Biography Projects:
OP-ED ARTICLE

Difections: Op-Ed Article

Write an op-ed article similar to those that appear in major newspapers such
as the New York Times or the Washington Post. Your goal is to connect an important
event and/or controversy, from your Biography Project time period, to a historical
topic, theme, and/or event discovered in your research.

Your paper must be approximately 350-500 words, double-spaced, with 12-
point font and one-inch margins. Your audience for this essay is not an academic
one but the general public. You should write in a way that will engage an average
newspaper reader. Because this assignment asks you to simulate a newspaper
column, be sure to keep to the word limit!

See additional page for more detailed instructions.



Biography Op-Ed Article

Write an op-ed article similar to those that appear in major newspapers such
as the New York Times or the Washington Post. Your goal is to connect an important

event and/or controversy, from your Biography Project time period, to a historical topic,
theme, and/or event discovered in your research.

Your paper must be approximately 350-500 words, double-spaced, with 12-
point font and one-inch margins. Your audience for this essay is not an academic
one but the general public. You should write in a way that will engage an average
newspaper reader. Because this assignment asks you to simulate a newspaper
column, be sure to keep to the word limit!

First, you must select a specific, concrete event and/or controversy from the
time period. You should select an issue that your person would feel passionately
about. Next, you must select a specific, concrete relevant historical topic or theme
that can help shed light on their ideals, morals, political beliefs, etc.. The historical
topic or theme that you select must be historically accurate and written from the
point of view of your person.

Before you begin writing your essay, you must submit a prospectus of your
topic to receive final approval. Turn in a 3X5 notecard with the following
information: Your name, name of your person, topic/issue you will write about,
Historically accurate newspaper name and place, why you chose this issue for your
person.

Prospectus due .

I will also provide you with sample op-ed articles. For more specific advice on how
to write an op-ed article, see the History News Service at
http://www.h-net.org/~hns/opedstyle.html.

Contents, Approach, and Form

1. Set the stage in the first sentence. A striking opening is the key to getting the
attention of the person who counts: the editor. So work on it until it's right.

2. Quickly bring in the historical insight, issue, or comparison. Hook the past to the
present, and vice versa. But remember that you are trying to strengthen readers'
understanding of the issue and your person’s opinion.

3. Develop the historical background.

4. Thicken and intensify the historical issue. Provide details.

5. Use historical examples and quotations whenever possible.

6. Conclude in the final one or two paragraphs. Make or repeat your historical point:
things are not as they seem,; the real issue, opinion, and solution.


http://www.h-net.org/~hns/opedstyle.html

Style and Tone

1. Simplify. Don't use long words or neologisms. "Jefferson's aim" (not "the
Jeffersonian project"), "organizations of men and women" (not "gendered
associations"), "contemporary architecture" (not "poststructural bridges," unless
they've collapsed). You're writing for your fellow citizens, not your teachers.

2. Compress. Except when asked, don't submit more than 500 words of text.
Consequently, re-word everything to shorten it. For example, "the election of
Franklin Roosevelt" should be "Roosevelt's election." Even such small changes can
create needed impact and provide more room for you to make additional points.

3. Shorten. Keep sentences brief; remember that with narrow column width, even
short sentences can take up many lines. Also keep paragraphs short; in newspaper
writing, one-sentence paragraphs pass muster. Keep quotations short, too.

4. Explain. In fact, explain everything. Your readers are intelligent, but they may
not be informed about what you write. Therefore, on first mention, it's not "the
Wagner Act," but "the 1935 Wagner Act, which legalized union organizing and
collective bargaining;" not "NOW," but "the National Organization for Women
(NOW);" not "Burgundy," but "Burgundy, the ancient French province known for the
quality of its wines." Such brief explanations take up space, but they are essential for
comprehensibility.

5. Repeat. Not to the point of boredom, of course, but for impact. Don't be afraid to
insinuate the same point a number of times in fresh words.

6. Be direct. Don't pull your punches; instead, fly your own colors, make an
argument, take a stand. Show where history may reveal something and what it may
reveal.

7. Keep to one subject. Don't develop more than a single thesis or present more
than a single argument. Your aim is to convince, and to convince upon a single, brief
reading.

8. Be your Biography Project person in his/her own voice. Make clear why you
believe what you are arguing, not why others believe it. The essay is a personal
communication.

Essay due .
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