
Overview | How can writing change people’s worldview? How can it influence public 
opinion? How can it lead to meaningful action? 

The persuasive essay is a quintessential high school writing assignment. You should 
know that evidence-based persuasive writing is more than just an academic exercise — it 
is very much alive in the real world. Perhaps one of the best and most widely recognized 
examples of persuasive writing in action is the classic newspaper editorial, three to four 
of which The New York Times publishes every day. 

 

Step 1 | Brainstorming: What Do You Care About? 

Finding the right topic is essential. You should pick something that a) you genuinely 
care about; b) other people would want to read about; c) you can make an argument 
about; and d) you can find evidence about to support their claim. 

Verbally, start brainstorming ideas regarding the following questions: 

 What would you like to change if you could? What problems or policies do you think 

should be addressed — whether something global, like climate change, or something 

closer to home, like a later start time for your high school classes? Make as long a list as 

you can. 

 What issues, topics and fields are you passionate about? Make a list. Your list might 

included fields as broad as “music” or as specific as “the early days of hip-hop.” What 

questions or controversies in these fields do experts or fans often argue? Where do you 

stand? 

 What do you do outside of school? What are some things you’re an expert on? What 

aspects of those hobbies or interests do you find yourself having to explain to others? 

Why? 

 What issues or ideas do you often find yourself discussing or arguing about with friends, 

your family or online? 

 What issues or controversies have you followed recently in current events? What are 

your opinions about them? What might you need more information about? 

Students can then share their ideas and, as a whole class, compile a list on the board or 
on a class blog or wiki. 

Here’s the NY Times’ 200 Student Opinion questions that invite argument. Not only can 
this list help you pick a topic, but each question links to a relevant New York Times 
article, which may be very helpful when you begin to look for evidence. 

http://topics.nytimes.com/top/opinion/editorialsandoped/editorials/index.html
http://learning.blogs.nytimes.com/2014/02/04/200-prompts-for-argumentative-writing/


A Note on Collaboration: The editorial writing process at The New York Times 
is done collaboratively. That means, a team of writers works together from choosing a 
topic through researching it and drafting the writing.  

Step 2 | Modeling: What Is An Editorial? 

To help you envision what you will be writing, it is worth spending time discussing what 
an editorial is and looking at some examples. 

What is an editorial? Have you ever read any? Where would you find one? What do you 
think is the purpose of an editorial? 

Here are three recent examples from the Times editorial page that you can look over as 
models, though you may pick others from the thousands in the Opinion archives: 

 Firearms’ Toll Among the Young (267 words) 

 Zero Traffic Fatalities (277 words) 

 The Globalization of Pollution (397 words) 

Choose an editorial to read on your own or as a group. As you read, note: 

 What is the opinion or call to action in this editorial? 

 What evidence does it use to make its argument? 

 How persuasive do you find the editorial? Is it effective? 

 What do you notice about the language and tone of the editorial? About other choices 

the writer(s) have made? 

You may want make annotations or use highlighters as you read, then discuss your 
findings as a class. 

 

Step 3 | Researching: What Do the Experts Say? 

Once you have selected a topic, you should begin your research by gathering background 
information. That might mean reading newspaper articles and finding reliable websites 
or reaching out to an expert to make sure you have enough context about why your topic 
is important to write a strong persuasive article. 

As you do their research, you can take notes using index cards or in a notebook, or you 
can use the Debatable Issues (PDF) handout from the NY Times. Alternatively, if you 
plan to offer a solution to a problem in their editorial, you may want to use the NY 
Times Problem-Solution Organizer (PDF). 

http://www.nytimes.com/interactive/opinion/editorialboard.html
http://topics.nytimes.com/top/opinion/editorialsandoped/editorials/index.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/02/04/opinion/firearms-toll-among-the-young.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/25/opinion/zero-traffic-fatalities.html
http://www.nytimes.com/2014/01/25/opinion/the-globalization-of-pollution.html
http://graphics8.nytimes.com/images/blogs/learning/pdf/activities/DebatableIssues_NYTLN.pdf
http://graphics8.nytimes.com/images/blogs/learning/pdf/activities/ProbSolution_NYTLN.pdf


For more detail about the nitty-gritty of the research process, the Online Writing Lab at 
Purdue University provides a guide to conducting research that can be helpful with 
areas such as evaluating source reliability and doing Internet searches. 

You can find articles in The Times by using the search feature.  

Steps 4 and 5 | Outlining and Drafting; Revising and Editing: How Do You 
Write an Editorial? 

Andrew Rosenthal, the editorial page editor at The Times, explains in this brief 
video that a good editorial consists of “a clear position that is strongly and persuasively 
argued.” He then goes on to recommend seven pointers for students. 

1. Know your bottom line. “You have to know what you want to say. You have to 
have a clear opinion — what we call a bottom line.” 
2. Be concise. “You need to get to the point of your editorial quickly. You have to state 
it clearly and you have to be concise.” 
3. Give an opinion or solution. “There are basically two kinds of editorials. One 
expresses an opinion about a situation, like if you want to write about human rights 
abuses in some part of the world or the country that you’re concerned about. The other 
kind of editorial proposes a solution to a specific problem. For example, if you want to 
write about traffic congestion in northern New Jersey, where I live and there’s a lot of 
traffic, you should have an answer to how to fix the traffic problem.” 
4. Do your research. “Everyone is entitled to their opinion, you’re not entitled to your 
own facts. Go online, make calls if you can, check your information, double-check it. 
There’s nothing that will undermine your argument faster than a fact you got wrong, 
that you did not have to get wrong.” 
5. Write clearly. “Good writing is important. Make your writing clear and easy to 
understand. Write as if you’re sending a letter to a well-informed friend who cares about 
what you think. But don’t use any slang. OMG — no. Use examples whenever you can. 
It’s better to use an example than just to use a word or an adjective that describes 
something. If you want to say that the mayor’s pre-K policy is wrong, explain how — 
don’t say it’s just stupid. In fact, never use the word stupid.” 
6. Every writer needs an editor. “After you’ve written your editorial, give it to 
someone you trust to read and listen to what they say. If they don’t understand it, that 
means it’s probably not clear.” 
7. Be prepared for a reaction. “When you write something and you publish it, be 
prepared for a reaction. If you write a good editorial, people are going to respond to it. 
And if you criticize people, they definitely are going to respond. So if someone writes you 
a letter, write them back. Be prepared to defend your position. Don’t get defensive, just 
explain why you said what you had to say. And if they question your facts, be ready to 
show that you were right.” 

The Online Writing Lab at Purdue University has a guide to writing argumentative 
essays that may also be helpful for you as you think about organizing your editorial and 
developing a logical argument. 

 

https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/section/2/8/
http://query.nytimes.com/search/sitesearch/
http://www.nytimes.com/video/opinion/100000002691088/how-to-write-an-editorial.html
http://www.nytimes.com/video/opinion/100000002691088/how-to-write-an-editorial.html
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/724/1/
https://owl.english.purdue.edu/owl/resource/724/1/

