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CHAPTER 10
Writing for the Public

As sociologists, we are often called on to share our knowledge. Sociology 
professors, consultants, and even students can be asked to examine 

aspects of society or social interactions, analyze them, and interpret the analy-
sis for those who did not conduct the research. In the case of most of the writ-
ing we have described in this volume, the other individuals are sociologists, 
academics, or professionals in other fields. However, there are times when our 
expertise is needed to help those who haven’t studied sociology as we have and 
do not see the world from our perspective.

When Michael Burawoy was the president of the American Sociological 
Association, his 2004 Presidential Address, “For Public Sociology,” focused on 
the theme of that year’s conference. This sparked a debate about what it means 
to be a public sociologist and whether public sociology should be embraced by 
the academic and professional discipline. While the details of this debate are 
outside the scope of this book, it’s important to note that some debate does 
remain about whether it is the responsibility of sociologists to create this bridge 
between academia and those outside of it. We include this chapter, “Writing for 
the Public,” because we believe it is an important but underemphasized aspect 
of the career of a sociologist. As such, this chapter will examine some of the 
ways sociologists communicate with the public, including through blogs, news-
paper and magazine articles, policy documents, and talking points.

BLOGS

Despite the fact that the term blog was created in the mid-1990s—as a joining 
of the words web and log—blogs are still fairly new for academics. There are 
several reasons for this. Blogs are most often associated with members of the 
information age, and the majority of those currently in the academic field fall 
outside of that generation. As anyone can create a blog, many of them also 
contain writing that falls below the standards of academic writing, and this 



236 Writing for Emerging Sociologists

can both show a lack of professionalism and shrink the distance between the 
sociologist and the public. Each of these results, for some academics, can be 
problematic.

For other academics, however, the lessening of the distance to the public 
is the most important aspect of a blog. The ability to take your knowledge 
from the academy—the ivory tower—and share it with those who may not 
regularly have access to it makes blogs a unique form of communication. 
Although people who regularly write blogs, or bloggers, are often criticized 
for their lack of credentials and sometimes questionable sources, blogs have 
recently gained some legitimacy. Now, not only do some blogs break news 
before other news organizations, but well-known companies, agencies, 
organizations, and individuals now have their own blogs to reach a larger 
audience and to reach them more quickly.

Another important aspect of blogs is the opportunity for immediate feed-
back. An academic can post an idea, theory, or opinion and can immediately 
hear what others think about it. For some, this can be quite daunting, but for 
those prepared for the immediacy, anonymity, and, often, idiocy that comes 
from the participants in the blogosphere, it can be helpful to quickly receive 
feedback on their work and have the option to make connections, debate 
issues, and share information with people from all over the world.

For academics, a blog can be like a short, interactive paper. While text is 
often the main aspect of a blog, they also include links to other sites, images, 
and videos. Unlike most of the writing we have discussed in other chapters, 
individual blog entries can be short, and the blog as a whole changes regularly 
as new entries are posted over time. How often you contribute to your blog will 
vary, but the more often you post, the more likely you are to gain and hold on 
to an audience.

Audience

The composition of your audience is another unique aspect of a blog. The 
audience is both extremely general and very specific. As an academic blogger, 
you have the opportunity to take the audience potential of “everyone” and 
select from it an audience with particular tastes and interests. Unlike almost 
every other type of writing we have included in this book, you are not writing 
to fit a preset audience but are deciding what kind of audience you want and 
creating a piece that would suit them.

Involved in this process is making a decision between writing for “people in 
the know” and “people who want to know.” This distinction is important. In 
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writing for people who do not already have knowledge on your topic, you will 
need to add much more description and be clear with every point you make. 
Your language will likely need to be simpler, and terms you might not need to 
explain to other sociologists will have to be broken down in a concise and clear 
way. If your audience consists of people who are familiar with the topic, certain 
basics do not need to be explained. All things being equal, unless the blog is for 
a very specific population who you are certain already knows about your topic, 
it is better to explain, as the odds are high that someone will approach your 
blog without a deep knowledge of your topic.

Often, you will go into a blog with an idea of whom you are writing for but 
will notice that your blog voice changes as you write and you become comfort-
able with what and how you are writing. The audience you end up serving may 
not at all resemble your intended audience. At that point, you will either revise 
your voice or change your expectations. Those who connect to your blog likely 
enjoy it because it either speaks to them, aligns with their interests, or fills a 
hole in their knowledge.

This does not mean you should not think about your audience beforehand. 
While things might change, it is hard to know even where to start without con-
sidering your audience. Recognize that you can likely select your audience from 
a nearly infinite population, but you don’t want to be too broad or too specific 
in thinking about them. A blog audience can be thought of as a business person 
might think about her market. Who are the people you are trying to serve? Who 
will be interested in what you have to say? In thinking about your audience, you 
should consider such characteristics as age, gender, sexual orientation, educa-
tion level, occupation, political perspectives, and/or personal interests. Keep this 
in mind when you write. If you think your blog’s audience should be factory 
workers in their 40s (perhaps too specific of an audience), consider that they 
might not understand terms such as alienation or commodification and you will 
have to explain the concept either before or after you name it. While it is not 
necessary for your readers to be able to access new posts immediately, posting 
at times when they will be able to read it—for example, on weekends or eve-
nings for an audience you know typically works 9 to 5—shows a real under-
standing of your audience, which they are likely to appreciate.

Topic

Blogs come in many formats (some are unrecognizable as traditional blogs), 
but they generally accomplish two tasks: They share an opinion or idea, and/
or they pose a question. The question does not have to be explicit, but the 
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expectation for debate is included in attempting to address many issues. In 
considering your topic, you should think about what might lead to debate 
within your topic. The topic should be something that can be broken down 
into specific subcategories or issues. Each individual post will contain one, 
several, or part of these subcategories. These varied items of interest are what 
allow you to find and keep your audience.

Your decision to write a blog may have come with a detailed plan of what 
you want to say and how you want to say it. But if you knew only that you 
wanted to communicate with a public audience and had not thought about the 
details, you want to think about that early in the process. Most bloggers make 
that decision before considering audience, but it is certainly acceptable to do 
the process the other way around. You can even go back and reconsider audi-
ence or topic after finalizing the other decision.

If you intend for your blog to be read by an audience outside of yourself, 
you should consider finding a unique space for your work. Once you’ve 
decided on a particular topic, read other blogs on similar topics. What can you 
add to the discussion that is currently missing? What angle can you take that 
picks up an audience not currently involved in similar blogs? Audience overlap 
is okay, but you do not want to do the exact same thing someone else is doing. 
If you read the blogs of others and the comments on them, you can learn a lot 
about writing style and how it affects the audience. Read the posts and take 
notes; feel free to become what is often referred to as a “lurker”—someone 
who reads posts but does not respond—but also consider becoming a part of 
the audience of the blog and responding to posts.

Regardless, you must decide what you want your blog to do. Is it your inten-
tion to inform about a particular topic, raise an issue or question, or begin a 
debate or movement? If you simply want to inform, you do not need to use a 
blog platform (such as WordPress or Blogger) that allows for comments. You 
can also disable your blog comment feature. Although, since part of the pur-
pose of having a blog is the communication between author and audience, 
keeping the comments active is important. You can also restrict commenting or 
require approval before a comment is officially posted. Additionally, you can 
implement various add-ons that can act as protections against spam (unwanted 
commercial postings).

The topic you select should be interesting. To some extent, this goes without 
saying, but telling someone to be interesting is like telling someone to be funny. 
Even if you are a naturally funny person, you can’t always do it on command. 
What are people talking about? What are they responding to? Before writing, 
you should make sure to recognize what in particular is interesting about what 
you are about to say. It may be interesting to you, to a specific group, or to a 
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general audience, but you must recognize what the interesting aspects are and 
make sure to highlight them in your content and in your title.

Once you have at least a preliminary idea of what your content will be, 
remember that what makes the blog is what is contained within it. This is where 
you make your point, capture your audience, and gather your feedback. 
Generally, a blog entry will focus on one or a couple of interrelated points. Your 
blog as a whole will focus on a particular topic or area, and you can continue 
to work on it as long as your blog remains active, so there is no need to cram 
everything into one entry. You will have plenty of time to make other points, 
and if your intention is to create a dialogue with your readers, additional points 
may emerge through the comments or your responses to comments.

Make sure that, as in all your academic writing, you are clear in what you’re 
saying. In this case, clear also usually means free of jargon and technical lan-
guage. If your audience is the general public, you should speak to them as 
though they do not know anything about your topic or area, and they should 
not have to read entries between your first and most recent post to understand 
the context of your entry and contribute to the discussion. If your intention is 
to address others in sociology or other academics, then a level of basic under-
standing can be assumed. However, since you are writing because you believe 
you have something new or different to share, you may have to explain some 
of the things you discuss even to those within your field.

Structure

The work of a blog does not stop after you have found that interesting 
aspect. In an academic blog, much of the purpose is to share knowledge, so you 
should be sure to support your claims with evidence. Unlike an academic paper, 
all your evidence does not have to be from journals or other strictly academic 
sources (although the point will be stronger if it is). You can use your opinion 
or links to the research and opinions of others to support your claims. The 
entire digital world is open to you to explore or reference as you wish, and you 
should take advantage of that by finding new and interesting videos, images, 
people, and stories to which to link.

The general structure of a blog is slightly closer to that of a newspaper 
article than to that of an academic paper, which is likely another reason why 
blogs are not fully accepted in academia. The exact structure can change 
depending on the specific blogging software you use, but some generalities are 
found across platforms. These same aspects can help you identify something as 
a blog even if it is not explicitly stated.
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A blog entry begins with a headline. If you want to bring people to your 
blog, a catchy yet informative headline is important. It should be written in 
simple language, and if it is ambiguous, it should not present any perspective 
you are not willing to deal with. You can use a play on words or an acronym 
to keep it short and clear. The purpose of the headline is similar to the title of 
an article or book, except the emphasis is more equally balanced between being 
informative and interesting, rather than leaning more in the direction of infor-
mative, as for manuscript and essay titles.

From there, the structure differs depending on whether you are going to cre-
ate a long or short entry. There is no hard-and-fast rule on length, but you 
should consider your audience in determining length. If your audience is older, 
they may have more time to read long entries, although many of them may not 
be as comfortable reading long passages on the computer and would prefer a 
hard copy. With younger groups, it can take a lot of motivation to get someone 
to read beyond a few paragraphs. In the beginning of your blog’s lifetime, you 
may want to try to keep your entries short. A few paragraphs is probably 
enough to make your point, and until you build an audience, your readers 
should be able to avoid scrolling if they can.

In a shorter blog entry, you need only about a sentence to introduce what you 
are going to say. You should then get to your point, and if you can close with a 
question for your audience or a point you’d like them to address, it can be 
easier for your readers to start commenting. Again, if your entry is long, make 
sure to remind readers of your point before expecting them to comment on it.

Another point you should remember about blogs is something you should 
remember for anything you do online. Information has a long lifetime on the 
web; for some things, it may seem to be near infinite. If you look hard enough, 
you can probably find unused websites that someone put up 10 years ago and 
never took down, and your blog may be similarly preserved. Search engines 
continue to collect and hold information long after you are done with your site, 
so your entries will still be accessible. It is for these reasons that you want to 
make sure your online presence is what you want it to be. Try entering your 
name into a search engine sometime and see what you find.

Considering this digital lifetime, you want to make sure to obey the conven-
tions of language and structure described in this and other chapters. Read over 
your blog before publishing it. Make sure it is well written. While your language 
doesn’t need to be academic and you can write similar to how you speak, it should 
be professional. Try not to be vulgar, and be careful what you say; if you believe 
something you say may be problematic to your future employment or education, 
try creating a persona and writing your blog anonymously. Remember also to add 
privacy settings to the ownership of the web address, if you have your own.
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A blog can be a great way to communicate with students, academics, or 
other professionals. It gives you the opportunity to more fully understand a 
topic by breaking it down in a way the general public can comprehend. It can 
also provide you with a public profile, which can be useful for your research, 
employment, or educational opportunities in the future. As long as you always 
protect and monitor how people perceive you online, a blog can be a useful and 
informational tool.

NEWSPAPERS/MAGAZINES

For many professionals, the purpose of being a part of academia is to become 
an expert in your field. You may not necessarily reach the point where you are 
the first person the state calls in an emergency or the person The New York 
Times contacts to verify a story, but there is still some pride in the push to 
become known among your colleagues and to those outside of your field.

When you reach this point, or as you are working your way toward it, you 
may be asked to contribute writing to be distributed to a wider audience than 
that composed of other professors, students, or academics. Sometimes, this is 
in the form of an appearance on a television or radio show for which you may 
want to write talking points. These will be briefly mentioned at the end of this 
chapter. Other times, you may be invited to write a piece for a nonacademic 
journal, newspaper, or magazine, or you may take it upon yourself to contrib-
ute to one of these media in one of the ways open to the general public. Each 
of these writing types places you in the public eye in a different way.

Opinions and Editorials

Let’s begin with the two ways anyone can contribute to a newspaper—the 
op-ed and letters to the editor sections. Letters to the editor have been found 
in newspapers as early as the 1700s and have provided an outlet for many who 
did not have a voice in the media. Op-eds are newer and were developed out 
of the poor use, or even lack of use, of the page opposite the editorial pages. 
These began appearing in newspapers in the mid-1900s.

For those who gather more of their information digitally and may have had 
more limited exposure to newspapers, letters to the editor and op-eds are a way 
for those outside of the journalism field to contribute to the news and be read 
by the millions of people who read the newspaper. Before the advent of e-mail, 
many of these contributions were mailed and were not included in the paper 
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until days later. Now, an immediate response to almost all news stories and 
larger social issues is possible. We also now often have the opportunity to 
respond immediately online through comment sections, blogs, and podcasts.

Letters to the editor and op-eds are different from comment sections on 
websites, as they often hold a level of legitimacy that can be absent from the 
universe of online commentators. Anyone can participate in most online com-
ment sections—and the language in these comments demonstrates that pro-
fessionalism is not always upheld—while letters to the editor and op-eds 
require approval and editing. For this reason, they are more readily accepted 
by academics.

Both of these types of writing are generally found in the opinion pages of 
newspapers and magazines. The editorials, letters to the editor, and op-eds are 
all grouped together as a representation of writing that does not necessarily 
represent the perspective of the newspaper and the more neutral stance that 
most newspapers strive to maintain.

Letters to the Editor

A letter to the editor is just that. It is a letter written by a reader of a news-
paper to the editor in chief of a newspaper, journal, or magazine. However, the 
letter can also be written to a television or radio station. A letter to the editor 
addresses an article directly, usually including the title and the date of the 
article early in the letter. Generally, a letter to the editor will support or oppose 
a viewpoint or story presented in the paper or magazine but can also be used 
to correct a mistake.

Remember that a letter to the editor is a letter. Therefore, it should be writ-
ten in letter format (even if it is sent in an e-mail) and should be short and to 
the point (see Chapter 2 for information on writing a letter). Similar to the 
letters described in the second chapter, you should include your first and last 
name, phone number, and address or e-mail address. If the newspaper allows, 
and you choose to, letters can also be submitted anonymously, but keep in 
mind that some newspapers will not publish a letter without contact informa-
tion. If you want anonymity, you should say so explicitly. Below the contact 
information, be sure to begin your letter with “Dear Editor.”

Before you write your letter to the editor, you should read the periodical to 
which you want to contribute. This is how you find out which kinds of letters 
to the editor the newspaper is most likely to publish. Do the opinion pages 
include jokes, or are they more serious? Do they use hard-to-understand words, 
or are they clear in their language? Are the letters very emotional or a little 
more muted? How long are they? These are all questions you should consider 
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before writing a letter to the editor. You can also find the answers to these ques-
tions in the newspaper’s own guidelines.

The issue you choose to write about should be something you feel passionate 
about in some way. Generally, once you’ve decided to write, it is because some-
thing in an article spoke to you and led you to write a letter. While this emotion 
may have directed you to the letter, depending on the newspaper you are inter-
ested in contributing to, you may have to remove overly emotional words or 
sections from your letter. A letter should avoid sounding too angry or upset, as 
that can take away from the message you are trying to send.

Your letter should usually be no longer than three paragraphs. Rather than 
our usual model of working your way toward your point with a detailed intro-
duction, the beginning paragraph of your letter should get to the point quickly. 
The article you are responding to should be mentioned within the first couple 
of sentences—usually by both the title and date. If you do not include both, the 
editors may add it for you, but they are more likely to include your letter if they 
can connect it to a particular article. Therefore, your first sentences should 
refer to the article you are responding to and the point made within that article.

The following sentences should present your opposing, agreeing, or correc-
tive perspective. If you agree with the perspective presented, a newspaper will 
be interested in your letter only if it provides some information, an example, 
or an understanding that the newspaper did not include. Oppositional and cor-
rective letters, by definition, include new information. Explain your interest in 
the topic and any expertise you may have. Describe why the article affected you 
the way it did.

The next paragraph should include your supporting evidence. Coming from 
a sociologist, your perspective will likely already have some validity attached, 
but your evidence can come from observation, research, theories, or conversa-
tions. While your opinions are valid and can be included in your letter, any 
point you make should be supported by something other than your ideas; oth-
erwise, there is little reason to write the letter.

You should end with a summary and, if appropriate, something memorable 
that will stick with the readers after they have finished your piece. It could be 
something clever or deep or a suggestion for future articles, policy, or pro-
cesses. This is what will capture the readers of the paper and the editor who 
makes the decision to include your letter or not. Finally, make sure you sign 
your letter.

Keep your letters short, and don’t overwhelm them with jargon or confusing 
language. You are writing for a diverse audience, and the same things that 
catch the audience’s eye are going to capture the editor’s. Make sure you do not 
attack the writer of the article or the newspaper as a whole.



244 Writing for Emerging Sociologists

Op-Eds

Also referred to as the “opposite-the-editorial” page or the “opinions and 
editorials” page, the op-ed section often faces the editorial section of a news-
paper. While letters to the editor usually respond to an article written in the 
paper, an op-ed can address any important issue and uses both opinion and 
evidence to support that perspective. Op-eds are also much more likely to be 
written by someone with some expertise in a subject rather than by a general 
reader. This means that more is often expected of those who choose to write 
op-eds, and, especially in the more prestigious publications, getting published 
is not easy.

Newspapers will usually choose to include an op-ed when it deals with an 
issue of importance to their readers. Therefore, an op-ed can be an opportunity 
for an individual to express his opinion to a large audience of politicians, poli-
cymakers, and other readers. Op-eds have also been known to sway those in 
power, as they are thought to represent the mind-sets of constituencies.

As you would do if you were writing a letter to the editor, be sure to read 
the periodical of interest before attempting to submit an op-ed. Take note of 
the way the op-eds are written, the language used, and the structure of the 
pieces. Again, you should check the paper’s guidelines, but reading other op-
eds can add context to the paper’s specific rules. You should be sure to notice 
the length of the op-eds as well. They are usually between 600 and 800 words 
long. As newspapers often reject op-eds simply for being too long, you should 
make sure not to go over the paper’s word limit.

An op-ed should begin with a title—something that catches both the audi-
ence’s and the editor’s eye, as well as making your point. As described in the 
section on blogs, an op-ed title should be both interesting and informative. 
Try to fit as much information as possible into one short sentence. Space is 
restricted in newspapers, which is why articles often include nicknames, 
slang, or acronyms. If these methods are necessary to get your point across 
and will not damage your professional image, you should feel free to use 
them in a title.

Similar to a letter to the editor (but unlike much of the writing we have 
spoken about in this book), op-eds include the purpose of the piece very early 
in the first paragraph. The purpose for writing the op-ed should be immediately 
clear to the reader. Be sure that your purpose involves selecting one perspective 
and supporting or refuting it. You should start by informing your readers of 
the topic and your view on it without being too preachy.

The body of the op-ed should take your chosen perspective and support 
it with facts, research, or data you have collected yourself or from other 
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experts. As the op-ed is meant to add information to the periodical that is 
not currently available, your piece should provide new evidence or facts 
that enhance the reader’s understanding of the topic. Editors are particu-
larly impressed with information to which they have not, or cannot, gain 
access.

You should also make sure to end your op-ed with a short summary of your 
point. This can include such things as recommendations for policy or a call to 
action. Repeat again what drew you to write your op-ed and how you have 
added to the debate or understanding of the issue. Remember to sign your 
op-ed and/or include any contact information and a title, if applicable.

Your language in writing both of these types of contribution can be per-
sonal or conversational or even humorous, but it should still match the level 
of language used in the rest of the periodical and use previous pieces from 
that section as models. The words and structure used to write a letter for The 
New York Times are different from what you might use for USA Today or 
the New York Daily News. You should feel free to use engaging terms, rather 
than flowery words or an abundance of adjectives, and do not overwhelm 
your point with a lot of jargon or clichés. Always remember that this will be 
placed in a newspaper and read by a variety of individuals. Not all of them 
will understand sociological language.

Length

Ensure that your submission fits within the suggested or required length. 
Just because you have more to say does not mean the newspaper has more 
space. Newspapers and magazines receive hundreds of submissions and will 
often look for reasons to reject them. The length provides a quick way to place 
them in the rejection pile. Most newspapers will provide length guidelines in 
their instructions, but if they do not, try to stay between 200 and 500 words 
for letters to the editor and 600 to 800 words for op-eds.

Emotion

While the level of emotion found in a newspaper may vary, submissions 
often get rejected because they include personal attacks, profanity, insulting 
language, or statements that are not factual. You may find that you have to edit 
your piece several times to tone down some of those aspects that turn profes-
sional writing into an angry tirade.
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Oversaturation

It is best to respond to an article or issue as quickly as possible, because 
many other readers may have the same response you do. If you are not able to 
get your piece in immediately, you can also attempt to connect your point to a 
more recent issue to ensure that it remains timely. However, as larger newspa-
pers receive many more letters than do smaller newspapers, you may want to 
try submitting to a smaller paper instead. There, you will have less competition 
and a higher possibility of being published.

Editing

An editor has a lot of work to do to put together her periodical. She does 
not have time to also edit your submission. You should make sure you and 
at least one other person have read it several times to ensure that your 
grammar, punctuation, and spelling are correct before submitting it to a 
periodical.

Submission

Many periodicals now will allow submission through e-mail, which you 
should use whenever possible. E-mail gets your letter to the editor quickly and 
allows the editor to cut and paste your letter. You might also consider, where 
allowed, submitting your letter to multiple sources. However, this is generally 
not accepted with op-eds.

Articles

As a sociologist, you might also be asked to complete an article for a news-
paper or magazine. The structure for such articles often follows what is 
referred to as an inverted pyramid model. Because readers will judge the entire 
article by what is read in the first few sentences, it is important to catch the 
audience’s attention early. A news-based article will include a quick summary 
of all relevant details within the first couple of sentences. This allows readers 
to get all the necessary information quickly and then make a decision as to 
whether they would like to learn more about the topic.
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A feature or column can take a little more time to reveal the pertinent 
information but should still include a “hook” to grab the reader’s attention. 
This begins with the headline. Especially now, where people rely on quick 
glances, reading over a shoulder, or snippets from RSS feeds, the headline of 
an article is very important. The strategy to writing an effective headline can 
also be used for the first few sentences of your article. This is what takes 
those readers who have enjoyed the headline and brings them into the 
remainder of the article. 

Your headline should use active, rather than passive, verbs and be written 
in present tense. Readers should feel as though there is urgency to reading 
the article—as though the issue or problem is currently occurring (and in 
many situations, it is). The headline should also be clear and simple but 
provide enough information to tell the reader what the article is about. 
Headlines often include abbreviations, but you should review the other 
headlines in the newspaper to find out the appropriate format. Make sure 
you do not misrepresent your article through the headline; it should be hon-
est and straightforward.

There are several ways to begin an article to draw the reader in. One good 
way is to use a story, either personal or from someone to whom you have 
spoken. This allows the reader to see the article on an intimate level. Another 
option is to begin with an interesting or outrageous fact. Finally, an article 
can start with an illustration that connects the reader, or issues she might 
face, with what you have written. Rely on your personal experiences and 
what makes an article interesting to you in figuring out how to write your 
hook, or lead. You could also consult other experts in the field such as those 
in journalism or public relations.

The headline is often the last thing you write, as it should be written 
based on the general theme of the whole article. You may also want to wait 
until your article is complete to write the first-paragraph hook. While you 
may begin writing your article knowing exactly what is interesting about 
your topic, your finished product may look different than you expected. 
Even if you have already written your headline and/or hook, feel free to go 
back and edit it once your article is fully formed. You should also keep in 
mind that the editor of the periodical may choose to change your headline 
if it isn’t suitable, if it doesn’t fit the available space, or if she can find a 
better way to write it. It may be disappointing, but remember that your 
headline is what initially caught her attention, so it was not written for 
nothing.



248 Writing for Emerging Sociologists

Headline Explanation

Help Wanted: Busybodies With 
Cameras1

This headline speaks to people not because of the 
information it provides but because it piques their 
interest. They react to the “help wanted” and want to 
know why busybodies with cameras are getting jobs. 
Similarly, the headline does not provide you with all the 
information you need to continue the story but begins to 
draw you in through the lingering questions. This method 
is more effective in a news story than in a feature.

We don’t want an America ‘made 
in China’2

The headline of this column reads like a declaration and 
draws our interest because we can see the emotion around 
this issue. While we don’t yet know exactly what the 
article is about, we can connect on a basic level to the 
American items made in China.

Are unpaid internships office 
entree or free labor?3

This is a question we have all asked ourselves. This is 
likely most interesting to students or companies that 
might hire interns. This headline provides some insight 
into the proposed audience for this article.

Hook Explanations

When I visited the new Martin 
Luther King memorial in 
Washington, I was shocked to 
learn the 30-foot-tall statue of our 
leading civil rights icon was by a 
Chinese sculptor, out of Chinese 
granite, and carved in China.4

When we read this first sentence, we get a better idea 
than we did from the headline of the particular problem 
the writer has with items made in China. We also get a 
personalized entry from the writer that uses the word 
shocked to evoke an emotional response in readers.

Are interns exploited in a rough 
economy?5

This represents another question of interest. The word 
exploited adds the passion and perspective of the author.

Examples of headlines and hooks:

Columns

One type of article you might write is called a column. Writing a column 
is similar to writing a blog or an op-ed. The article is primarily based on the 
writer’s opinion and usually supported by fact. As a column appears regu-
larly in the same newspaper, it is usually assigned to someone who is well 
known or has many credentials in the field. An individual might be paid for 
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her contribution or may distribute it at no cost to the newspaper. A column 
may also appear in multiple papers and be in syndication. Historian 
Manning Marable, for example, published his column, “Along the Color 
Line,” in 400 newspapers around the world.

The topics of columns are varied. Newspapers may run advice columns or 
columns that deal with finance, food, or lifestyle. Your column could be on 
sociology in general or the specific area in which you have the most expertise. 
Writing a column takes more commitment than any of the other types of writing 
you might do for a magazine or newspaper, as you are expected to do it daily, 
weekly, or monthly, and you will likely need to prepare your columns several 
days in advance to make sure they are ready for publication each period.

Similar to the other kinds of opinion writing discussed in this chapter, if 
opinion is used in your column, you should focus on only one or two opinions 
and use evidence to support them. In a column, you should argue your point 
and urge the reader to agree with you. It is okay to be alarmist to some extent, 
as long as you are able to provide a reason for why a reader should embrace 
that perspective.

When writing your column, make sure to keep in mind the region the news-
paper serves. If you are familiar with the area, drawing from your experience 
can help you connect with your audience. You may be able to provide your 
audience interesting information they are not familiar with. You want your 
audience to want to continue reading. If they believe they can learn something 
from you or if you have given them something interesting about a topic that 
they want to explore further, they will appreciate your insight and possibly 
come back to your column.

If you include yourself in your column, the readers will come to think of you 
as someone they know, which can also strengthen their attachment to your col-
umn. Speak to them about what you are passionate about and encourage them 
to become passionate too. Explain your issue, comment, concern, or problem, 
and share with the audience the emotion that drove you to write about it.

Remember that, as a columnist, you are trying to build an audience that 
may follow you to other mediums. You want to make sure you are speaking 
from your heart while still using your knowledge and expertise to reach your 
audience. While the opportunity for dialogue is not present as it is in blogs, 
your audience may attempt to make contact through letters to the editor or 
comment sections in online locations. You should be prepared for this possi-
bility. For more information on building and writing for an audience, see our 
discussion of blogs above.

Finally, as a column is a regular occurrence, you want to make sure your 
audience wants to return. Connect to your readers so their weekly readings of 
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your column seem like meeting with an old friend. Keep your audience wanting 
more, and encourage them to take action on issues of importance to you. Make 
them understand why they should also think these issues are important.

Feature Articles

Features are usually longer than a regular newspaper article and do not nec-
essarily require the immediacy found in other news articles. Features often focus 
on a bigger issue or topic that is far-reaching enough to remain fresh for quite a 
few days. The topic may be on a particular person, activity, or event. Features 
are often used to add a new voice to a periodical, and they can insert humor and 
a “slice of life” into a newspaper that otherwise might not include such stories. 
The lack of a time constraint provides the opportunity for further research, 
interviews, or data gathering. The writer of a feature article is also expected to 
have some expertise in the area and has likely been selected for that reason.

The headline and introduction should again act as a hook, but you should 
keep in mind that the intention of the feature is to provide a more in-depth 
perspective of a particular topic. This should be reflected in your title and/or 
introductory paragraph. You should let your readers know that they will be 
taken on a longer journey than they might be with an op-ed, letter to the editor, 
or other article.

You want to begin your feature by establishing a particular tone, and you 
may need to include background information in the first paragraph to prepare 
readers for the direction in which you will point them. As suggested above, you 
may want to try to capture the readers’ attention by saying something unusual, 
funny, personal, or controversial, or even using a quote related to the article.

The body of the feature can include a variety of elements that contribute to 
the flow of the article. Again, as you are dealing with a longer-than-average 
article, you might want to use more quotes, anecdotes, and opinions from you 
and other experts, as well as statistics and other facts. Check if the newspaper 
will allow you to include images, diagrams, or tables, as they are also useful in 
breaking down information and keeping the reader engaged.

If you find that you are veering away from the main topic during your fea-
ture, consider adding a sidebar, assuming the newspaper allows them. A side-
bar is an element in itself that contains related but separate information on 
your topic. It is usually short and is located alongside the feature. The sidebar 
could include a list of important elements of your topics, a quiz, poll, or addi-
tional resources. Check the paper’s guidelines and speak to the editor about the 
appropriateness of including a sidebar.
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Conclude your article as you would an op-ed. Be sure to summarize your 
points, and if there is a directional recommendation or a final thought, you 
should leave the reader with that before ending your piece.

Magazines and newspapers present your ideas to people both within and 
outside of the academy. It is important to take advantage of the opportunity to 
contribute to one, as you can not only share your expertise with those who 
have not had access to it but also broaden your circle of contacts and col-
leagues. Often, this can lead to opportunities to write within other spheres, 
such as public policy.

POLICY BRIEF

Writing policy differs from so much of the other writing you do as a sociologist 
because it adds an extra step to sociological analysis and understanding. While 
the beginning steps are the same, once you have collected data or completed 
research, you must apply this information. As you are expected to use your 
expertise to recommend some kind of action, policy briefs are also different 
from much of the other writing in this book (but similar to other writing for 
the public), because you take a particular perspective and steer your readers in 
that direction.

A policy brief is often written because of a specific request by a decision 
maker but might also be created because of the importance of an issue or prob-
lem. For advocates, the request may be for one particular method of dealing 
with a particular issue. For someone who falls into the category of consultant, 
a policy brief might present several options so decision makers can choose a 
path of action.

The brief will usually be between six and eight pages in length and should, 
like much of the writing we have discussed in this chapter, use well-researched 
evidence to support the perspective(s) of the author. The argument should be 
clear, and each point should be easy to find and strengthened with research and 
examples. The use of subheadings can often help direct readers to your point 
and onto the path you want them to walk, but, again, do not use it as a way 
to avoid transitions from paragraph to paragraph or section to section.

A policy brief should begin with a title. As with a newspaper article, you want 
to select a title that is both catchy and informative to lead someone to the docu-
ment and encourage them to read further. As a policy brief has a directed purpose, 
a title that shares that purpose is the most useful to potential decision makers.

An executive summary should be the first substantive part of the document 
(although it may be the last part you write). Here, you want to summarize the 
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important aspects of the brief. An executive summary acts as a mini proposal 
or a long abstract, as it presents all the information in the brief with minimal 
details. For many, the decision whether to read the document or not comes 
after reading the executive summary. The executive summary should be a few 
paragraphs and include a description of the problem, reasons why the current 
approach is not working, and suggestions for an alternative approach. 
Sometimes this is written in short paragraphs or in a bulleted list.

The next three sections should take the executive summary and expand on 
it. This should begin with a detailed description of the problem, including its 
history and causes and how those have led to the current policy responses. In 
describing the current problem, you are providing evidence that this is some-
thing decision makers should consider and address. Include any information or 
predictions you might have about what will happen if the problem is not taken 
care of. You should also make sure to explain who the stakeholders are. Who 
is most affected by the problem? Who benefits from a change in policy?

This section should be followed by a detailed description of the policies 
as they are currently situated and what the problem with them is. Here is 
where you make the argument that something needs to change. You must 
have an understanding of both the current policy and the problems with it 
to suggest an alternative direction. The readers want to know that you have 
that knowledge before they can trust you to make an appropriate sugges-
tion for change.

Finally, you need to present your alternative. You have explained to the 
reader what the problem is and why it has not been adequately addressed. Now 
you must provide your audience with a new direction. This section should be 
an instruction manual for implementing your ideas. Your recommendation 
should be laid out, step-by-step, so that decision makers can follow your sug-
gestions and move forward with your ideas. This should also include some 
potential alternatives to your ideas and why these alternatives would not be as 
effective as your initial suggestion. Adding ideas for monitoring the effective-
ness of the policy or any budgetary information can enhance your presentation. 
If models of your solution exist in other areas or industries, they can provide 
illustrations of the usefulness of your ideas.

There is some debate about whether white papers should include images or 
diagrams. Generally, they are known for being “grey” and void of anything 
besides the white of the paper and the black of the text. However, diagrams, 
graphs, and charts, if they are helpful to your argument, can add something 
new to your presentation and clarify your point for readers. Remember that 
readers are not necessarily coming from academia, as you are, and therefore 
may benefit from the more friendly presentation a diagram provides. Do not 
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include an image simply because you feel your report could use one. It should 
be necessary or supportive of your argument or not used at all.

The brief may also include an appendix and a works cited section. If you 
have referenced other documents, people, or locations, you may include 
information about them here. The appendix is usually not included in the 
word or page limit.

To some extent, a policy brief is a marketing document. The purpose is to 
convince others of the urgency or importance of an issue and then to present 
one or several important ways to deal with it. To accomplish this task, many 
of the rules of marketing can be useful.

Know Your Audience

The purpose of a policy brief is to present policy options to a target audi-
ence. This audience is most often made up of those in governmental positions 
but may also include journalists, donors, researchers, or local administrators. 
Through the brief, the author should attempt to sway the audience to his per-
spective. If the brief will be disseminated to larger groups beyond decision 
makers, it’s important to speak in a language that will be understandable by 
both groups. This also means that while academic language is not necessarily 
appropriate, the document should still be written professionally. Make sure 
that your language is not only clear but also structured in a way that speaks to 
the strengths and interests of your audience.

Focus

The brief should be focused. If you have been working on a particular issue, 
the document should cover only that one issue of importance. It should also be 
short and direct. Remember that the purpose of writing the document is to 
convince and not to confuse. Make sure other points, purposes, or ideas do not 
bog down the document.

Be Realistic

While we all have fantasy lists of what we wish could happen to solve a 
particular issue, for a policy brief to be taken seriously, it must be feasible and 
include action that can be taken by the decision makers. The inclusion of a 
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budget can often show the possibility of using a policy. You could also include 
a partial version of a policy in case complete and immediate implementation 
might be difficult.

This document may be submitted to decision makers or other individuals 
by you or by someone else on your behalf. Often, it will include a discussion 
or presentation. In that case, you might want to consider compiling some  
talking points.

TALKING POINTS

We will conclude our chapter on writing for the public with a discussion of 
talking points. These are mentioned here, briefly, because they are an important 
way to present your public persona. Also, while they are most similar to the 
type of writing done in creating an outline (see Chapter 3), they are unique in 
a few ways, and we thought it would benefit our readers to include them here. 
Talking points are also an important part of writing for the public, as well as 
a good exercise for any academic since they involve condensing your work into 
its essential elements.

In the business world, talking points are used to ensure that anyone who 
speaks on behalf of a company—on television, on the radio, or in a newspa-
per, for example—is consistent. In academia, talking points may be used dif-
ferently. Your talking points are the pieces of information in your work that 
you want to make sure to highlight. Once you have talking points on a par-
ticular research project, paper, or article, you can use them for a presentation, 
interview, or simply your “elevator pitch”—the summary of your research in 
5 minutes (the length of an elevator ride). Generally, if you are in academia, 
you are writing talking points for yourself. However, most of the advice in this 
section can also be used if you are writing for someone else.

In many ways, talking points are an outline of your work, and creating them 
can help you think about what is important in what you are doing and the 
points that would be of most interest to your audience. Talking points are nei-
ther intended to remain static nor will they include every aspect of your 
research. Like so much of the writing in this volume, your talking points will 
change to fit your audience—what is appropriate or relevant for one group 
may not have the same effect on another.

Talking points are also not intended to be recited word-for-word. They are 
usually written as bullet points to remind you (or others) of the points you need 
to hit during your presentation or interview. They should be short (ideally, only 
a sentence per point) and should be written without exclamation points or bold 
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text. You don’t need to add the emphasis. The whole point of the talking points 
is that they are your emphasis.

You should arrange your talking points in a hierarchy, starting with the most 
important and including the secondary points below it. An alternative is to 
organize them in the order you would like to reveal them. You may find that 
your work is arranged more by first point, second point than by most impor-
tant point, secondary point. Additionally, if you find that some of your points 
break down into several smaller points, you can include sub-bullets that sup-
port your main point. The most important thing is to keep your talking points 
short, so it is better to break your main point into smaller points than to create 
one convoluted talking point.

In general, three is a good number of talking points. This is few enough 
that you could probably memorize them while still covering all your points 
for a particular audience. For a conference presentation, you may want to 
expand to five points, but keep in mind that you will likely need to include 
points for each of the sections of your paper (see Chapter 8), so it may be 
easier for you and your audience simply to expand on your three main points 
rather than adding two more.

Again, you should keep in mind your audience. While your research as a 
whole might include more than three important points, you likely have three 
that are most relevant to your audience. If you are presenting to a group inter-
ested in Latino issues, you should emphasize the points in your research that 
most speak to that community. It may make sense to you to create a master list 
of talking points from which you can select those that apply to your group of 
interest.

Your talking points should be clear and free of both jargon and derogatory 
or accusatory language. Remember that you are trying to make your point, 
not bring attention to someone else’s. There are situations where your 
research is about a dialogue or even an argument with another person, but 
even in that situation, you can usually avoid attacking an individual and 
focus on critiquing her work.

Talking points are not just for politicians, pundits, companies, or organiza-
tions. Academics can also find them useful in presenting themselves and their 
work to others. Your talking points should travel with you so you will always 
be prepared to share your work with those you meet.

Not all sociologists believe that writing for the public is an important part 
of their role as academics. However, making your ideas, analysis, opinions, and 
suggestions clear to those outside of an academic sphere provides the opportu-
nity to expand the realm of sociology and explore the depths of your knowl-
edge. This chapter provides you with the information you need to do just that.
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SUMMARY

This chapter examines the different types of writing a sociologist might par-
ticipate in to speak to those outside of academia. The chapter covers the fol-
lowing topics:

 • Guidelines for creating academic blogs
 • The different types of writing one might submit to a newspaper or 

magazine
 • Writing a policy brief that addresses an issue or problem
 • Compiling talking points from your research

In this “Writing in Practice” piece, R. L’Heureux Lewis-McCoy describes his 
own experiences with speaking to the public through his appearances on televi-
sion and writing for blogs and newspapers.

WRITING IN PRACTICE

by R. L’Heureux Lewis-McCoy

Would you rather “create a discourse that traverses multiple spheres, providing access 
to fields that the public are marginalized from” or “write pieces that audiences beyond 
the university read”? If you answered the latter, you are probably like me. You have 
been trained to read and write in “academicese” but also realize that academic jargon 
and publications rarely reach communities beyond the ivory tower.

While I have successfully passed through the ranks and earned a PhD and am cur-
rently toiling away on the tenure track, I am well aware that many of the academic 
articles I write will seldom reach masses of people. When I decided to go into sociol-
ogy, my goal was to contribute to discussions about race, ethnicity, and education to 
generate social change. Soon after arriving in graduate school, I learned that it is rare 
for mainstream American sociologists to contribute actively to public discourse. While 
one of my professors told me, “My journal publications are my activism,” I found myself 
wanting to tap into a different tradition. By reading about the Black sociological 
 tradition—a tradition that prided itself on both scholarship and activism for the public 
good—I found a place where authors wrote across publications and audiences. 
Borrowing from this model, I forged my own path that serves the demands of aca-
demic publication (tenure is a necessity) while creating the opportunity for pushing 
public conversations via public sociology.



257Chapter 10  Writing for the Public

During graduate school, I began my first blog, “Black at Michigan,” where I dis-
cussed what was happening with Black students on the University of Michigan cam-
pus, as well as with Black folks within the state of Michigan. Not long after this, I 
began to contribute editorials to local papers and was soon receiving calls from local 
media to talk and write about issues of race in the area. From this point forward, I had 
to work on making complex ideas accessible in a short space.

Writing for public audiences is very different from writing for academic journals and 
books. While academic audiences are often familiar with subtle nuances and research 
literatures that span decades, public audiences rarely come to a subject matter with 
that depth of background. This does not mean that public audiences are naïve—far 
from it. Rather, their background is usually linked to the experiential, not research 
based. This is an important point from which to begin, because while jargon is often 
seen as the major issue with academic writing, not clearly explaining terms and con-
cepts is more often a central issue for the masses.

Public writing is more than “translation” or “boiling down” ideas; it involves connect-
ing to the needs and worldviews of one’s audience. Each publication, be it print or web 
based, has a different target audience. Knowing one’s readership is key to determining 
the length, tone, and approach to a piece. Doing research on the place you intend to 
publish is essential, because both print- and web-based publications have desired 
lengths and formats and shy away from duplicate topics—choose wisely, because public 
conversations often move quickly. In academia, we are often told to write narrowly on 
a slice of our expertise without discussing other portions. In public writing, you are 
often asked to write on your expertise (or, in a number of cases, to write outside of your 
area of expertise—to break that down would take an entirely different essay) but to 
place it in greater context. You are asked to step away from the minutia of your data 
and connect them to an issue that concerns the public eye in the moment. On rare 
occasion, your expertise and project may be a perfect fit for a media outlet where no 
extrapolation is needed, but more often than not, you will have to make the connec-
tions between what you study and what is being discussed in this week’s media hopper.

Choose the number of ideas you present wisely. Most times, when I begin to write 
on a topic, I feel I should unload a full literature review so the reader knows I’m 
qualified to speak on the topic and to provide the reader with a common vocabulary. 
This may make for good thesis writing, but it makes for very poor public writing. 
Instead, I try to think of two, at most, central points that I want the readers to take 
away from the piece. Within the first two lines, I have to make my points clear and 
then unpack them in the few remaining paragraphs. Think about your opening as if it 
contains the two most important lines of your abstract. For me, this tends to mean 

(Continued)
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(1) what people think they know (null hypothesis) and (2) what I found that counters 
that (alternative hypothesis). Just like an academic article, I try to make sure each of 
my pieces makes a distinct contribution to the dialogue around a subject matter; if it 
doesn’t, I’m not sure why I would write it.

There are many theories on what the role of an intellectual who does public work 
is, but I tend to believe a central role is exchanging ideas with those beyond the con-
fines of academia. This, at the same time, carries challenges, the least of which is that 
as I write this, public writing is rarely considered in a tenure evaluation—though there 
is evidence of changes to that at some universities.

Writing for public audiences is a practice that is reemerging and continues to be 
redefined by each author’s initiatives. Ultimately, you will have to find your own pub-
lic voice, preferred writing venues, and topic range—which is part of the fun of doing 
it. Public sociological writing inevitably should point readers to deeper revelations 
than does reporting or opinion sharing and should facilitate unlikely, yet attainable, 
connections for readers. Doing public writing in company with academic writing helps 
me bring my original goals nearly full circle.

—Dr. R. L’Heureux Lewis-McCoy, PhD, is an assistant professor of sociology and  
Black studies at The City College of New York, City University of New York.




