[image: image1.jpg]Speaking Out for People
with Mental Retardation





      
Reaching the Media:

Tips for Writing Printable Letters to the Editor 

Letters to the editor can be powerful vehicles for influencing or inspiring public debate, making the case for your issue, or responding to related events. In addition, elected officials always read the opinion pages of their local paper, because it gives them an idea of what their constituents think. The trick is to write a letter that the editors find compelling enough to print. Use these tips to write a letter that is more likely to get printed.

Capitalize on the hot stories. Find ways to tie recent news stories in   with your issue. Open your letter to a reference to the recent event, and then quickly build a logical bridge to your issue.

Keep it brief. Most Letters to the Editor should be under 250 words. Edit your letter aggressively.

Be clear. Avoid jargon, use common vocabulary, and let a few friends or colleagues review the letter before you send it.

Use word cues to underscore your point. For instance, preface your major conclusion with “The important thing is …” If you have research that makes your case, preface the facts with “Research shows that …”

Don’t overlook neighborhood weeklies and smaller papers. Often these publications have more room for letters, and community papers have very large readerships.

Include a call to action or solution. If you are illustrating a need or making a case for a specific action, include a line about what people can do to help.

Don’t be afraid to toot your own horn. If you or your organization are involved in work that addresses the issue, include that in your letter.

Be passionate, but not poisonous. There is a difference between “fire in the belly” and righteous indignation. Avoid sarcasm, and if you’re very angry, cool off a bit before sending a final version.

Use local or personal angles. All grassroots strategies rely on the “local” angles and the “personal” angles in an issue. Include this    perspective to illustrate why readers should care about the issue 

 (Source: Wisconsin Energy Cooperative –

                                

        http://www.wfcmac.coop/coops/wfc/government/lobbytips.htm)
SAMPLE LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

Too rosy a picture painted to describe life after Fernald

The Boston Globe

October 13, 2008

AFTER READING Adrian Walker's Oct. 7 column "Beyond Fernald " (City & Region), I was so tempted to drive over to Fernald Developmental Center and invite the residents to a nightclub for a cold beer. I was so inspired after reading the comments of Bob Richards of the Justice Resource Institute, who said that residents would probably move into group homes and have access to more activities than they do living in a hospital. "If people want to go to a nightclub, there's a nightclub in Worcester that a lot of [patients] go to."

I wondered who at Fernald might be interested in going, so I thought to ask my sister, Anne Elizabeth, who has lived at Fernald (not to be confused with a "hospital") for 53 years. But, like many residents, Anne Elizabeth can't speak, never has - can't say "thank you," "I love you," or "help me." She can cry when she hurts; she has the mind of an infant.

Governor Patrick, as Walker writes, has "decided that the case for keeping Fernald open is simply not strong enough." There are 163 residents to be moved from Fernald, and most will never go to a nightclub or enjoy the community they move to. They will live in their wheelchairs, as Anne Elizabeth has for years, smiling at the person stopping by and happy for the hand that sweeps the hair from her forehead. Fernald has been her community - the staff, the visitors, the holiday parties, the walls, the sounds and smells, the other residents. Where will she go from here?

ALFRED P. POMPEO JR. 
Medford    

Letter stats: 263 words

Wall Street Journal

October 10, 2005    

“I hope your paper will continue to educate readers about our nation’s citizens with severe disabilities and the insidious elimination of the very public service systems upon which they and their exhausted families rely. States are closing and downsizing their institutions – not because they aren’t doing a good job with the limited funds they receive (they are) and not because families don’t choose and support the facilities (they do) and not because they aren’t cost effective (they are). Litigation and intense lobbying by group opposed to “congregate” care are the cause of the closures and downsizing of the safety net for persons with mental retardation. 
Carole L. Sherman

Little Rock, Ark.

(Mrs. Sherman is the mother of John, age 36, a long-time resident of Arkadelphia Human Development Center, a licensed intermediate care facility for the mentally retarded).

Letter stats: 105words
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Opinion Editorials 


(“Op-Eds”)





    On the opinion page of most newspapers you will see long editorials written by guest columnists.  Often these columnists are community leaders or individuals with a particular expertise about a timely issue. These are called “Op-Eds” and, if accepted by the newspaper for print, allow for more space to express your views than the standard letter to the editor. 


   To secure approval for an Op-Ed, call and/or meet with editorial boards. The editorial boards on newspapers often meet with community members, and sometimes will either accept an Op-Ed or write an editorial based on information they receive from these meetings. 


    Ask for a meeting with your local paper’s editorial board, make a case for your issue.
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