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• A new model that 

brings together best 

of both academic 

and journalistic 

worlds

• International network, 

launched in US, Oct. 

•

Editors in 
Boston, Atlanta, 

DC, New York 
and Seattle

• Independent nonprofit, 

supported by 12 

foundations and 64 

institutions

2014

Intro to TCUS
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“We have not just an opportunity, but a responsibility to share 

the knowledge we develop with a wider world that is hungry 

for it. … I encourage members of our community to share 

knowledge beyond the bounds of the academy, whether it be 

with policymakers looking for testimony on a given subject or 

with a public looking for insights. 

President Ana Mari Cauce,

University of Washington 
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“As the president of one of our country’s leading research 

university systems, I believe it is now incumbent on the 

academic community to ensure that the work and voices of 

researchers are front and center in the public square.”

Janet Napolitano,

University of California

Why write for the public?
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• Enrich the public discourse on major news 

stories

• Help people make better decisions

• Explain big problems – or offer big solutions

• Share with the public the work funded by 

their tax dollars

• Spark curiosity

Why write for the public?
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• Increase the visibility of your research 

• Enhance your reputation and institutional 

prestige

• Improve communication skills

• Demonstrate public engagement and 

impact of your research and teaching to 
university or funders

Why write for the public?
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Why write for the public?
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“I was notified this 

morning by Rep. James 

P. McGovern’s legislative 

aide that he would be 

referencing one of my 

co-authored studies on 

the House Floor this 

morning.”  

Lindsey Haynes-Maslow, 

North Carolina State 

University

“The article was cited by 

Pennsylvania Senator 

Gene Yaw in his 

advocacy for that state's 

victims of the opioid 

epidemic.” 

Paul R. Sanberg

University of South Florida

Article “The US stingier with child 

care and maternity leave than the 

rest of the world” shared by former 

US NATO Supreme Allied 

Commander Wesley Clark

Article “Why the war on poverty 

in the US isn’t over, in 4 charts” 

shared by US Senator Bernie 

Sanders



43%

31%

23%

14%

~7%

51% 

38%  

27%

17%

Post-publication outcome survey 

of The Conversation US authors, 

457 respondents

Approached for other 

academic 

collaborations

Increased citations of 

scholarly articles

Used article/metrics as 

part of a grant or other 

funding

Influenced policy by 

a decision maker

Book proposal or other 

book publishing

Request for a radio 

interview

Request to write for a 

different outlet

Request for a TV 

interview

Request for print outlet 

interview
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In what year did the New York Times 

begin publishing the first modern op-ed 

page?

Think like an editor
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In what year did the New York Times 

begin publishing the first modern op-ed 

page?

ANSWER: 1970

Think like an editor
Academic rigor, journalistic flair



What do editors want?

Length: 750 words – fits on a 

newspaper page

Copy that adds a new perspective on 

the news coverage and editorials

Think like an editor
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1. What do you know? 

Ask before you write
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2. What’s unique about

your perspective? 

Ask before you write
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3. Why should we care? 

Ask before you write
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4. Why now? 

Ask before you write
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5. Can you cover it 

in 750 words? 

Ask before you write
Academic rigor, journalistic flair



Other tips
Academic rigor, journalistic flair

• Try writing the headline before you pitch

• Search the site. Have they already covered this 

angle?

• Consider the audience. Who reads/listens/watches? 

Regular folks, community members, fellow specialists, 

policymakers, funders…

• Don’t write before you’ve communicated with an 

editor.



compassscicomm.org

Shape of a story
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Start with a hook.

• Timely

• Personal

• Relatable

• Surprise

• Inside information

• Provocative statement 

Shape of a story
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“The 2020 U.S. Census is still two years away, but experts 
and civil rights groups are already disputing the results.”
Emily Klancher Merchant, UC Davis

“Most Americans associate fall with football and raking 
leaves, but in the Arctic this season is about ice.”
Donna Hauser, University of Alaska Fairbanks, and Harry Stern and Kristin 
Laidre, University of Washington

“People think they know everything about slavery in the 
United States, but they don’t.”
Daina Ramey Berry, University of Texas at Austin

Shape of a story
Academic rigor, journalistic flair

Examples that work:



“When I looked at my appointment book for the day, I 
thought something must be wrong. Someone who worked 
in the fitness industry was bringing his cat in to the Tufts 
Obesity Clinic for Animals. Did he confuse us for a 
different kind of weight management clinic? Is he looking 
to get muscle on his cat or maybe kitty protein shakes?

I was utterly surprised when I called for my appointment 
in the lobby and an athletic man stood up with an almost 
20-pound cat!”
Deborah E. Linder, Tufts University

Shape of a story
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Examples that work:



Nut graf (from nut or kernel): the promise of the 

story or “why we invited you to this party.”

Shape of a story
Academic rigor, journalistic flair

Tell us why we should care.



“Many Americans find themselves bombarded by expert 
advice to limit their screen time and break their addictions 
to digital devices – including enforcing and modeling this 
restraint for the children in their lives. 

However, over 15 years of closely observing people and 
talking with them about how they use technological tools, 
I’ve developed a more nuanced view: Whether a 
technology helps or hurts someone depends not just on 
the amount of time they spend with it, but on how 
they use it.”
Margaret E. Morris, University of Washington

Shape of a story
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Examples that work:



Shape of a story
Academic rigor, journalistic flair

Note caveats and acknowledge other points 

of view. 

Anticipate pushback.



Shape of a story
Academic rigor, journalistic flair

• Avoid jargon

• Stick to active voice

• Keep sentences and paragraphs short

• Use metaphors and specific examples

• Cite your sources

• Consider other media that you can provide 

(images, graphs, maps, videos, etc.)

A few other thoughts:
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8 – 10 original 
articles daily

Articles 

average 800 –

1,000 words

Authors from 

more than 500 

colleges and 

universities

Enter TCUS
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• Monthly unique visits to site: ~2 million 

• Through republication: ~7-9 million reads per month 

• Daily TCUS newsletter recipients: 60,000+

• Dedicated audience development team 

promote stories with republishers and on social

Who reads TCUS?
Academic rigor, journalistic flair
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Who reads TCUS?
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• What does your 

research 

contribute to the 

discussion about 

something that’s in 
the news now?

Adding context
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• Pegged to 

recent events

• Based on your 

expertise

• Gets the readers 

up to speed

• Can be 

“evergreen”

Explaining the news
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• What can 

classics, history, 

psychology, etc. 

teach us about 

the major 

decisions that 

people face 

today?

Illuminating current events
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• Based on your 

expertise

• Sharing cutting-

edge scholarship 

with non-experts

• Could be 

embargoed 

research

Brand new research
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• What are the 

issues that news 

outlets should be 

covering?

• What’s the latest 

thinking on major, 

long-running 

problems or issues?

Big ideas
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• Is there an 

upcoming 

anniversary? 

Holiday? Is it 

graduation 

season, the last 

day of summer, 

first day of the 

Supreme Court’s 

new term…?

Events and anniversaries
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• What’s it like to 

be a scientist?

• If you could tell 

America one thing 

about your job, 

what would it be?

• How have your 

experiences 

influenced your 

research?

Your experiences
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Within the University of Washington, the 

communications team is available to:

• Discuss ideas

• Polish copy

• Brainstorm which media outlet to 

approach

Work with your university
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theconversation.com/pitches/new

Form goes directly to the 
section editor.

Use your university relations 

team! They are here to help 

you craft your pitch. 

You can also email an editor 

directly, if you know who you’re 

trying to reach.

Pitch us
Academic rigor, journalistic flair



Finding stories
Academic rigor, journalistic flair

• Sent daily to 

Communications 

Team

• Topics we’d like to 

cover, but haven’t 

yet identified the right 

scholar

• Rely on media 

relations’ deep 

knowledge of faculty 

to help us connect 



● Offer your expertise through social 

media sites like Twitter or Reddit

● Connect with local journalists who 

write about your field

● Check out free training materials from 

COMPASS, The People’s Science, 

AAAS, Open Notebook…

First steps
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Contact us! 

Aviva Rutkin
Data and Math Editor

aviva.rutkin@theconversation.com

Subscribe: https://theconversation.com/us/newsletter

www.theconversation.com

@ConversationUS

facebook.com/theconversationus



• Online real-time editor
• Shared draft document pre-publication

Collaborative editing
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