Action Kit From the National Assembly on School-Based Health Care,

Organized for Impact

Letters to the Editor and Opinion Editorials (OpEds)

Introduction

Letters to the Editor and OpEds are effective and inexpensive ways to affect public opinion — and influence lawmakers. They should be an essential part of any awareness campaign you are launching.

Letters to the editor are generally short statements that make one simple point. They are usually a response to something that has appeared in the news or on the opinion page. They are often an attempt to air public responses or attitudes about the news or newspaper’s stand. There are several different ideas and approaches letters to the editor can take. Some may comment on a specific charge or allegation in a piece. Others may take issue with a policy or position in a story. Others may point out a gap in the story that the letter helps to fill.

An Op-Ed is an article expressing the opinion of a person on a specific topic.  It often appears on the opposite page of a newspaper’s editorial. An Op-Ed can be serious or satirical, spark a debate, highlight a neglected point-of-view or offer a new perspective on a current issue. A timely, well-written, and provocative piece can establish the writer as an expert on a particular topic and place an issue in the spotlight of public debate.

Members of Congress, state and local elected officials and community leaders regularly read the editorial pages of the newspaper to track the important issues of the community and notice the leading voices on those topics. Opinion editors also solicit letters/pieces from writers with whom they have established a relationship or people with expertise on topics in the news.  Submitting a letter/OpEd can lead to future relationships and opportunities with the newspaper.  A good letter/OpEd can play a vital role in shifting a policy maker from “the fence” to the being a supporter of SBHC.
  
Tips for writing and placing Op-Ed’s and Letters to the Editor
Make it short, specific, and localized
· Look for story gaps that you can fill with a point about SBHC. For example, there is a story about your town being voted the healthiest in your state — but there is no mention of your excellent SBHC system and the vital role it played in making your town the healthiest. This is an excellent opportunity for a “great story, but there’s an important gap” letter to the editor. 

· Focus on one point in letters to the editor, no more than three in an OpEd.  

· Make it a personal story if possible — but also include in your OpEds examples of how systemic change can help an entire group of people in similar situations as the person in the story. For example, the moving story of teenager Joe Smith who received vital treatment from his SBHC for diabetes. The story itself is powerful, but the public focus could be completely on Joe and not on all the Joes across the nation. To make the story have real impact — to help all the Joes — we need to make the point that by investing in SBHC, we can help thousands of teens like Joe. That’s why it’s vital to support federal legislation to fund SBHC, etc.
· Use accurate facts to back up your opinions — and double check to make sure that they are accurate.

· Use simple and straight forward language.

· Avoid jargon, acronyms, and other technical words.

· It’s OK to ask for action from elected officials — they read these letters daily to keep their fingers on the pulse of their constituents.

Know your newspaper

It is important to closely monitor your local paper. Think about the content and — perhaps more importantly — the content gaps. Read the editorial page everyday. You will start to notice a pattern: the typical length of published letters/OpEds, a favored style, who gets published regularly, an on-going topic, etc. By getting to know the “feel” of the page, you have a much better chance of writing a letter/OpEd that is going to get published. 

Know your contact 

The editorial page editor of your local newspaper is the person you have to contact, engage, and persuade to publish your letter/OpEd. You can find their name by calling the 
newspaper or checking out their website. On the web or back page of the paper, you can often discover other valuable information about what the editor is looking for: length, delivery method (email vs. snail mail etc.). If you’re not sure, call them and ask.
Who signs the letter/OpEd

From getting to know your newspaper’s letter page, determine who should be named as author of the letter/OpEd. It can be a variety of people depending on the goals of your campaign and needs of your organization.  But it should be the person who gives your letter/OpEd the best chance for publication. You can ask a local official, community leader, clergy person, organizational head, student, parent, etc.  

Submitting a Letter/OpEd
· Write “For Publication” at the top of your letter/OpEd and mail/email it to the editorial page editor.

· Make sure to include your name, address, and daytime phone number — the editor often likes to confirm that the letter/OpEd was written by the person named.

Follow up

Call the editorial page editor the day after your submission to make sure that they received it.  Ask them if they have had the opportunity to review the letter: if they haven’t, ask them when they think they will have time to do so? If they have, are they thinking about publishing it? If they say “no”, politely ask them for feedback. You will want to learn how to do a “better job” the next time. If they say “yes”, then you will want to say “thanks.” You may want to follow-up again.
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Be sure to send a “thank you” to the author of your OpEd.  Also it is strategic to share the OpEd with targeted elected officials, school administration, and current & potential funders.  It is important to tell your key stakeholders about the work you are producing — especially if the director of your organization is not a co-author.

Further Exposure

Letters to the editor: Initiate a letter writing campaign.  Get your allies to write letters talking about SBHCs.  The more letters and OpEds a paper gets the more likely they are to continue covering the issue. Once you have made it a hot topic and a community issue, candidates will pay attention and have to make public statements regarding SBHCs.
OpEds: If you get an OpEd published, post it on your organizational website. This will not only bring added kudos to your organization, it will give others an opportunity to see what types of periodicals are printing specific stories.

Sample letter to the editor

School-based health centers can step to forefront

April 15, 2006
As Massachusetts plans for a possible bird flu outbreak, encouraging schools to prepare for such a pandemic is forward thinking (''Schools draft plans for avian flu," Page A1, April 10). 

However, officials must not forget the role of the state's 49 school-based health centers, which care for thousands of schoolchildren, many of them poor, uninsured, and lacking other primary care.

School-based health centers, sponsored by community health centers, hospitals, and local public health departments, and staffed by skilled nurse practitioners authorized to prescribe medicine, are poised to help cities and towns prepare for a flu crisis and support prevention measures.

The state Department of Public Health licenses the centers, which means there is a built-in line of communication between state and local officials.

Also, part of a nurse practitioner's core role is teaching prevention. During medical appointments and in classrooms, we constantly remind children to cough into their sleeves, wash their hands frequently, and take other important precautions.

Excluding school-based health centers from the community planning process would be squandering a valuable resource.

ERNIA P. HUGHES, Executive Director Massachusetts Coalition of School-Based Health Centers, Boston 
© Copyright 2006 Globe Newspaper Company.

Sample OpEd
* The following recent OpEd is an example of infusing an organization’s cause into what’s “hot” in the news.

Toledo Blade

June 10, 2006

SATURDAY ESSAY


Family planning is good for planet
By JOHN SEAGER


AS SUMMER approaches, global warming has vaulted into the news, thanks to the release of a film called "An Inconvenient Truth," in which former Vice President Al Gore raises the alarm about the impact of carbon emissions on our planet. 

Every day we read reports about fuel-efficient cars, wind turbines, and emerging high-tech energy solutions. All seek to cut carbon emissions. 

Yet, apart from Mr. Gore's own candid comments, there is near-total silence about the role of global population growth and the need for population stabilization. Serious discussion of population stabilization was absent from international climate meetings in both Kyoto and Montreal and from almost every other public forum. 

Scientists warn that temperatures will continue to rise unless we stabilize greenhouse gas levels. 

Global warming will be accompanied by increased average sea levels of four to 35 inches, flooding homes and destroying fragile wetlands. To stop this, it is estimated that global Co2 emissions must be cut by 2100 by at least 40 percent. 

Yet the United Nations projects that world population will rise by 40 percent to 9.1 billion by 2050. Even if we change our ways, the environmental footprint of each human being will never reach zero. As population increases, the challenge becomes ever more difficult. 

After all, it is people, not birds or bears, who drive the Hummers and the hybrids, who heat and cool homes and offices. Although the vast majority of population growth occurs in the least-developed nations, they, too, are using more fossil fuels every day as they seek better lives. 

What can we do? The truth is that we know that family planning works everywhere. When women and couples are free to make their own informed choices and have access to education and family planning, they choose to have smaller families. 

Thirty years ago, for example, Mexican women had almost seven children each. Today, thanks to education and the availability of family planning, they have an average of 2.6 children. 

Globally, there are at least 350 million couples that lack family planning services. Here in the United States, one-third of all births are unplanned. And the Bush Administration's family planning failures, from its Global Gag Rule to ideologically driven abstinence-only programs that mock serious sex education, contribute directly to millions of unwanted and unplanned births. 

If we could cut by half the number of unwanted births in the United States, we'd have about 5 million fewer births over 20 years. Family planning makes sense for people - and for our fragile planet. 

More people will use more energy. The sooner we stabilize population growth, the more likely we are to meet the climate change challenge. 

It's good to focus on thorny, highly technical issues such as tax credits, energy alternatives, and emissions trading programs. It's especially important here in the United States, where less than 5 percent of the world's population produces about one-quarter of the world's carbon dioxide emissions. 

But cutting energy consumption must be coupled with stabilizing population. If we had zero population growth, part of the global warming problem would, well, melt away. 

Global warming is too important to be left to politicians or energy experts. It's about people - all of us. It's about how many of us there are and how we choose to live our modern lives. It's about the very personal decisions we make about when, whether, and how many children we choose to have. 

That particular truth can be convenient as long as we're willing to support the notion that every woman and every couple should have the resources and the power to control their own reproductive lives. 

John Seager is president of Population Connection (formerly Zero Population Growth) in Washington, D.C.

Sample phone call script 
Following up with the editorial editor on letters and OpEds

Hi, my name is (insert your name), may I speak with the letters editor (their name if you know it) please? 

When you get connected

Hi, my name is (your name). I was wondering if you have had the opportunity to review a letter/OpEd I sent/emailed yesterday?

If they haven’t

(Say their name again)  In response to the article/OpEd (on xx date), I submitted a letter/OpEd to the editor highlighting the role of school-based health care.  I know you are very busy, but when do you think you might have time to look it over? 

If they have
Are you thinking about publishing it? When do you think it will be published?

If they say “no”

I know you are busy, but I wonder could you give me some feedback? I would like to learn how to do a “better job” the next time. (If they sound really busy, offer to call back. This is another opportunity to establish a relationship or, at the very least, name recognition.)

If they say “maybe”

When will you know? Can I get you any more information? (Stress the relevance and urgency of your letter/OpEd.  Again offer to call back at a better time.)

If they say “yes”

Thanks very much! When will it be in the paper? (Call after it runs for another “thank you” and to further the relationship.)
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Please send to a copy of the letter/OpEd to publicaffairs@nasbhc.org or
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     Attn: Public Affairs Department

     666 11th Street, NW Suite 735

     Washington, DC 20001

This form can also be entered online at www.nasbhc.org/editorform.pdf
