Letter to the Editor or to a Government Official
Introduction:

Voting is just one aspect of being a good citizen.  Staying informed and expressing your opinion are other important civic virtues.  Sometimes it is easier to leave the discussion of current political and social issues to the “experts,” but this is the way dictatorships and tyrannies are run.  Citizens in a democracy have a responsibility to be informed and must care enough to work to improve the nation.  Popular sovereignty!
To write a letter, you must complete the following steps:

· Identify an issue that you care about.

· Learn about it by reading newspapers, news magazines, listening to news on the radio, and/or watching it on TV.  People with similar interests may share research.

· Write a letter to the editor or an elected official.  Use the attached guidelines

· Before sending your letter, submit it to me for editing and approval, and make the appropriate revisions.  Pay particular attention to format, grammar, spelling, and usage; letters will not be graded and mailed unless they are ready for an outside audience. 

Attached are tips, examples of each form of writing, and the grading rubric.  
Source: www.charactercounts.org   
Tips on Writing Government Officials

adapted from http://www.miaflcio.org/legis/tips.htm
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Elected Officials are making decisions every day which affect you!  They respond much better to peoples’ concerns when they know that you care about their voting records. The best way to let them know you care is by writing. Send them a message. The following tips can help you write more effective letters to your legislators.
1. Address it properly.

· Check on the internet to find the elected official’s address.

· Address them properly.  The format should be as follows:

	The Honorable (full name) 
Title 
Line 1 Address (usually the #, building, etc.)
Line 2 Address (town, state, zip)

· Use a proper salutation:

Executive (Federal and State): Dear President Bush, Dear Governor Rell
Legislative (Federal or State): Dear Representative ________, Dear Senator _______
	


2. Identify yourself.

Make sure you include your name and address on the letter.  A letter cannot be answered if there is no return address or signature.  Follow the format of my sample closely.

3. Be specific.

When writing about legislation, use the bill number or the title if you know them. If not, briefly describe the issue that concerns you.

4. Be timely.

Write to your legislator while there is still time to take effective action. A letter that arrives after a vote has already been cast will not do any good.

5. Explain your position.

One thoughtful, factual, and well-reasoned letter carries more weight than 100 form letters or printed postcards. Say in your own words how the bill or amendment will affect you. Don’t forget that a bill can change as it moves through the legislative process. So urge your legislator to oppose crippling amendments or support strengthening ones.  Include information from research to support your position.
6. Ask for a response.

Urge your legislator to take a specific action - support or oppose a bill, cosponsor an amendment or whatever action you would like taken. Request a reply to your letter.
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Tips on Writing Letters to the Editor

adapted from http://www.iatp.org/antibiotics/library/uploadedfiles/Tips_for_Writing_a_Letter_to_the_Editor.htm, http://www.iafflocal2598.org/PA%20how%20to%20write%20a%20letter.html, and http://www.uua.org/uuawo/activist/toeditor.html 
Letters to the editor are not really to the editor, exactly.  Since they are printed in the newspaper, they are particularly effective in communicating your views to a wide audience. Letters to the editor are among the most highly read items in the newspaper, so you have a unique opportunity to influence a community’s opinion.  They are also watched closely by elected officials. Letters also help editorial writers gauge the interest in the community for particular issues and may encourage them to take an editorial stance on an issue about which readers are writing. Consider writing papers like the Hartford Courant or the Norwich Bulletin.  Letters to the editor may be sent to national magazines such as Time as well as newspapers.
Why Write A Letter to the Editor?

· To clarify the record on an issue after a misleading, inaccurate or biased letter or story. 

· To rebut a news or feature story. 

· To respond to other editorials .

· To raise local public awareness of issues central to the community. 

· To furnish insight about campaign issues not being adequately covered by your local newspaper.
1. Identify yourself.
They should be signed and include your address and home phone numbers. Newspapers often do not print letters from people they cannot reach to confirm authorship.  If appropriate to the topic, mention your motivation or expertise in writing.  For example, “As a student, I find ….” 

2. Use proper formatting.
All letters should be typed.  Know and follow the policies and specifications of the publication to which you are submitting your letter.  This can be found in the publication itself or on their website.  An effective format for a letter is: a topic paragraph, several paragraphs elaborating the writer's views, and a conclusion. This lets editors cut for space and still allows the message to get across.  When referring to a previously published article, cite the specific reference and sum it up in a sentence to refresh readers’ memories.  Then point out facts that were left out or refute or support facts that were stated.

3. Be Timely. 
Timing is important. A letter has the best chance of being printed if the issue you are writing about has been in the news, but be creative in looking for opportunities. 
4. Explain your position. 
It helps to give your letter a local slant. Point out your legislator's position and that local citizens are working on this issue.  Try to keep the letter's tone reasonable and lively at the same time. Bland and dull letters, emotional outbursts, or personal attacks are less likely to be printed.  If a publication receives many letters on the same topic, the editor will choose one that says something in a new way or takes a unique angle.  Do not make false or misleading statements.  Be sure to verify facts and quoted material.

If Your Letter is Chosen for Publication:

· You will be called ahead of time to verify that you wrote the letter and that you want it printed. 

· You will be notified of the date it is expected to appear (a date subject to change). 

September 6, 2002

The Honorable Joseph Lieberman 
Washington D.C.
Senate Hart Office Building
Washington, D.C. 20510

Dear Senator Lieberman,

I am very concerned about the Bush Administration’s determination to go to war in Iraq.  Since I have been able to vote, I have supported your re-election as a Senator and more recently I supported your quest to become vice president.  However, I am disturbed by your support of the President’s plan to attack Iraq, and I urge you to reconsider.  First, President Bush’s desire to attack Iraq seems motivated more by the events of the past than those of the present.  In addition, attacking Iraq will diminish the US role in the world and endanger Americans rather than protect them.  Finally, I believe the US should engage in the serious debate and discussion that characterizes a democracy before plunging into war.  Please oppose war in Iraq.
It seems to me that the current Bush Administration has a vendetta against Saddam Hussein that stems from the failure of the administration of Bush’s father to remove this dictator.  According to Time Magazine, there is evidence that Secretary Rumsfeld was talking about striking Iraq immediately after the attacks of September 11, before he had any evidence as to who was behind that terrible tragedy.  Perhaps Rumsfeld and the Bush Administration were waiting for an incident for which Hussein could be a scapegoat.  The United States should not go to war to satisfy a president’s need for revenge.

I do not oppose a war with Iraq because I believe Hussein is benign; I simply believe our current policy is far more dangerous.  If we go to war, we will severely erode the respect and authority we have enjoyed in the eyes of the rest of the world.  Even our closest allies are unwilling to support Bush’s proposed actions.  Unilateralism will simply be perceived as arrogance, jeopardize our status in the world, and make hypocrites of Americans.  How can we ask for help in fighting our “War on Terrorism” and then act without regard for the opinions of the members of that coalition?  Even if President Bush persuades leaders of other governments to support our efforts, anti-Americanism is likely to grow among the citizens of the world.  Most importantly, if we strike Iraq, we will only encourage young, angry, Middle Easterners to hate America more.  We will create greater extremism.  War is certainly not the way to improve this situation.  

I further worry about the seeming unwillingness to engage in national debate on this topic.  I teach history and civics at Woodstock Academy, and I tell my classes that all citizens have a voice in a democracy.  A Newsweek poll, dated August 29, shows that a significant percentage of Americans (34%) oppose an attack on Iraq.  Forty seven percent do not believe President Bush has a clear policy on Iraq.  It is not clear that the President has considered what is to happen once his goal of ousting Hussein is met, nor have I heard him discuss intelligently the possible consequences for Kurds and other groups in Iraq once that mission is accomplished.  I hope you will consider my concerns, and the concerns of people who agree with me, and oppose a war with Iraq.  

The United States should be fighting this “War on Terrorism” with aid rather than Special Forces; assistance would be a much more effective weapon.  Please foster national debate on Iraq policy and call for restraint.  Thank you for your time and consideration. I look forward to your response on this issue.


Sincerely, 

Kimberly L. Jalet

Address Line 1
Address Line 2

Town, CT Zip

Examples of Letters to the Editor
Remember, the following are excerpts of longer letters that have been edited by the newspapers.  Your letter should look like my sample letter on the previous page.  Also, do not title your letter; the paper will do that.
From the Norwich Bulletin.  

Tuesday, November 12, 2002

Wal-Mart center is perfect for Killingly

Editor: 

This is in response to the recent letter from Mr. Reck. Yes, the town is opposed to the coming of Wal-Mart to Killingly. But why? Because of all the lies and half-truths that have been spread by many of the "Stop Wal-Mart.com" group. I have worked in distribution most of my life and I am here to tell you that 1,000 trucks a day is impossible! 

Reck should know that my taxes will go up $350 next year. Does the Stop Wal-mart.com have a proposal for Killingly residents to lower their already high tax burden? Does this group have a plan in place to stop the Town Council from raising our recently lowered mill rate? Does the group have any new residents for Killingly's new Commercial Park? 

And when Wal-Mart drops this building in Sterling, does the group have plans to keep the new workers from moving to Killingly and crowding our schools, roads and lifestyles? 

The Stop Wal-Mart.com group needs to come up with solutions, not use scare tactics to sway people's opinions. 

To all Killingly residents, I ask: What are we -- and this group -- going to do if we truly do stop Wal-Mart from coming to Killingly? 

MARTIN STEPALVICH 

Killingly 

​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​​
Wednesday, January 8, 2003

'Murder' incorrect in context of war

Editor:  

As the violence continues between Israelis and Palestinians, many of us have a problem with the term "murder" applied to soldiers acting under orders. Recently, a headline in the Norwich Bulletin used this term to characterize the actions of Israeli soldiers. 

During wars and at other times, soldiers have often killed or been responsible for the deaths of civilians. The question some are asking is, when soldiers are obeying orders, is killing murder? Perhaps the most frequently given answer is no, when they are defending their country or their allies' from an aggressor. 

But what if their country is more the aggressor? During WWII German troops often witnessed and frequently took part in the killing of hundreds of thousands of Poles and Jews. The reason given for the killings was to prevent future resistance forces from arising. In the late 1800s, American soldiers forced whole villages of Indian tribes to evacuate their lands in Oklahoma in the middle of winter and move hundreds of miles north, which resulted in half the tribe dying. 

Today, as thousands of our soldiers prepare to fight in Iraq, how will their actions affect them and us? Their future lives and ours may depend on it. 

ERNIE COHEN 

Norwich 

Letters policy for the Bulletin:

The Norwich Bulletin welcomes readers' comments on editorials, columns, other letters, topics in the newspaper or subjects important to you. Only submissions that include the writer's name, address and daytime phone number can be considered for publication. 

All submissions may be edited for length, clarity and accuracy. 

Write: The Norwich Bulletin

Letters to the Editor 

66 Franklin Street 

Norwich, CT 06360. 

From the Hartford Courant

Smart Guns, Dumb Law

A law mandating the use of a product that doesn't exist is ludicrous [editorial, Jan. 20, "`Smart Guns' In New Jersey"].

Education and proper storage of firearms, not technology, is the key to gun safety. A computer chip in a handgun has the potential for disaster. I challenge The Courant's editorial writers to name one thing in their lives that is more prone to failure than the computer. If you should have to defend yourself with a handgun, you really need it to work on the first try.

If there is a class of people that needs a personalized weapon, it's the police. They are much more apt to be shot with their own gun than the general public, but New Jersey police have been exempted from the so-called smart-gun law. This tells you how much confidence the police have in "smart-gun" technology.

This is feel-good legislation that has the potential of doing much more harm than good.

Len Bergeron
Simsbury Smart Guns, Dumb Law

​
Two Casinos Are Enough
January 23, 2003 

In "Casinos Make Good Neighbors" [Commentary, Jan. 19], Mark Brown, Mohegan Tribal Council chairman, makes the case that the state's existing casinos are model corporate citizens and contribute mightily to the state's coffers and its economy. However, when you strip away the veneer of his argument, it's apparent how similar the casino business is to the tobacco industry: Both industries sell vice, and neither industry would be successful if it had to depend upon the casual consumer.

That being said, the reason why there has been recent discussion about casinos is not because there is an intent to close Foxwoods and the Mohegan Sun. On the contrary, the state and economy are too addicted to the flow of money. The debate centers around whether Connecticut has reached the saturation point for casinos and whether placing this industry in or near a densely populated urban area is a bad idea. The answer to both of those questions is a resounding yes.

Ronald D. Peikes
Hartford

Set An Example For Young Drivers

My 16-year-old daughter is learning to drive, having recently obtained her learner's permit. It is with great interest that I read articles about graduated licensing and how to find ways to reduce teen driving fatalities [Other Opinion, Jan. 21, "Graduated Licensing Would Save Teens' Lives"].

At the same time, I am acutely aware that what she is learning to do has little to do with the way that most people actually drive. Many people are aggressive and drive too fast; don't stop at stop signs or behind the lines; don't use their turn signals; and are quick to honk and tailgate. For my daughter to pass her driving test, she must adhere to all the rules of the road. It's clear to me that she cannot learn the rules by observing what she sees on the road.

Although graduated licensing for new drivers is probably a good idea, maybe we could examine our own driving habits and demand that driving laws be enforced so that we can set a better example for young drivers.

Celeste W. Cumming
West Hartford

Letters to The Editor for the Hartford Courant

The Courant welcomes letters on matters of public interest. Your full name, mailing address, phone numbers and e-mail address are required only for verification. Your letter should be exclusive to The Courant. We reserve the right to edit and shorten the text. Writers will ordinarily be limited to one published letter every two months. We apologize for being unable to respond to queries. Letters may be mailed to Letters, The Courant, 285 Broad St., Hartford, 06115.

Letter to the Editor or a Government Official
	Category
	A/B Range
	C Range
	D Range
	F Range

	Research


	Sufficient information and support materials have been gathered to provide adequate background information and to support the author’s position.  Information is collected from reputable sources which are referenced in the letter for added emphasis and effect.  
	Some information and support materials have been gathered to provide some background information and to support the author’s position.  Information is collected from reputable sources which may be referenced in the letter for added emphasis and effect.


	Insufficient information and support materials have been gathered to provide little background information or to support the author’s position.  Some information may be collected from questionable sources and sources may not be referenced in the letter for added emphasis and effect. 
	Author’s position is supported almost entirely by emotional arguments or personal experience; little or no research has been done, no background information is provided, and no sources are referenced in the letter for added emphasis and effect.



	Development
	Opinions are thoughtfully supported by much accurate and relevant supporting detail.  Sound reasoning is used throughout.  Where appropriate, the writer successfully anticipates and responds to the other side of the issue. 
	Opinions are generally supported with some accurate and relevant supporting detail.  Sound reasoning is used throughout.  Where appropriate, the writer attempts to anticipate and respond to the other side of the issue.
	Opinions are supported with little accurate and relevant supporting detail.  Reasoning may be inconsistent.  The writer does not, but should address the other side of the issue.


	Opinions are rarely supported with accurate and relevant supporting detail.  Reasoning is often poor.  The writer does not, but should address the other side of the issue.



	Organization
	The argument is logically organized; each reason or example is written in a topic sentence of separate paragraphs.  There is a strong introduction, body, and conclusion.


	The argument is generally logically organized; most reasons or examples are written in a topic sentence of separate paragraphs.  There is an introduction, body, and conclusion.
	There is little logic to the organization of the argument; paragraphs tend to lack topic sentences and/or paragraphing is inconsistent.  There may not be a clear introduction, body, and/or conclusion.
	The argument is illogically organized; paragraphs lack topic sentences and/or paragraphs are not separate.  There is not a clear introduction, body, or conclusion.



	Awareness of Audience
	Choices of examples, reasons, and language reflect a full awareness of audience.  What the author wants the reader(s) to do or believe is explicitly stated.
	Choices of examples, reasons, and language reflect some awareness of audience.  What the author wants the reader(s) to do or believe is clearly implied.
	Choices of examples, reasons, and language reflect little awareness of audience. What the author wants the reader(s) to do or believe is subtly implied.
	Choices of examples, reasons, and language reflect little, if any awareness of audience.  It is not clear what the author wants the reader(s) to do or believe.


	Category
	A/B Range
	C Range
	D Range
	F Range

	Focus
	Letter makes reference to specific legislation or a specific article (unless the goal is to draw attention to an issue government or the press have neglected).  The position/argument is clearly stated and the author focuses on making the point throughout the letter.  


	Letter makes reference to specific legislation or a specific article (unless the goal is to draw attention to an issue government or the press have neglected).  The position/argument may be clearly stated, but the author’s focus on making the point throughout the letter is inconsistent.


	Letter does not make reference to specific legislation or a specific article (and it is not clear that the goal is to draw attention to an issue government or the press have neglected).  The position/argument may not be clearly stated, and the author’s focus on making the point throughout the letter is weak.
	Letter does not make reference to specific legislation or a specific article (and it is not clear that the goal is to draw attention to an issue government or the press have neglected).  The position/argument is not clearly stated, and the author does not focus on making the point throughout the letter.

	Style


	The reader is drawn into the piece in an interesting way.  The letter is very persuasive and concise; smooth transitions distinguish between parts of the argument.  A respectful tone is maintained throughout.
	The letter is somewhat persuasive and usually concise; some parts of the argument are distinguished by transitions.  A respectful tone is maintained throughout.


	The letter often lacks persuasiveness and words are often unnecessarily used; few transitions distinguish between parts of the argument.  Tone is inconsistent.
	The letter lacks persuasiveness and is not concise; transitions rarely distinguish between parts of the argument.  Tone shows inadequate respect.

	Mechanics
	Throughout the final draft, correct spelling, grammar, and mechanics are used.  The letter is typed, has an accurate salutation, and is properly formatted, addressed, and signed.  The letter is ready to be mailed.
	A few minor problems remain with spelling, grammar, mechanics, the salutation, formatting, the address, and/or signature, the letter is typed.  The letter can still be mailed. 
	Several problems remain with spelling, grammar, mechanics, the salutation, formatting, the address, and/or signature.  The letter may not be typed.  The letter contains too many errors to mail.   
	Multiple problems remain with spelling, grammar, mechanics, the salutation, formatting, the address, and/or signature.  The letter may not be typed.  The letter contains too many errors to mail.   


Comments:

To format a personal-business letter:


Use standard-size paper (8.5 X 11 inches) and 1-inch side margins*.  


Key in the date at the top.


Key the address of the recipient 4 lines below the date at the left margin*.


Key the salutation (Dear ---), followed by a colon, a double space below the address of the recipient at the left margin.


Begin the body a double space below the salutation.  Single-space paragraphs, but double–space between them.


Begin the complimentary closing (Sincerely), followed by a comma, a double space below the body.


Key the writer’s name and address 4 lines below the complimentary closing.


* 	NOTE: Try to fit your letter onto one page.  The asterisked items above can be decreased to do so.  











