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Opinion writing

Pursue your work with gusto and passion. If you’re a columnist, or an opinion 

writer, do your homework. Outrage will only carry you and your reader so far. Live, read, 

research and talk to as many real people as you can. Write thoughtfully and provocatively, 

with clarity and conviction. Then, when you’re done, find a littler corner, read your draft 

out loud and see if it induces a smile, laughter, tears or rage. If so, you just might be on 

to something.  

James Ragland, Columnist, Dallas Morning News, Dallas, Texas

Learning objectives  After completing this chapter you will be able to:

●● understand the different types of opinion writing

●● brainstorm for editorial ideas

●● develop and write an editorial

●● investigate a variety of forms for opinion pieces

●● understand basic goals and considerations of 
review and column writing

●● explore the variety of styles employed in column 
and review writing.
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166      Chapter 7  Opinion writing

From facebook posts about student council elections, to blogs about girls’ makeup, 
from American Idol voting to YouTube dress code rants – mass media provides teenagers with 

bountiful opportunities to voice opinions. The impulsive comments tagged onto an online story 
about banning backpacks at school have value because they give the reader a gauge of the 
community’s views on the issue. Genuinely convincing opinion writing, however, requires that 
writers use the tools of informed argument.

While a news writer’s role is to inform objectively, the opinion writer’s purpose is to inform 
and persuade. Opinion stories – editorials, columns, blogs, reviews – all provide an outlet for 
writers to share their personal insights with the reader. The opinion writer can combine the skills 
of a dogged reporter, a perceptive scholar, a keen observer and passionate advocate, to bring 
insights to an issue, an event or the course of everyday life. An opinion writer can educate 
consumers, help a community grasp a complicated problem, rally citizens to an issue or publicize 
the perspectives of the voiceless or underrepresented.

An opinion piece is only as strong as the writer’s thorough knowledge of the subject. Opinion 
writers who talk to multiple sources and explore multiple sides of an issue develop persuasive 
arguments that give readers insight. Let’s return to the backpack ban scenario discussed above. 
Readers will only gain so much insight from one sophomore’s angry, knee-jerk response to the 
ban. A serious opinion writer won’t dismiss the girl’s reaction, but might put it in a broader 
context of opinions and facts.

An informed opinion writer does not base her reporting and understanding of the subject to 
the views of one source. The writer should understand the basics about the ban by seeking the 
ban’s creator and asking key questions. Were the facts in the story accurate? Who initiated the 
ban? What was the basis for it? The writer should also seek out the school security guard who 
can explain the difficulties of searching huge backpacks every morning to assure student safety. 
The assistant principal can tell the writer about how the halls get dangerously clogged by the 
extra bulk on the backs of nearly 1,400 students. A 102-pound honor student who struggles to lift 
her back-breaking load of books might offer a personal perspective on the argument over the 
ban. All of these insights should help inform and complicate the writer’s own opinion on this 
subject. Whatever stance the writer now takes on the issue, the opinion piece will reflect multiple 
perspectives and a solid grounding in the facts.

Words of wisdom
Anyone can rail on public displays of affection in the hallways or school dress codes. And every staff 

has that guy who wants to explain how to solve the crisis in the Middle East because he’s a whole lot 

smarter than most 18-year-olds. But what a reader of a high school publication really wants is a 

columnist who has the guts to be honest. A columnist who isn’t afraid to give something up about 

herself. Who will admit to the awkwardness of trying on bras while shopping for back-to-school 

clothes with mom. Or admitting what it felt like to be cut from the sophomore baseball team. As 

readers, we know what it’s like to be in an embarrassing situation, or to have to face failure or broken 

dreams. We find out that we’re not alone. The universal theme of the column keeps us coming back 

each issue. And that’s how a columnist builds readership. Give. Of. Yourself.

Scott Winter, Assistant Professor, College of Journalism and Mass Communications, University of Nebraska–Lincoln
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Chapter 7  Opinion writing      167

Printed opinions have generally been split into two categories: the editorial and the column. 
In most magazines or newspapers, the column is the opinion of one person, while the editorial 
is frequently the opinion of a group of people.

For an editorial, a group of people – usually called the editorial board – discusses and 
debates the issue to arrive at a position and an argument for it that represents the perspective 
of the publication. An individual writer, often the board member most passionate or 
knowledgeable about the subject, will craft the story, bringing drafts back to the board to see 
that the editorial represents their views. To reinforce the idea that the editorial represents the 
entire publication – and not just the writer – a byline is often omitted. However, the editorial 

Figure 7.1  Spark, Lakota 
East High School, Liberty 
Township, Ohio. Reproduced 
with permission of Dean Hume.

Good opinion sections 
encourage and offer space 
for reader response through 
letters to the editor and 
comments posts on websites. 
Spark provides a strong forum 
for public discussion of 
student-relevant issues. The 
letters include the author’s 
name which helps assure that 
the letter is legitimate. Some 
publications require, but won’t 
publish, a phone number with 
each letter to the editor to 
assure the validity, as well as 
to follow up if edits need to 
be made.
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168      Chapter 7  Opinion writing

page should be clearly labeled as such, and editorials are often set off by a different format 
or design, to help distinguish them from neutral news reporting. In high school newspapers, 
where the readers may not be aware of the differences between an editorial and straight news 
reporting, editorials are sometimes labeled with “our opinion” or “an opinion based on 11-2 
editorial board vote.” (The argument against printing the vote count is that the revelation of 
a lack of unanimity weakens an opinion piece written to stand for the entire publication.)

An opinion column is often accompanied by a picture of the writer to help distinguish it as 
an opinion piece and to help the readers make a more personal connection to the columnist. 
In professional publications, well-known columnists are often featured on the front-page of a 
sports, local news or feature section. The op-ed page, or the page opposite the editorial, often 
features a number of columns as well. Sometimes editorial board members who don’t agree 
with the other board members are given space on the op-ed page to share their opinions. The 
editorial or op-ed page will often feature reader feedback through letters to the editor.

Developing editorial ideas
The chatter in the hallway minutes before first bell is loud and angry today. The late morning 
freeze iced over the untreated sidewalks and parking lots. Junior Anna Petrow complains about 
how she fell twice as she shuffled toward the back school entrance. Senior Emma Pennington 
thinks she bruised her tailbone when she fell. The group is demanding answers to their 
questions.

“Why didn’t anyone put salt on the sidewalks?”
“Why wasn’t there a snow day?”
“Does anyone realize people are going to get hurt?”

This scenario should also raise an important question for the student journalist: Is there an 
editorial here?

Maybe. The first clue should be that kids are talking about this issue. There’s certainly a news 
story if students are getting hurt. Often where there are news stories, there is also a potential 
editorial.

Like good reporters, opinion writers should start asking questions to understand their subject. 
The answers to these questions can become the basis for an opinion piece. In this case, basic 
questions might include: what is the standard procedure for salting the sidewalks during winter 
storms? Was it followed here or not? How are the decisions about snow-day school cancelations 
made? What are the criteria? If students are injured due to the ice, who would be legally liable? 
Answering these questions can be pursued through interviews and research.

After talking to the superintendent, the column writer may craft a story about how difficult 
deciding to call a snow day can be. The editorial writer should not assume that the custodians 
were to blame but instead talk to them directly. The custodians may explain that budget 
cutbacks left them without a full staff for the morning shift and they were able to cover only the 
front parking lots with salt in the time allotted. The editorial writer may then decide to argue for 
full custodian shifts, the impact of which parents and students may not have previously grasped.

Again, good editorial writers seek out multiple viewpoints and take the information back to 
the board before deciding on a final stance. The information may come from both the editorial 
writer’s interviews and those of the news writers – who may use the material for an objective 
story. The editorial writer should be prepared to take drafts back to the board repeatedly to 
get feedback and assurance that the piece still reflects the board’s focus and opinions.

Role of the editorial
As teenagers mature into adulthood, they may see themselves as having no say in society and 
government. The editorial can represent these “voiceless” individuals.

Editorials give individual teenagers a chance to strengthen their voices through a larger group 
and have it heard by their entire school community. A mature, thoughtful, well-argued editorial 
can go a long way toward discrediting the idea that young people should be seen and not heard. 

Test your 
knowledge
What’s an editorial 
board?

www
WEBLINKS Check out
www.opinionjournalists.org

The website provides links 
to opinion writers’ blogs and 
resources for examples and 
reporting sources.

Quick exercise
Pair up with another 
student and develop a 
list of five school-
relevant issues that 
could be covered in an 
editorial.
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In action
Editorial ideas
High school publications can publish editorials on a wide variety 
of subjects. Student editorial writers should use the following list 
of examples to help brainstorm ideas relevant to their own school 
community:

●● A congratulatory editorial to the fans for changing their ways 
and creating a positive atmosphere while cheering for the 
basketball team. (This change came after the school neared 
state sanctions for unsportsmanlike chants against rival 
schools.)

●● An editorial calling for the administration to get student 
announcements back on the P.A. system, to make sure 
students hear about important events. (The administration 
had been allowing teachers to read the announcements 
themselves or show them in a PowerPoint presentation.) The 
editorial board argued that many teachers didn’t understand 
the new technology or forgot to read the announcements in 
class.

●● After a year of school budget cuts in the midst of a state and 
national economic crisis, one paper’s editorial board called 

for a personal finance class as a graduation requirement, to 
help students understand how to handle their own finances 
wisely.

●● After learning of a neighboring schoolwide community 
service efforts in which 800-plus students prepared 16,000 
meals to send to Africa, renovated a homeless shelter and 
removed invasive plants from wetlands, the publication 
asked that their own school follow that lead. The editorial 
called for a “school-wide social action day so students can 
actively learn about problems in the community and work 
together to solve them.”

●● A school called for improving student–teacher 
communication by asking teachers to conduct anonymous 
class evaluations or by putting up suggestion boxes. The 
editorial asked that students approach teachers with respect. 
The editorial explained to teachers that these forms of 
communication would help when lectures weren’t entirely 
clear or let the teachers know when their constant teasing 
was hurtful.

The editorial board should understand that they speak for the greater public good. Potentially, a 
board member may personally dislike a stance but may agree to the editorial when he understands 
the end result will be best for all the readers.

Opinion vs. fact
All journalists should understand the basic distinction between fact and opinion. Facts are 
verifiable statements of truth. They are pieces of information that can be checked out and agreed 
upon. Opinions are subjective. They reflect personal beliefs that can vary with the individual. For 
example, “the sky is black” is a purported statement of fact, whether true or false. “The sky is 
scary,” is an opinion, because it only describes a subjective experience that not everyone shares. 
While one person may cringe at the lightning that ripples across the sky, another may enjoy this 
dramatic sight of nature in action.

The pursuit of facts, through interview and research, is not only important to straight news 
stories, but is crucially important in opinion writing. Facts are the primary means by which the 
opinion writer should defend and uphold an argument.

Of course, all statements promoted as facts may not be. What some advocates call a fact, 
others may see differently. It is the responsibility of a good opinion writer to check each assertion 
of fact and assess its validity.

Editorial writing: the formula
Editorial writing is often taught as a step-by-step formula. This formula typically includes the 
following:

1	 The editorial lead. The lead usually is one of two types. One type establishes the 
opinion first, either directly, through a description or contrast or as the result of a brief 
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summary argument. Background on the issue is often woven into the lead paragraphs or 
immediately follows the lead. The other type of lead starts with background on the issue 
first and then builds to a statement of the writer’s position on the issue. Either approach 
can be effective, depending on the topic.

2	 Clear position statement. This statement usually appears early in the editorial, often in or 
immediately after the lead. The position statement is a straightforward articulation of the 
editorial’s focus and the author’s opinion on it.

3	 The argument. Within the body of the story, the writer makes and develops key points to 
defend the position statement. The points should draw on factual research and a clear 
explanation of the writer’s reasoning.

4	 Refuting the opposition. A good opinion writer takes time to understand all sides of 
an argument. In this section, the writer demonstrates an intelligent and open-minded 
consideration of all sides, but goes on to explain why the other views are inadequate, 
mistaken or misguided.

5	 Solution. Anyone can complain. The editorial writer should take a leadership role, just as 
a superintendent, principal or lawmaker would, and seek to find a feasible solution to the 
problem or issue facing the school or community.

6	 Conclusion or call to action. In the concluding paragraphs, the opinion writer 
should end with a strong summary statement of her argument. The writer may 
also offer readers suggestions about what action they might take with regard to 
the issue.

Editorial leads
To find the editorial lead, the editorial writer should identify the heart of the opinion that speaks 
to the readers and engages them in the issue.

Although the purpose of the editorial differs from the news and feature story, an opinion 
writer can use many of the same strategies to capture the reader’s interest that were discussed 
in earlier chapters. Opinion leads may be straightforward statements, summaries, descriptions 
or contrasts. What distinguishes the editorial lead is the need to quickly establish the 
opinion and the reasoning behind it. As in the sample leads provided below, some do so in 
the first  sentence. Others start with background or provide context before building to a 
position statement.

Drinking under the age of 21 is against the law. This fact is commonly known throughout the 
public. But it is also widely acknowledged that for high school and college students to drink 

Quick exercise
Identify whether each of the following sentences is a fact, an opinion or a blend of both. In sentences 
identified as an opinion, identify which word makes the sentence subjective.

1	 The band won a school-record 10th Stradinger Lake Band Festival championship.

2	 Kat’s Kafe serves a tasty pecan pie for $3.

3	 School board president Ebony Moore lost the election by 27 votes.

4	 The offensive line played poorly in Friday’s game.

5	 After 20 years in the classroom, Mr. Logan Heley has become a dedicated science teacher.

Co
py
ri
gh
t 
©
 2
01
3.
 W
il

ey
-B
la
ck
we
ll
. 
Al
l 
ri
gh
ts
 r
es
er
ve
d.
 M
ay
 n
ot
 b
e 
re
pr
od
uc
ed
 i
n 
an
y 
fo
rm
 w
it
ho
ut
 p
er
mi
ss
io
n 
fr
om
 t
he
 p
ub
li
sh
er
, 
ex
ce
pt
 f
ai
r 
us
es
 p
er
mi
tt
ed
 u
nd
er
 U
.S
. 
or
 a
pp
li
ca
bl
e

co
py
ri
gh
t 
la
w.

EBSCO Publishing : eBook Collection (EBSCOhost) - printed on 9/18/2019 11:26 AM via GLENEAGLE SECONDARY
AN: 604500 ; Tate, C. Dow, Taylor, Sherri.; Scholastic Journalism
Account: s7163021



Chapter 7  Opinion writing      171

under the age is not an anomaly by any stretch of the imagination. The first provision of the 
two-part law states that underage drinkers in Illinois may have their driver’s licenses suspended 
without any involvement with a car or driving: the second stipulates that sober underage drivers 
with intoxicated underage drivers may also suffer license suspensions. While this recently 
passed law attempts to fulfill the worthy goal of curbing underage drinking, it goes about that 
goal in an irresponsible way.

Lion, Lyons Township High School, LaGrange, Ill.

The opening lines of this lead give some background on the issue, but when the writer points out 
that law-breaking students aren’t an anomaly, he starts to suggest his stance. The closing 
sentences of the opening graph provide more information and also build to a clear and thoughtful 
position statement.

At home, most parents don’t notice what books the students are reading in their English classes 
because students either don’t bring home their books or their parents trust the school in their 
choice of reading material, which they should. But when the parents do notice what their 
students are reading, what follows next could be potentially negative, unnecessary and waste 
of time.

The Update, H.H. Dow High School, Midland, Mich.

The strength of this lead lies in its direct approach to the key reasons for leaving reading list 
choices to the schools and English teachers.

The scene is reminiscent of Ferris Bueller’s Day Off.
A name is called. Silence. No one responds.
The process repeats again and again until one lone student walks across the stage.
The Academic Breakfast took place on Thursday, April 7.
Out of a total of 461 awards that were supposed to be given out that day, only 139 students 

showed up to accept.
Barely 30 percent showed up at a breakfast meant to recognize and honor their achievements.
Granted, some students who were supposed to be recognized were away on a band field 

trip. Assuming they would have shown up, that only slightly bumps up the percentage of 
attendance.

Around one of every three students were invited to the awards ceremony, got a free meal and 
received an award.

While this is not unexpected or unusual in any way – student have been skipping this breakfast 
for years – it is still wrong.

Tiger Print, Blue Valley High School, Stillwell, Kan.

The descriptive lead isn’t used as often with editorials as it is with feature stories. However, the 
opening of this piece vividly depicts the poorly-attended award ceremony that is the focus of the 
opinion piece. “Silence,” “no one responds” and “one lone student,” all build to the stunning fact 
that out of 461 awards, only 139 were picked up in person. The writer finishes the lead with a 
clear position statement: although historically the event has been poorly attended, the students’ 
snubbing of the ceremony is wrong.

The STA and Sion rivalry has gone too far.
The fighting between the schools has leaked beyond our sports arenas and academic fields and 

has taken a whole new life. It is malicious. It is wrong, and frankly, it is a little hypocritical.
STA prides itself on loving “neighbor to neighbor without distinction,” but did we ever 

consider that our neighbors might extend beyond our own campus? It is hypocritical of us to take 
such pride in our motto when we stop treating our own sister school with decency. And yes, they 
are our sister school.

The Dart, St. Teresa’s Academy, Kansas City, Mo.
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The lead offers a simple and strong opinion statement. The last line of the second paragraph 
outlines the main arguments. The writer’s comparison of the school’s motto with its students’ 
actions builds to a particularly striking charge of hypocrisy.

Developing the argument
The body of the editorial provides specific reasoning, to convince the reader of the writer’s 
stance. The editorial writer can’t act like a parent who explains an opinion with, “Because I 
said so.” The reader will want to know why the editorial reaches the conclusions it does. Good 
editorial writers explain and analyze their reasoning. They teach with background information 
and prove points with verifiable facts. The editorials broken down in this section provide good 
examples of how various high school publications have approached the craft of opinion 
writing.

The examples provided below draw on the structure from the “editorial formula” discussed 
earlier. Notice, however, how these writers use vivid and concrete language and examples, and 
devise creative ways to develop logical arguments. Even though editorials often follow a basic 
formula, the writing doesn’t have to be formulaic.

Editorial cartoon
An editorial cartoon is any drawing, usually humorous or caricatured, that represents an opinion 
on a newsworthy issue. While editorial cartoons may not play the same prominent role as they 
did in 20th-century newspapers, such cartoons are still an effective way to deliver a direct, 
poignant and clear opinion to the reader.

Consider the following points when developing an editorial cartoon:

●● Write out a clear opinion or perspective to be illustrated by the cartoon.
●● Brainstorm with sketches of the cartoon. Don’t settle for the first idea.
●● Try out the cartoons on others who are unfamiliar with the issue. Ask, “What do you take 

from this cartoon?” or “What’s the artist saying with this cartoon?” Follow up by asking, 
“How did you come to that conclusion?” The answers, even though they may not be the 
ones you want to hear, may create starting points for new and improved sketches.

●● Most editorial cartoons are single-panel cartoons getting across the punch-line within a 
single frame, unlike the comic strip which tells a story over multiple panels.

●● Editorial cartoonists often use a brief caption or speech bubble to reinforce their visual 
point. The caption wording must be tight and sharp. Don’t settle for your first caption. 
Brainstorm others and pick the best.

Other considerations for editorial writing

Editorial writers often use “we” to remind the reader that the story speaks for the newspaper or the board.

Good editorial writers deal with issues, not personalities. Maturity and restraint should prevail when an editorial 
board evaluates each issue. For example, a new school board policy should be the focus of critique – not the 
demeanor of the principal whose job is to enforce it.

A thoughtful, balanced editorial tone should avoid any hint of ranting or sarcasm. A writer can be passionate 
about a topic but should still appeal to the reader’s sense of reason and civility.

HELPFUL 
TIPS

➜

➜

➜

Quick exercise
Pair up with another 
student and make a 
quick list of three 
points you’d want to 
research from one of 
the five school-relevant 
issues you identified 
as potential editorials 
in the Quick Exercise 
on page 168.

www
WEBLINKS Check out
www.markfiore.com

This website from Pulitzer-Prize 
winning editorial cartoonist Mark 
Fiore offers up examples of 
animated short political cartoons 
that he regularly posts on the 
Internet.

www
WEBLINKS Check out

http://editorialcartoonists.com

This website offers a wealth of 
examples of recent and award-
winning editorial cartoons. Stu-
dents can study the concept and 
art of professional and student 
work from across the country.
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1.	In this lead, the last two 
lines give a clever twist to 
the cliché, “the straw that 
broke the camel’s back” 
and then proceeds to a 
straightforward position 
statement.

2.	The writer follows this 
paragraph with a brief 
summary of the new ban, 
to inform the readers who 
aren’t aware of what has 
changed. The writer’s 
research produces the 
quotes from the school’s 
mission statement, which 
bolster the argument that 
the ban contradicts the 
school’s stated goal of 
empowering and enabling 
students in self-reliance.

3.	Good editorial writers 
don’t just present their 
points; they fully develop 
each one to enhance its 
power and scope. The 
writer’s point about giving 
students responsibility to 
handle condoms but not 
their own lunches is a 
striking extension of the 
“contradiction” point.

4.	The next paragraphs 
further develop the 
argument by pointing out 
that eliminating candy and 
soda at school won’t 
prepare students for the 
real world – which is still 
full of tempting and 
unhealthy diet choices.

5.	Another strength of the 
editorial comes with the 
board’s proposal for a 
feasible compromise 
solution – increasing the 
range of healthy lunch 
choices without eliminating 
the current options. The 
writer follows with a clever 
play off another cliché to 
reinforce the main idea of 
the story.

Figure 7.2  “Step Away from the Skittles” by Anna Etra. Art by Joyce Kim. The Chronicle, Harvard-Westlake 
School, Los Angeles, Calif. Reproduced by permission of Kathleen Neumeyer.

The Chronicle staff brings a strong voice to an editorial asking that the school lift its ban on soft drinks and candy 
machines in the school cafeteria. The editorial writer’s strong use of specifics and developed logical points lends 
credibility to an argument that in some administrators’ eyes could be seen as whining. Editorial writers should be 
keenly aware of issues that impact their readership and speak to those issues.
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Figure 7.3  “Slow Down for Julia and Just B.” Editorial by Sam Adams. The Chronicle, Harvard-Westlake School, 
Los Angeles, Calif. Reproduced by permission of Kathleen Neumeyer.

This Harvard-Westlake Chronicle editorial doesn’t fit the stereotype of issue editorial. Following the deaths of two 
students, the publication worked to help students cope in a difficult time. Editorials can do more than find fault. 
This one helps readers find lessons and reason to move forward. Editorials can also commend projects and 
decisions to give positive reinforcement where needed.

1.	With these paragraphs, the writer’s 
able to walk the fine line of not being 
offensive toward the friends of the 
deceased students while still 
transitioning to the editorial’s point that 
people need to share their inner positive 
thoughts and compliments with friends 
while they’re still around to enjoy them.

2.	The writer’s depth of thought shows 
here as the writer looks beyond the 
clichés that students toss around 
meaninglessly. 

3.	What a wonderful twist here, tying the 
wording of the sign with the editorial’s 
basic premise.

4.	The conclusion, as discussed in the 
editorial formula above, should reinforce 
the argument and give a solution, or urge 
the reader to act when appropriate. The 
conclusion can have as much voice as 
the editorial lead, leaving the reader with 
a strong, lasting impression. In 
Figure 7.3, the writer builds wonderfully 
on a standard phrase “stop and smell the 
roses,” – adding “… and tell the roses 
how good they smell” to echo the point 
that we should say how much we love 
others while they’re still alive. The 
concluding sentence has a wonderful 
rhythm to it, reinforcing how shocking, 
sudden and final the death of a friend 
can be.
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●● Editorial cartoonists often create the original cartoon at twice the size it 
will appear in the publication – so that when the image is reduced, lines 
and cross-hatching will look better.

●● Beginning cartoonists sometimes make the punch-line panel too small 
within the overall cartoon. As a good photographer crops out needless 
information in the photo and zooms in on the storytelling action, good 
cartoonists must focus on the central point of the cartoon and make that 
fill the panel.

Columns
The column, an opinion piece by one person, is as varied as any form of journalistic writing. From 
column to column, the writer can vary the topic, the writing structure, the writing style and the 
tone.

Nevertheless, there are some basic standards to which all columns should conform:

●● Columns should make a point. The column shouldn’t be pointless rambling. The writer 
should find a focus and stick to it.

●● The column should speak to an audience. While column writers may give personal 
opinions or share personal stories to make a point, the audience must find themselves 
engaged with the writing. While the column writer may use the personal pronoun “I,” the 
column should never seem like it’s all about the author.

●● Each column should have a beginning, a middle and an end. The same concepts in 
earlier discussions of lead, body and conclusion generally apply here. The lead should 
grab the attention of the reader and be relevant to the focus. The body should follow a 
logical structure and move the story along to develop the focus. The conclusion 

Quick exercise
Pick one of the 
following topics and 
sketch out a visual 
analogy for an editorial 
cartoon:

1	 recklessness in the 
school parking lot

2	 overprotective 
parents

3	 elimination of all 
drink machines in 
the school.

Figure 7.4  Editorial cartoon. Gabriela Epstein, The Spoke, Conestoga High School, Berwyn, Pa. 
http://www.studentpress.org/nspa/winners/image/cartoon11_001.jpg.

The editorial cartoon can deliver a powerful message in one panel. This cartoon 
acknowledges the work of several school clubs’ efforts to “pull the plug” on cyberbullying at 
the school. As it is in this one, the art delivering the message needs to be the dominant 
element in the frame and should not be littered with irrelevant visual details.

In action
Column ideas

●● A columnist disputed the school’s right to punish a girl after 
she, while off-campus, sent nude photos of herself to other 
students.

●● After not qualifying for the district orchestra, a columnist wrote 
about how she got through the bitterness and found lessons 
in her failure.

●● A 16-year-old female columnist put on a weighted pregnancy 
simulation belly, went out in public and wrote about the 
reactions she faced.

●● A sophomore wrote about the chaos and love he experienced 
growing up in a family of seven children.

●● A senior wrote a letter to her freshman self, advising her 
about her future. The letter served as a call to freshman to be 
themselves for a drama-free year.

●● A writer suggests discussing radical ideas such as 
suspending Congress for a benevolent dictator, all in an effort 
to rethink the current American system. The writer contends 
that the discussion of ideas is one of the few ways to save 
U.S. democracy that no longer seems to be in pursuit of 
liberty as it is interested in the pursuit of shopping malls and 
weekend music festivals.
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reinforces the focus and leaves the reader with a strong sense of the column’s main 
points.

●● Like editorials, columns can require research. An ill-prepared argument in a column may 
be even more obvious to readers than in a news story. Readers tend to respond negatively 
and sometimes harshly to columnists who toss off opinions without factual or logical 
support.

●● Columns should be developed with specifics. The concrete nouns and verbs, the strong 
voice and the strategic pacing used in feature writing (see Chapter 6) should all be 
employed in column writing.

●● Good column writers may have the opportunity to put into words those feelings and 
opinions that their readers are afraid to voice in public.

●● Strong column writers are often powerful storytellers, bringing a person’s experiences – 
sometimes their own – to life and using them to shed light on an issue that readers may 
not have considered.

●● Columnists can offer fresh perspective to well-worn issues. Graduation, grades and stress 
can be clichéd high school topics, but a compelling columnist will find a refreshing or 
poignant way to address these universal, but no less powerful, experiences.

Blog writing
A blog (short for “web log”) is online commentary, usually appearing in reverse chronological 
order, which addresses a specific area of knowledge, and is updated on a regular basis. While 
column writing is typically a top job on newspaper staffs, the blogger position has been 
tackled by anyone with a website who wishes to be heard. But only those bloggers good 
enough to consistently produce interesting, insightful pieces in their areas of interest build a 
readership. People still differ as to whether blogging is journalism. As Poynter writing coach 
Roy Peter Clark argues:

Most bloggers are not journalists. Most do not claim to be. Some bloggers who are journalists 
disdain journalists – they don’t want to be associated with the mainstream media. Blogging – like 
journalism—is a term that contains many different forms of expression. The key … is whether 
the blogger finds things out and checks thing out. Without that, there is no journalism.

Source: http://www.poynter.org/how-tos/newsgathering-storytelling/ 

writing-tools/83326/writing-for-the-web-the-basics-still-apply/

The blog is a relatively young writing form, still evolving on thousands of websites across the 
Internet. But when compared to the editorial and column, some basic features about blogs 
emerge:

●● Blogs are updated regularly for the Internet reader who is always searching for the latest 
information.

●● Columns and blogs are similar in their use of voice, structure and development.
●● Blogs usually provide abundant links to their sources and related information elsewhere 
on the web – usually in the text of the blog itself.

●● Individual blog posts should be relatively short, to fit on one or two computer screens – 
but blogs can span months or years of comments, reflections, analysis and research.

Figure 7.5  Eagle Edition, The Episcopal School of Dallas, Dallas, Texas, Issue 5, Vol. 27, March 11, 2010,  
p. 26. “Age is just a really scary number,” by Kate Skochdopole. Reproduced by permission of Barbara Meier.

Column writers often give readers a different perspective on a daily event. While teenagers normally 
celebrate their 18th birthday and all the newfound freedoms, this Episcopal School of Dallas writer takes an 
insightful look at all the responsibilities. She says what other teenagers may think but won’t say aloud: getting 
older is scary.
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Figure 7.6  The Kirkwood 
Call, Kirkwood High School, 
Kirkwood, Mo. Reproduced by 
permission of Mitch Eden.

Good column writers can 
put words to gut reactions. In 
this column from The Kirkwood  
Call, the writer breaks down 
her dislike for the trend of sexy 
Halloween costumes into vivid, 
voice-filled points. We’ve 
identified some of the strong 
writing devices the columnist 
chose.
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1.	The strong headline and 
design promise an equally 
strong and clever column.

2.	Lead is short and gives 
the reader direct insight into 
the writer’s views.

3.	The writer makes a 
wonderful point about 
nonsensical Halloween 
outfits. She brings the point 
alive with the concrete 
examples of a referee in 
nine-inch heels and a pirate 
without a poofy shirt.

4.	Notice that the writer 
looks for a more concrete 
and interesting way to say 
“It’s skimpy.” Good column 
writers bring a vivid 
concrete voice to the 
everyday.

5.	The authors concluding 
two paragraphs play off the 
cliché “less is more” and 
use the repetition of the 
word “have” for some 
rhythm to the writing.
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Review writing
Lil Wayne’s latest music release may be worth the download price. Will Ferrell’s next film – 
an attempt to revive his career – may not be. Teens often dictate what’s a hit and what isn’t 
in the world of entertainment and pop culture. As a reviewer, you get a chance to experience 
a song or a film first and to share your opinion of it with other teens – an influential and 
rewarding role.

High school publications have long provided reviews, evaluations of entertainment, products 
and services for an increasingly sophisticated and powerful group of consumers.

Two considerations are critical in review writing. First, the writer must ensure that the review 
is timely. Both Will Ferrell and Lil Wayne may have fallen off the radar by the time this textbook 
is published. Newspapers that publish once a month or every six weeks face a major challenge 
in reviewing: how to offer insight into a product or service while it is still relevant to readers. 
Websites that can post reviews during the opening week of a movie or the day after a music 
release can provide timely and relevant information for the reader. Print newspapers can 
research upcoming release dates and plan out reviews to accommodate their publication 
schedule, but this requires careful planning.

Second, the review writer needs to make sure the review is a genuine opinion piece, not just 
a summary or free advertising for a service or product. As with all opinion pieces, the writer 
should offer a sense of his take on the service or product in the lead, and then back it up with 
specific details, facts and features. The writer may preview a few plot points of a film or provide 
background information about a new personal electronic device, but the main organization of 
the piece should be structured to support an opinion. When summarizing any part of a book or 
film, review writers shouldn’t give too much away, to avoid ruining surprises or twists.

Reviewing tips
While approaches to reviews can vary as much as the products, services and entertainment 
options that teenagers consume, the following advice can be applied to most reviews:

●● Reviewers should choose to evaluate something they find enjoyable. They will then 
anticipate interests and concerns of readers who might benefit or have curiosity about 
the product.

Figure 7.7  ReMarker, St. 
Mark’s School of Texas, Dallas, 
Texas. Reproduced by 
permission of Ray Westbrook.

In this unusual column, the 
writer looks inward, finding 
parallels between his own 
experiences and that of 
celebrities run amok. He opens 
with a clever observation about 
the common strands in recent 
stories about David Beckham 
and Charlie Sheen. The 
columnist discusses the 
insanity of his own actions and 
that of the celebrity-obsessed 
public, which craves lurid 
stories of celebrity disgrace.

Quick exercise
Develop a list of three 
topics you could blog 
about regularly. 
Discuss your topics 
with a partner and 
settle on one that 
readers would most 
connect with.

Quick exercise
Do some research to 
develop a list of seven 
products that will be 
released in the next 
two months that you 
are excited about and 
would like to review.
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●● Student reviewers should consider the audience at which the product or service is 
targeted. It’s not fair to evaluate Zoe’s Fun Burger’s low appeal for a gourmet, post-opera 
crowd, when the café actually caters to the seven-year-olds who have been playing 
Zombie Tag next door.

●● The reviewer should do some research prior to testing a product, eating a meal or 
viewing a film. Researching an author or chef or director’s previous work may provide a 
basis to evaluate the current offerings.

Words of wisdom
1.	 What is the artist (writer, filmmaker, playwright, etc.) trying to do?

2.	 How well did he/she do it?

3.	 Was it worth doing?

You could say that in writing Macbeth William Shakespeare was attempting to examine issues of 

ambition and guilt while providing his audience with some gruesome thrills and violence.

Did he do it? Yeah, 400 years of Macbeth productions suggest his mission was 

accomplished.

Was it worth doing? Yes. These are issues that all people in all times and places must deal 

with … that’s what makes Macbeth immortal.

On the other hand, let’s say you’ve just seen Zookeeper with Kevin James. It’s the movie with 

the talking animals.

What were the filmmakers trying to do? Well, they’re trying to make audiences laugh, certainly. 

AND they’re trying to make a load of money.

How well did they succeed? That can be measured in how many times you laughed and 

whether the movie was profitable.

Was it worth doing? Well, that’s the dealbreaker. Most of today’s entertainments aren’t really 

ABOUT anything. They have no real reason for being except to keep people working and 

audiences buying tickets (or tuning in). Under those circumstances you may conclude that, no, 

this film, poem, book, etc. wasn’t worth doing.

Robert Butler, Butler’s Cinema Scene, http://butlerscinemascene.com, Kansas City, Mo.
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Figure 7.8  Food review by 
Amy Char and Adriana Millar, 
thelowell.org, Lowell High 
School, San Francisco, Calif. 
Reproduced by permission of 
Sharn Matusek.

The Lowell’s review of a 
ready-to-cook meal service 
offers a clear opinion with a 
lively voice and detailed 
development. The writers clearly 
understand their audience as 
they discuss the value of the 
service in lieu of eating Nutella 
at 10:30 at night. They continue 
that viewpoint with strong 
specifics, noting the simple 
instructions for when the pan is 
hot: “when you see ‘wisps of 
smoke coming off the pan.’” 
They also provide a vivid 
sensory description of the 
food’s taste and appearance: 
“Mixing together the sauce, 
chicken and rice in my bowl 
turned it into a hearty stew.”

●● Just as a good reporter would, a reviewer should take copious notes. Notes might include 
the key lyrics from the best song on a CD or descriptions of the cardboard characters that 
the movie’s director ignored in favor of visual effects.

●● The writer should vary the review’s structure. The reviewer’s account doesn’t have to 
start chronologically, as he walks through the restaurant door. The three-layer carrot 
cake served warm for dessert that made the whole visit worthwhile may belong in the 
lead.

●● Reviewers should hit the highlights. They don’t have to cover every song or every dish.
●● Writers shouldn’t give too much away. This is particularly true in movie reviews. Don’t 

give away the surprises that would ruin the movie for the readers.
●● Good entertainment writers should have detailed knowledge of their review specialty but 

still keep a general audience in mind. While a detailed understanding of the development 
of the Star Wars movies will serve the writer well in a review, showing off this arcane 
knowledge in a review of a new sci-fi TV show will only bore or annoy the reader.

●● A review should be fair, honest and reasonable. A writer should never review something 
she didn’t experience and shouldn’t go into any review determined to bash someone or 
something – even if the review is negative on many points.

●● The review writer should outline all the important factors related to the product or 
service. Everything from costs to availability to ambience could be relevant 
considerations for a review writer.

●● Websites can allow high school publications to create links to subjects that are 
mentioned in the review. Movie reviews might include a link to the movie trailers or a 
biography of the director. Song reviews might have links to the artist’s iTunes page or free 
downloads from the artist’s website.

●● Entertainment coverage can be developed through news features and reviews can be 
presented in alternative formats, such as YouTube videos.
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Words of wisdom
Five tips for reviewers

1.	Remember that your objective is to analyze the job of the performance/product in terms of what its 

creators were wanting to accomplish, not what you think it should be. [Don’t judge a high school 

musical by Glee standards, or a poetry slam to literary festival levels.]

2.	Only review performances/products that you are an expert consumer of and have a deep 

appreciation for. [If you don’t like heavy metal, don’t review a performance by Motley Crüe.]

3.	Offer constructive criticism, not sarcastic comments. The goal of any good reviewer is to improve 

the performance/product being offered, not just to write something clever and snarky.

4.	Evaluate the product/performance. Don’t make this a personality piece. Keep your comments 

focused on what’s being offered to the public.

5.	Be a sensor by proxy for your readers so they know what to expect should they seek the same 

product/performance. This is a reader service.  

Sandy Hall-Chiles, Yavneh Academy, Dallas, Texas

Review topics

What writers choose to review can be as varied as those things teenagers value in their everyday lives. These 
might include the following, but the options are almost limitless.

HELPFUL 
TIPS

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

Movies

Music

Plays

Musicals

Restaurants

Beverages or food products

Websites

Phone apps

Technology products

Coffee, ice cream or yogurt shops

Books

TV shows

Food trends

Clothes and clothing stores

Sporting goods or sporting goods stores

Art shows and museum exhibits➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜

➜
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Figure 7.9  ReMarker, St. 
Mark’s School of Texas, Dallas, 
Texas. Reproduced by 
permission of Ray Westbrook.

ReMarker staff added some 
creativity to their editorial page 
with the creation of “the heat 
index,” a recurring short 
opinion package. The package 
approach to brief editorials 
gives the publication an 
opportunity to applaud or jeer 
people, events or issues that 
don’t need a full-length piece. 
Lunch food and a creative new 
class were perfect topics that 
needed succinct development 
and could be designed in a 
clean tight graphic.
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Packaged opinion coverage
Opinion coverage can also be expanded through a variety of short packaged sidebars. Not every 
opinion needs to be a long developed story. Editorial, op-ed and review pages can include a 
variety of quick collections of opinion that are creatively designed to pull the reader into the 
page. Editorial and op-ed pages often feature letters to the editor and short quick editorials 
packaged under the label thumbs up/thumbs down, letter grades, hot/cold, ratings, etc. Review 
pages have similar packages that can offer short staff picks or even encourage reader involvement 
through their feedback about the latest entertainment. The entertainment page tends to offer a 
more creative approach to the package. The sidebars might include:

●● Top three tech gadgets that will make high school easier
●● Books you wish the school would assign for a English class
●● Readers weigh in on the four best songs for a school dance
●● Playoff bracket of the best staycation ideas for spring break.

Opinion writers should be reminded that they still need to include opinion and reasoning even in 
such short packaged pieces.

Conclusion
The purpose of opinion writing is to inform and persuade. To develop a convincing opinion 
piece, the writer needs thorough knowledge of a subject, gained from research or personal 
experience. Opinion pieces generally appear as either columns, where the view expressed is that 
of only one person, or editorials, where the opinion reflects the consensus of a group of people 
representing the publication.

The editorial generally follows a formula. The formula starts with a lead that explains the 
issue, delivers a clear position statement and previews the reasoning behind it. The body of the 
story includes an argument backed up by factual and logical development. The writer should 
refute the opposing side and present a feasible solution. The editorial conclusion should reinforce 
the argument.

The column is as varied a form as any style of journalistic writing. The column should make 
a point and speak to the audience with a fresh perspective, developed with insightful points 
and original research or vivid storytelling from personal experiences. Blogs are similar in 
structure and variety to columns but are created through short, pithy, web-linked Internet 
posts.

The review is another major form of opinion writing. The review is a service to the reader, 
offering evaluations of entertainment, products and services. Reviews should not be summaries 
or advertisements, but informed opinions supported by specifics.

Test your 
knowledge
Should a review be a 
complete rehash of a 
movie or book?
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Summary

●● Opinion writers should base their stories on a thorough knowledge of the subject.

●● The column is the opinion of one person; the editorial is the opinion of a group.

●● Opinion stories, which reflect subjective personal values of an individual, need to be 
backed up with verifiable statements of fact.

●● The editorial is often written along a formula. The writer should start with an opinion, 
followed by background on the issue and a clear position statement. The writer should 
defend the argument with specifics in the body of the story as well as refuting the 
opposing side and providing a feasible solution. The story should end with a strong 
summary of the argument or a call to act on the issue.

●● Columns should have a point and speak to readers with a fresh perspective on an issue 
or experience.

●● Reviews should offer the reader timely insight and opinion on a relevant product, service 
or entertainment option. Reviewers should have a detailed knowledge of the subject but 
keep the target audience in mind. Reviews should be fair, honest and reasonable.

●● Packaged opinion coverage can offer the reader brief but developed opinion in an 
attractive, reader-friendly form.

Key terms
blog

call to action

column

editorial

editorial board

editorial cartoon

editorial lead

op-ed page

review writing

Exercises
1	 Pick an opinion piece and underline 10 opinion 

words or phrases. Rank the top three strongest 
opinion words or phrases and develop an 
argument for your ranking.

2	 Editorial page scavenger hunt. From editorial pages 
or websites, clip and mount examples of these:

(a)	 letter to the editor

(b)	 an editorial cartoon that deals with a topic of 
student interest

(c)	 solution proposed in an editorial

(d)	 three facts used to back up opinion

(e)	 how design is used to differentiate opinion 
stories from news stories

(f)	 examples of opposing opinions on the same 
topic

(g)	 paragraph from an editorial that refutes the 
opposing sides.
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3	 Write an editorial based on the information given 
in Chapter 3, Exercise 4.

4	 Write a column on one of the following topics:

(a)	 a rewarding or frustrating experience with a 
parent

(b)	 a state issue that impacts students

(c)	 something that others do that makes a positive 
impact on people

(d)	 a school rule that you have a better solution 
for.

5	 Read the following column and answer these 
questions:

(a)	 Why was the opening paragraph about her 
D.A.R.E. essay important to the point of the 
column?

(b)	 Underline three good uses of specifics or 
dialogue and explain what point the writer was 
making with them.

(c)	 Do you think it took courage to write and 
publish this story? Why, or why not?

Figure 7.10  Kat Buchanan, 
The Harbinger, Shawnee 
Mission East High School, 
Prairie Village, Kansas. 
Reproduced by permission  
of C. Dow Tate.

This columnist tackled the 
issue of binge drinking in high 
school through her own raw 
and honest experiences. 
Column writers often try to 
make readers think differently 
about a subject by dealing with 
real and personal specifics. 
Statistics can be useful in 
defending an argument, but 
some readers respond better 
to strong narrative.
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6	 Pick a topic from the following list and write a 
review. Make sure to do background research on 
the genre and artist:

(a)	 a free download of the day’s/week’s song

(b)	 a new app or website

(c)	 a retro movie that your parents may own but 
your generation hasn’t seen

(d)	 a new line of clothes.

7	 Develop three ideas for blogs that you could write, 
outlining three different stories you could do for 
each. Pick and write your favorite.

8	 Choose three recent trends in clothing, 
entertainment or technology and create a 
packaged opinion piece (a quote collection, rating 
scale, etc.) from collected opinion from 
classmates.
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