in the election, our votes must be valuable to the candidates. It is only then that we can have a significant influence on national politics.

If younger voters acted as a block and voted consistently on issues, we could address issues that pertain to us. The influence that a younger voting block could gain might eventually equate or even surpass that of the elderly. 

