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Dear Advocates,

With limited funding, a conservative environment and state budget crises across the country,
you’re facing some significant challenges in ensuring your state’s kids get the services they
need. This toolkit is presented as a resource to help you overcome these challenges and
increase investments in high-quality early learning programs.

Spitfire Strategies created this toolkit with support from the Birth to Five Policy Alliance and key
materials provided by the First Five Years Fund. This compilation offers resources you need to
effectively reach out to decision makers and potential champions in your state.

The toolkit includes three types of content:

Tip Sheets. Included is a collection of how-to’s on coalition-building and multiple aspects of
media outreach (developing a media opportunities calendar; giving successful interviews;
pitching; and drafting a press release, op-ed and letter to the editor) that provide step-by-step
guidance and serve as quick-reference cheat sheets.

Templates. Following many of the tip sheets are sample template materials, such as an
introductory e-mail for business leaders, press release, op-ed and letter to the editor that can be
tailored to specific issues, legislation and policymakers in your state. These template materials
contain placeholders that will allow you to tailor the materials as appropriate for your state.

Leave-behinds/One-pagers. Finally, the toolkit includes materials you can leave behind at
meetings, distribute at events or use internally to refine your messaging. These documents
describe the characteristics of quality early learning environments and provide compelling
statistics about what happens when states invest in early childhood education programs.

We hope you find this toolkit helpful in your work and encourage you to customize and tailor the
materials as you see fit. An electronic version of this toolkit will be sent to those who participated
in the Spitfire Strategies research effort and any other interested parties can receive a copy by
emailing Ben Gass at ben@spitfirestrategies.com.

A wide range of additional tip sheets, leave-behinds and other resources are also available on
the First Five Years Fund website at www.ffyf.org. Multimedia resources, at
www.ffyf.org/content/videos-images, include compelling videos that can help make the case for
quality early learning programs and demonstrate the positive impact through the voices of
children themselves.

Sincerely,

 Spitfire Strategies
 Birth to Five Policy Alliance
 First Five Years Fund
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Tip Sheets & Templates

The following section includes a collection of how-to’s on coalition-building
and multiple aspects of media outreach that provide step-by-step guidance

and serve as quick-reference cheat sheets.

Following many of the tip sheets are sample template materials that can be
tailored to specific issues, legislation and policymakers in your state.
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Read Me – Write an effective press release
Reporters receive hundreds of e-mails each day. Your challenge is to make your press release
stand out from the crowd so that it actually gets read. In a nutshell, a press release is a brief
news story that gives reporters key details about a piece of news. These tips, along with the
sample press release on the following page, will help you craft a press release that will capture
a reporter’s attention.

Make sure your release is newsworthy. Only send out a press release when you have actual
news to report. For example, a press release is appropriate to announce a newly installed
officer of your organization, the release of a new report, the results of a successful program or
event, etc.

Grab their attention with a strong headline and/or e-mail subject line. The headline is what
a reporter reads first and determines if they will keep reading. The headline should give the
most newsworthy angle of your story in no more than 12 words, mostly strong nouns and active
verbs. Avoid the overused “X organization announces” headline – it’s nearly a guarantee that a
reporter will ignore the rest of the release.

Don’t forget the sub-headline. Because the headline is so short, the sub-headline allows you
the opportunity to offer another piece of information that will sell the reporter on your story. This
is valuable real estate, so avoid repeating words from the headline. The sub-headline takes the
form of one full sentence – no more than 15 words – without any ending punctuation.

Tell the story in the lead. The lead, or first paragraph of the release, needs to answer the
questions, “What happened?” and “Why should I care?” in one to two sentences. Stick to factual
statements that are not loaded with fluffy adjectives. This is where you get the reporter to
commit to reading the rest of your release.

Flesh out the body with key details. The remaining paragraphs of your release will add the
important details of your story. This is where you should address or expand on the who, what,
when, where and why of your story, with an emphasis on its impact on the community. Keep
paragraphs relatively short - two to three sentences - and try to keep your overall release to one
page in length.

Include quotes from key spokespeople. Within the body of your release, include one to three
quotes. People quoted may include the leader of your organization, a member or an outside
validator (a prominent member of the community or the leader of another organization, for
example). Reporters at smaller newspapers may use these quotes directly in a story. Make sure
every quote carries one or more of your core messages, and ensure that the quotes sound
natural – as if they were actually spoken – by saying them aloud.

Use letterhead and boilerplate to identify your organization. Consistent use of letterhead
and boilerplate (two to three sentences at the bottom of a release that explain what your
organization does) will help journalists to know the source of the release. They’ll also save you
from using valuable space in the body of the release to share that information.

Always include contact information. Near the top of the release, include the name and phone
number of a person a reporter can easily contact for additional information. Including a cell
phone number and e-mail address ensures that a busy reporter on deadline can reach that
person after hours.
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** LETTERHEAD **

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE

Today’s Date

Contact:
Your Name, XXX-XXX-XXXX or XXX-XXX-XXXX
[Include both office and after-hours phone numbers.]

STRONG HEADLINES CAPTURE MEDIA ATTENTION
[The headline should be no more than 12 words. Use bold font, two to three points larger than body text.]

New research reveals reporters rely on deck for key information
[The sub-headline should be no more than 15 words. Use bold font, one point larger than body text.]

Your City – The first paragraph is the lead or main news. This is what is happening and why it
is important, in one to two sentences.

The second paragraph is everything important you could not fit in the first paragraph. After
reading the lead and the second paragraph, a reporter should know the who, what, where, and
when of your news, as well as the why.

“The third paragraph is a passionate quote from your best messenger,” said Jane Smith, [title]
of [name of organization]. “It is usually two parts, and may state the problem and a solution or
action.”
[The first quote in a release is generally from the organization’s lead spokesperson. Make sure it sounds
natural, carries your core messages and adds value to the story.]

In the next two paragraphs, you’ll want to share details that flesh out your story. You can
provide the larger context to this issue, including any relevant history. You may want to debunk
myths or correct misinformation at this point. It all depends on the nature of your issue.

The goal of these two paragraphs is to give the reporter everything he or she needs to write the
story. This is a good place for important facts, a key statistic or even a brief anecdote.

“If space permits, you may use another quote here,” the instructors said. “This will be important
if you are working in a partnership or coalition.”
[An additional quote in the release can come from allies, an event speaker, a member of your
organization, etc. You can also include a second quote from your primary spokesperson.]

From here on out, you can expand your story by including information that was not essential to
grab the reporter’s attention, but is critical to understanding your story. Ideally a release is one
page, though it may extend to two if necessary.

###
[These marks indicate that the press release has ended.]

[Organization] was founded in XXXX. Our mission is to XXX. Learn more at www.website.org.
[This is called the boilerplate, and it is where you include standard information about your organization.]

Template: Press Release. See
electronic Word version to make
edits.
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Make the News – Pitch a Story to a Reporter

Proactive media outreach is critically important to a successful media relations strategy, but it
can be a challenge. Perhaps you have been in this situation: you have a great idea for a
news story, but the prospect of getting a reporter to write about it is daunting. The following
tips will help you to identify pitching opportunities, select your pitching target, develop and
deliver your pitch and follow up successfully.

Make sure it’s newsworthy. Reporters are busy, and nothing annoys them more than having
their time wasted. Reporters do not want to cover the same old story that everyone else is
covering or that they themselves have already covered. Track the work of the reporter you are
targeting, gauge his or her interests and note the relevant stories he or she has done recently.
Your story should either be something entirely new or introduce a fresh angle on an existing
issue.

Know your audience. Your pitch will only be successful if you deliver it to the right
person. This depends on the medium, as well as the kind of story you are pitching.

Television. Television stations are interested in breaking news stories with a strong
visual angle. Sometimes they will also do investigative features that expose an injustice.
A breaking news story might be passage of a bill that cuts or increases funding to an
early learning program in your state, while an investigative feature might share stories
from adults who participated in Head Start programs and can talk about how their
experiences in the program prepared them for school and career.

If your story is breaking news, pitch the assignment editor. Providing the media with
advance notice almost always increases your chance of getting coverage. Often, the
assignment editor at a television station assigns the majority of news coverage to
individual reporters.

For a feature story that doesn’t involve breaking news, you need to identify the right
reporter or producer who will be interested in your pitch. The easiest way to do this is to
watch the news. Pay attention to the beats that reporters cover. Then you can pitch a
specific reporter, or his or her producer, directly. In addition, a quick review of the
station’s website will often tell you who is likely to be your best target. In a pinch, you
can always call the station and ask the receptionist or member of the news desk who is
best to speak with regarding your story.

Radio. News coverage at NPR affiliates and local news/talk stations may be your first
choice for groups that work on public interest issues. For a public radio station, you may
want to target a specific reporter who covers education or youth issues. Some stations
may have an assignment editor, and you can always go to the news editor. If there is a
particular show that you want to target, direct your pitch to the show’s producer. Again, it’s
useful to listen to the program that you are pitching so that you have a good sense of the
kinds of stories they do and what they’ve already covered.

News coverage during the day on radio stations that play music tends to be brief. If you
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have a breaking story, you can pitch the news director to include the story in the station’s
regular news briefs. Keep in mind that many of those music stations have weekend or late
evening public affairs shows that take a closer look at the week’s news and community
issues. These shows, generally produced and often hosted by the news or public affairs
director, are good targets for a pitch involving a more in-depth treatment of early
childhood education issues. For example, you could pitch a show segment in which an
advocate and business leader talk about the need to invest in quality early learning
programs and field questions from listeners.

Talk radio is also an option, but be sure to choose a show that provides the opportunity
for a thoughtful discussion, not a screaming match. Consider whether the show reaches
your target audience – many talk shows have deeply ideological listeners who are
unlikely to be swayed by your most persuasive arguments.

Newspapers. Small newspapers tend to have small staffs. If the paper you are
contacting is very small, the best person to receive your pitch may be the news editor or a
general assignment reporter. At larger papers, you will want to find the reporter covering
the appropriate beat for your story, and also consider columnists likely to be favorable to
your point of view. Again, the easiest way to do this is to read the paper and track the
coverage – after a few days or weeks, it will be easy to identify who covers what stories.
Beyond a single pitch or story, it’s a good idea to know the reporters who are likely to
cover your issues so that you can build a relationship with them.

Online outlets. In today’s media world, almost every “traditional” media outlet is actually
a multi-channel media outlet, with an online site that includes video feeds, audio stories,
photo essays, online commentaries and Q&As, among many other sections. Other news
sites, like The Daily Beast or Huffington Post are online-only news sites that operate
much like traditional media with paid reporters who specialize in certain subjects (though
the writing tends to be more opinionated) and editors for various sections. Still other sites
feature mostly opinion pieces, and most reporters who do straight reporting are also
expected to blog either on their news sites or elsewhere and may also communicate
through vehicles like Facebook and Twitter. Just like reading a newspaper, you will want
to spend time on an online outlet’s website to track coverage and identify the appropriate
reporter to target. You may also want to pitch a reporter to blog or Tweet about your
issue, especially if you do not have enough for a full story.

Craft a creative pitch. Reporters are constantly besieged by phone calls, e-mails and faxes
from people trying to convince them to write stories. You need to stand out from the crowd.
This means deciding on the best means of contact – almost always e-mail or phone – and
developing a pitch that is attention-grabbing and brief.

Phone. If you’re going to pitch by phone, plan what you will say in advance. Most
reporters will give you 15 seconds – maybe 30 – to make your case. Make those seconds
count. Avoid overwhelming them with jargon. Use a striking fact, or mention the name of a
prominent person available for an interview. If they’re interested, they’ll keep listening. But
if you can’t capture their interest quickly, you’ll lose them and the story.

E-mail. The same rules apply for an e-mail pitch – except that reporters can delete it
without ever reading it. Create an interesting subject line and make sure the first few
sentences of your e-mail are attention grabbing. And don’t write a novel – one to three
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brief paragraphs will do it. Let the reporter know that you will call to follow up – don’t leave
it up to a reporter to contact you.

Remember, unless you know the reporter and communicate with him/her regularly, do not
send documents as attachments. Many e-mail addresses are set up to block e-mails with
attachments. Even if they do get through, many journalists won’t open attachments from
unknown e-mail addresses. Try to include anything that you need to communicate in the
body of an e-mail. If you are trying to share a lengthy document with a reporter, post the
document online and provide the reporter with a Web address to view the piece. This is
a good way to invite reporters to visit the media section of your website.

Strong delivery will make or break your pitch. Whether you’re pitching the reporter by
phone or following up on your e-mail pitch, consider your timing. Do not call a reporter in the
late afternoon when he or she is likely to be on deadline. If you reach a reporter who sounds
harried, ask when would be a better time for you to call back. Plan and practice your pitch and
deliver it with confidence – but don’t read it. Ask if the reporter is interested, and offer to share
additional information. A reporter will rarely agree to do a story during your first call, so your
goal should be to start the conversation. Be prepared to leave a brief, to-the-point voicemail
(30 seconds or less) if you do not reach a live person. Always be polite.

Follow up... but don’t pester. You’ve spoken to the reporter, shared additional resources
and haven’t heard anything. Place a call or send a follow-up e-mail. Ask if the reporter thinks
he or she is going to do the story or if he or she needs anything else to make a decision. If
the reporter says no, ask if you can stay in touch as things develop. Your efforts now may
pay dividends later. If the reporter says yes, offer to help in any way that you can (identifying
spokespeople, providing background information, etc.). After the story runs, send an e-mail
or note thanking the reporter for his or her efforts.

A special note about exclusives and embargoes:
Reporters deal in information. They are under tremendous pressure from their editors to get
the news before other outlets and to find angles and stories that no one else has reported.

When pitching them on a story, it may be helpful to offer an exclusive to your top target
reporter. An exclusive arrangement is an agreement that only a single reporter gets the first
chance to write about your story. Under an exclusive, you are agreeing not to share the
information with other news outlets before the story is published in your chosen outlet. Be
aware, though, that offering an exclusive to one reporter or outlet runs the risk of
disappointing other reporters, so weigh the risks and rewards carefully.

If you don't want reporters to share your news with anyone before a certain time, make sure to
tell them it is embargoed or barred from distribution. Under an embargo, reporters may still
use the information (a copy of your new report, for example, or the details of a new project
being announced the following day) to prepare their story in advance, but they agree not to
publish it or tell others about it until your specified date and time.



11

Planning Ahead – Pitch Ideas for Early Learning Advocates

As explained previously, an effective recipe for securing media coverage combines
newsworthiness, a creative pitch or fresh angle and a strong delivery. But for best results, long-
term planning is also a key ingredient. When thinking about ways to expand the media
conversation on the importance of prioritizing investments in early learning, it is helpful to divide
outreach opportunities into two categories: proactive and reactive. Below we have outlined
these categories and provided pitch ideas and timing considerations that will not only help
solidify your organization’s reputation as the go-to expert on early childhood education issues,
but also help secure positive media coverage in outlets across your region and state.

Proactive outreach occurs when you contact a reporter about something that is planned in
advance or under your organization’s control, such as the release of a policy brief or report, an
annual event or a new campaign.

o Activities: The best way to identify or plan proactive outreach is to create a “media
opportunities calendar” that will highlight monthly opportunities for your organization to
send a press release, backgrounder, op-ed or editorial pitch, public opinion research or
other communication to key reporters and editors. Items for a media opportunities
calendar include:
 Upcoming legislative or political milestones, such as the start of the new legislative

session, governor’s annual State of the State Address or anniversary of the
passage of a relevant bill.

 Annual holidays or times of year including Child and Families Day/Take Your Child
to Work Day, special events, standardized testing (especially for third-graders, as it
highlights the relationship between quality early learning and higher test scores),
American Education Week in November and annual Week of the Young Child in
April.

 Policy briefs you release are key opportunities to raise visibility about the
importance of investing in early learning, particularly with new polling, research or
hard data that demonstrates the local impact.

 Planned or predictable events, such as a new Educare center opening, campaign
or program announcements, a roundtable or forum with business leaders and child
advocates or special events such as the Children’s Movement of Florida’s “Milk
Party” rally at the state capitol earlier this year.

o Timing: As you create and maintain your media opportunities calendar, it will be
important to execute your media outreach plans in advance, which will include:
developing supplementary materials, updating your reporter research to include the most
recent articles written by your targets and drafting emails. The timing of sending outreach
emails and making follow-up calls may depend on the specific event, but, if possible,
outreach should occur about a week in advance of the specific opportunity/event, with up
to two rounds of follow-up calls/emails as the event gets closer. It’s important to note that
follow-up communications should only be sent if you do not reach or hear back from the
reporter you are trying to contact.

Reactive outreach is timely and occurs when unexpected events or breaking news occur
outside of your organization that provide an opportunity to ensure your perspective is included in
the media conversation. In these cases, you should be poised to take advantage of unexpected
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or timely events and quickly pitch reporters to include your organization or coalition in their
coverage. Examples of these opportunities include legislative updates, budget decisions or
announcements from influential policymakers.

o Activities: For these events, it is best to draft a concise statement – typically a few
paragraphs – emphasizing your core messages that you can send to reporters
immediately. One recent example is a statement released by the Colorado Children’s
Campaign CEO lauding Governor John Hickenlooper for vetoing a bill that would have
imposed monthly premiums for some children enrolled in the state’s children’s health
insurance program. Other opportunities for reactive outreach include:

 Start of the budget debate/release of budget proposals
 Vote or action on a key piece of legislation
 Administrative announcement, such as Michigan Governor Rick Snyder’s

executive order to create an Office of Great Start to coordinate the state's early
childhood efforts

 Program milestone, such as progress in New York to fully implement the
statewide quality rating system, QUALITYStarsNY

 Release of updated high school graduation rates in your state (this provides a
timely hook to submit a letter to the editor or pitch an op-ed about the correlation
between quality early learning and increased graduation rates)

There are also opportunities to localize national stories about changes in Head
Start/Early Head Start funding or relevant announcements/speeches by Secretary of
Education Arne Duncan. For these pitches, it is key to emphasize the local impact of a
funding cut or speech.

o Timing: Reactive coverage is all about recognizing when the media is likely to be writing
stories related to early childhood education issues and figuring out how to insert yourself
into the coverage. By keeping track of the news on your issue and communicating
frequently with allies, coalitions and other contacts (which you may already do), you
should be able to flag when something significant is about to break. To ensure that you
are included in the cycle of news coverage, you should prepare talking points or a
statement in advance and start your outreach the minute news breaks – it’s even useful
to contact reporters before to let them know you are ready to serve as a resource as
they are writing about the issue.

It’s critical to move as fast as possible for reactive outreach, particularly with legislative
events – waiting even three or four hours can put you behind the news cycle. As you
monitor coverage daily, pay attention to whether your unique perspective has been
included in stories that directly affect those you represent. Do you have different or
newer data or facts that are absent from coverage? Are there examples or real-life
stories that you can offer to show an unrepresented side or angle to the story? If there is
ongoing news coverage on this issue that’s missing important information or a fresh
perspective that you can add, move quickly and reach out to the reporter or consider
developing an op-ed or letter to the editor in response.
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Staying on Message – Ace an Interview

It happens time and again: intelligent, informed, qualified spokespeople speak to a member of
the press and suddenly find themselves talking “off message.” The reporter is in control of the
conversation, rather than the spokesperson.

Media interviews are an important part of an overall communications outreach campaign. As a
key spokesperson on this issue, you have the power to shape the public conversation that takes
place. There is really only one overall tip for acing an interview: PREPARE.

Get what you want from the interview. It’s not true that all press is good press. Evaluate
every opportunity carefully:

 Will the interview get you in front of your target audience?
 Is it likely that the angle of the story will give you an opportunity to get your key

messages to this target audience?
 Will you have an opportunity to respond to the opposition and are you prepared to do

so?

If your answer to these questions is yes, then do the interview. If you answer no to any of these
questions, decline the interview and refer the reporter to another source that is good on your
issues but more appropriate for the topic.

Journalists prepare and you must, too. A journalist spends substantial time considering what
type of story they are looking to write before ever speaking to anyone. When a journalist comes
to you, be prepared. CEOs, politicians, celebrities – people with large communications staffs
who constantly interact with the press – still end up going off message and saying things that
are unclear, or worse, regrettable. Don’t ever think you can “wing” it. Even as an expert, your
preparation should include:

 Familiarizing yourself with the journalist/media outlet before your interview. Have
they covered this story in the past? Do they tend to cover stories from a particular point
of view? The checklist at the end of this tipsheet will help you to know the right
questions to ask to make sure you are fully prepared for any interview.

 Knowing what you want to say in advance. Your expertise might enable you to
discuss endless aspects of your issue but only one, maybe two, points will make it into a
story and even then a consumer of the story may only remember bits and pieces. Don’t
let an audience member or a journalist decide what the most important point is on this
issue.  Review your messages in advance and evaluate the topic on which you’re
speaking. Select one or two key points to make and make them well.

 Practicing saying your messages. Role play with a colleague to be sure you are
ready for tough questions and are prepared without sounding like you are simply reading
a script.
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 Check the news. Make sure you know about late-breaking events that could affect your
remarks.

 Anticipate the questions you might be asked and prepare brief responses that
deliver your message. There is a difference between answering a question and
responding to one. You can respond to nearly any question in a way that incorporates
your key messages.

Prepare for an Interview: Anticipate Questions
Use this space to brainstorm questions that you might be asked (especially difficult or
inappropriate ones). Then practice responding by staying calm and on message.

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

____________________________________________________________________________

During the interview. You may be nervous, but the most important thing is to be calm and
confident. Feel free to keep notes in front of you during a phone or radio interview. The following
tips will help you deliver your messages effectively:

 Collect your thoughts. If a journalist calls and wants to conduct an on-the-spot
interview, ask if you can call him/her back in five minutes. Use that time to gather your
thoughts and review your key points.

 Keep it simple! Use clear language and avoid jargon. You don’t want to bore your
audience or make them feel stupid.

 Use numbers, but sparingly. Memorize one or two precise statistics that will give
weight to your messages and bring your information to life.

 Be honest! Don’t stretch the truth. If you don’t know the answer, say so and suggest an
alternative source. Anything less than factual and honest answers can seriously damage
your credibility as well as the credibility of your cause.

 Be focused. Give your undivided attention and eye contact to the interviewer.  Look
directly at the person asking the question. Listen carefully to the questions asked, and
don’t be afraid to pause slightly before answering or to ask them to repeat the question.

 Be brief. Using short responses and messages will help keep you focused and allow
more time for repetition.

 Stay on message. Don’t stray from your main points. Always bring your answers back
to your key messages.  Here are some common ways to “bridge” to your message:
o “That is a good question; however, what people should know is…”
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o “I don’t know the answer to that question, but what I do know is…”
o "(short answer to question) which means…"
o “(short answer to question), and in addition…”

 Flag key points. Help the reporter and the audience know what you’re saying is
important.
o “The most important thing for people to know is…”
o “The main point is…”
o “What I really want to make clear is…"

 Provide other sources that will back you up. Independent experts can help to provide
support for your position.

 Everything is on the record. Don’t give in to the temptation to tell the reporter
something “off the record.” If you say it aloud, or put it in an e-mail, assume that it will
appear in the reporter’s story.

 Stay calm. Getting flustered can convey a host of things – none positive! Prepare in
advance and stick to your messages and you’ll ace any interview.

 Set up the follow-up question. Stay in control by giving a concise answer, and you’ll
ensure that you’re having the conversation you want to have. For example: “The report
illustrates that children are more likely to do well in school if they get an hour of play a
day. There are three simple ways kids can get this.” Stop here. The reporter will naturally
ask you what the three ways are.

 Give your answer. You don't have to answer the interviewer's exact question. You
rarely see the question in TV or print interviews, only the response. So feel free to pick
out one word or phrase in the question and respond to that.  For example, if they ask,
"What do you think when people say that K-12 funding should be prioritized during tough
economic times?" Give your sound-bites: “Children who attend high quality early learning
programs perform better when they enter the K-12 system, are less likely to need
remediation, and are more likely to meet state academic proficiency goals.”

 Correct mistakes. If a reporter makes a misstatement or has a fact wrong, correct it.
Be polite but correct it.  Never lose your temper with a reporter.

 Don’t repeat negative or inflammatory language. For example, if a reporter says,
“Isn’t it true that we should be investing money in creating jobs at a time when people
are out of work and need to feed their families?” Don’t reinforce that opinion by saying,
“No, jobs are not the priority, kids are the priority.” Instead, turn it around to something
positive: “In fact, investing in quality early learning programs allows parents to go to work
in the first place…”

 Know when to stop. Reporters often leave a space of silence to try and draw
unintended remarks out of guests. Don't continue talking after you make your point.

 Don’t be trapped. Never say something you don't want to appear in print or be aired.
Don’t answer hypothetical questions. If asked rapid-fire questions – pick one to answer.
Some reporters try to influence interviews by asking leading questions, like “Would you
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say…” or “Isn’t it true…” Avoid following into the trap of agreeing with them. If you don’t
agree, or if it’s not true, be sure to say, “No. Actually, the truth is . . .”

 Don’t paint yourself into a corner. Do not answer the, “When did you stop kicking your
dog?” questions. When the question is a set-up or will produce an answer that can be
taken out of context, rephrase the question. Say, “I think you mean to ask…” Then briefly
answer your question.

Your body does some talking, too. Sometimes, how you say something can be as
important as what you have to say.

 Keep your eye contact steady. Don’t shift your eyes or “look” for answers when
asked a question.

 Keep your tone firm but not defensive, even if you are discussing a controversial
topic.

 For television interviews, stay animated. If smiling is inappropriate because of the
topic, you should still avoid looking deadpan or lifeless.

 If you are standing for a television interview, stand in a “T” formation to avoid
swaying. When sitting for television interview, cross your ankles (causing you to
naturally lean forward), and keep your hands in your lap.

 When you are being interviewed, look at the person interviewing you not the camera.
If you are being interviewed at a remote location and the interviewer is in the studio
or somewhere else, DO look straight into the camera.

Dress for success. Make sure you are completely prepared for the interview – this includes
dressing for the part.

 If you are on camera or getting a photo taken, your outfit should be appropriate for
the story. In some cases, this means formal business attire. However, in other cases,
different attire will help add credibility to the piece. For example, if you are giving a
story about building playgrounds, work clothes are more appropriate.

 For women, formal clothes should be jeweled tones – not all black or all white –
complimented by small earrings (so they don’t cast a shadow), minimal additional
jewelry and normal make up.

 For men, blue shirts are best, as are ties that have a simple pattern (complex ones
can be animated on television).

After the interview. Your job isn’t finished when the reporter calls it a wrap. Here are a few
recommended follow-up steps.

 Send a note to the reporter thanking him/her for taking the time to learn more about
your issue. Don’t thank them specifically for the coverage (if you like the story); they
aren’t doing you a favor. But if you do like a specific point or angle, highlight that in
your thank you letter. To increase your chances of additional coverage in the future,
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offer some additional story angles. Then add this reporter to your Rolodex and be
sure to send periodic updates.

 If you feel you were misquoted or some facts were wrong, first go back to the person
who interviewed you and try to get a correction. If the reporter refuses to issue a
correction, then you can go to his/her editor. Remember, if you just don’t like your
quote, that is not a reason for a correction. That is a reason for you to practice
delivering your points better.

 Review your performance. If you had a tough time answering a question or bridging
to one of your main points, practice doing it better for the next time.

Interview Checklist
Use this form to log interview requests and ensure that your spokesperson is well-
prepared for the interview!

Date of interview request _______________ Deadline ___________________________

Name ______________________________ Outlet _____________________________

Phone ______________________________ E-mail _____________________________

Spokesperson requested ________________________________________________________

What is the interview about? _____________________________________________________

How long will it last? ___________________________________________________________

What’s your organization’s role in the piece? ________________________________________

Are you the focus, or are you being interviewed to provide support? ______________________

____________________________________________________________________________

Who else are they interviewing? __________________________________________________
Information about the interview format:
 Phone or in person? _____________________________________________________
 Live or taped? __________________________________________________________
 If taped, will it be edited? __________________________________________________
 One-on-one or are you part of a panel? ______________________________________
 Will listeners or viewers call-in with questions? _________________________________

Information about the outlet:
 What kind of outlet – print, radio or television? _________________________________
 Do they typically have an angle? (e.g., conservative talk radio show, women’s issues

columnist for a daily newspaper, etc.) ________________________________________
 If print, do they need a photo? ______________________________________________
 If broadcast, do they want to pre-interview the spokesperson? _____________________



18

Editorial Board Outreach
Community members, policymakers, donors, volunteers and many others are often influenced
by editorials. A favorable editorial on your issue can help you advance your goals, while one
that supports your opposition’s viewpoint can impede your progress.

It’s important to note that an editorial is different from an op-ed. Editorials are written by staff at
the newspaper and express the paper’s opinion on an issue. Op-eds may be written by staff or
outside contributors and express solely the author’s opinion.

The following offers tips on how to reach out to editorial boards as well as basic information
about how a newspaper’s editorial page generally operates.

What is an editorial board?
The editorial board is the group of individuals at a newspaper that determines what the paper’s
position will be on an issue and pens editorials expressing those views. In a nutshell, the
editorial board is the team of writers and editors of the editorial page.

From one newspaper to another, editorial pages vary greatly in their number of staff. A large
paper such as the Los Angeles Times has several editorial writers with specific beats, similar to
news reporters, along with an editorial page editor, that make up the board. Smaller papers may
have only one editorial writer and an editorial page editor that comprise the board.

When should you consider editorial board outreach?
Contacting the editorial board of a local or regional newspaper provides you with the opportunity
to get across your point of view to the people that determine what the newspaper’s opinion will
be on a particular issue. There are several instances when it may be useful to contact an
editorial board. Examples include:

 When you are launching a campaign or new program and are able to use high-profile
leaders as spokespeople who are likely to be influential to the editorial board.

 When you release a report or have other new information that is generating significant
news coverage.

 When there is upcoming government action around your issue that offers an editorial
board the opportunity to try to influence policymakers.

In general, this type of opinion outreach gives you a chance to influence the board’s opinions in
your favor or, if the paper seems likely to oppose your viewpoint, gives you the opportunity to try
to move the coverage of your issue in a more favorable direction.

Before you contact an editorial board, research the newspaper’s editorial coverage to see if they
have editorialized on your issue in the past. If they have editorialized recently, and are on your
side, it would be more appropriate to send a letter to the editor expressing your support for the
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coverage. If the newspaper has written a negative editorial about your issue recently, determine
whether or not you have a realistic chance of changing their point of view so you avoid
encouraging another negative editorial.

What’s the best way to reach out to an editorial board?
When you are trying to get an editorial board to write about your issue, there are two ways to
contact the board: an in-person meeting or e-mail memo.

During an editorial board meeting, one or more spokespeople for an organization or members of
a coalition meet face-to-face with some or all of the editorial board members at a newspaper.
During that meeting they have an opportunity to brief the editorial board on an issue and field
questions.

When asking for a meeting, send an e-mail or fax to briefly outline your position, the people that
will attend, and suggest a time frame for the meeting, such as a few days of a particular week.
Be sure to include any information about why the meeting is timely, such as an upcoming event,
anniversary, vote on a piece of legislation, etc.

Typically, in-person editorial board meetings can be difficult to secure, particularly with larger
publications. In many cases, sending an e-mail or memo to the editorial board editor (or specific
editorial writer who covers your issue or similar ones) can be just as effective. The memo should
cover three points in this order:
 Identify who you are and the issue you are concerned with.
 Name the problem and the desired solution. Make the case for your solution in two to

three sentences. First, describe the harm to the community that the problem is causing.
Then, explain what benefits the solution will bring.

 Include your ask to editorialize on your issue and reiterate why the board should write
about it now.

Whether you send an e-mail memo or request an in-person meeting, try to find out the name of
the person that writes on your issue, and address your note to him or her. If you’re unable to do
this, address the memo to the editorial page editor.

It is also important to be politely persistent, recognizing that editorial writers often are swamped
with requests. If the editorial page editor doesn't call you back right away, give her or him a day
or two. At some papers, there is only one person writing editorials who faces extreme time
constraints.

If you secure an in-person editorial board meeting, how should you prepare and what
should you expect?
Once the meeting is secured, identify the one to four people (depending on the issue) who
should serve as the spokespeople at the meeting. These may be staff from your organization,
members of a coalition, etc. It’s a good idea to assemble a team that will all have the same
message but can offer slightly different perspectives. For example, an editorial board meeting
about an early childhood education issue might include the president of an advocacy group, a
supportive business leader and a teacher or administrator.

Also ask if you should send materials in advance of the meeting or bring them with you. A
background packet should include appropriate press releases, fact sheets, and op-eds that
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have been written in support of your issue. You may also include past editorials on the issue by
the editorial board you will be meeting.

It’s a wise idea for the meeting participants to talk in advance of the meeting about how it will
go, who will speak and what will be said. It’s best if everyone is in agreement on key messages
to use and what they are asking for.

When you meet with the editorial page staff, one participant should act as the moderator. The
moderator will outline the reason for the meeting, introduce himself/herself and ask other
participants to briefly introduce themselves. Each participant will then speak for three to five
minutes on his or her perspective on the issue at hand. The moderator will then ask for
questions and direct them to the appropriate member of the team.

Finally, close the meeting by asking the editorial board to do something. This ask will depend on
the situation. If the newspaper has not editorialized on the issue, you may ask them to
editorialize in support of your viewpoint. If they’ve written editorials in the past that oppose your
position, you might ask them to consider the new information that you have provided when
writing future editorials on the issue. Make sure to follow up after the meeting with a letter
thanking the editorial board members that you met with for their time and restating your position.
Include any materials that you promised to send.
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Opinions Count – Write and submit an op-ed

Op-ed is an abbreviation for “opposite the editorial page” and refers to the opinion pieces that a
newspaper publishes on the page facing the editorial page as well as online in the opinion
section. Newspapers generally have a stable of op-ed columnists and regular contributors but
most will also print op-eds written by outside authors.

Editors may choose to publish op-eds that express different opinions than those expressed in
their editorials to balance the outlet’s coverage of an issue. Sometimes op-eds are selected for
their unique response or fresh perspective on a recent event or news story.

Simply put, op-eds express the opinion of the author on a particular issue, and can offer an
excellent opportunity for you to advance your messages. The following are some tips for writing
and submitting an op-ed that will increase your chances of getting published.

Getting noticed. Before sitting down to write your op-ed, think about what your goals are for the
piece. Who are you trying to influence and what action do you want them to take? These
decisions will impact not only the content of your op-ed but whom you have sign it and where
you place it.

The right signer. In many instances, you will be the one to write, sign and submit your
op-ed to the paper. On some occasions however, you will want to think about whether
there is another influential person that you might ask to work with you on the op-ed and
be either the signer or co-signer. If your organization has access to well-known figures
who are influential on the issue you are trying to promote, it can be advantageous to
make them the public representative for your position on the op-ed page. Having your
op-ed signed by a well-known name or respected figure in your community can increase
its appeal to the paper and your odds of placement. Keep your target audience in mind
when determining who should sign your op-ed to ensure you pick someone whose
opinion they are likely to listen to and respect.

Picking your paper. Make sure to keep your target audience in mind when selecting the
paper to which you will submit your op-ed. Think about where your audience lives and
what papers you think they are most likely to read. Note that papers are more likely to
publish op-eds from writers that live within the coverage area of the paper.

Follow the rules. All newspapers have guidelines for op-ed submissions that generally include
a maximum word count, exclusivity rules and instructions on how to submit the piece.
Exclusivity rules are particularly important to follow. If it is not clear on the newspaper’s website,
contact the editor directly to determine the rules established by the particular outlet that you are
targeting.
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It’s important to adhere to an outlet’s guidelines because failing to do so will likely cause your
submission to be rejected, no matter how well-written it is. We recommend finding out the
guidelines before you even begin to write. Always be sure to check the newspaper’s website
first; most major papers will have this information available. If not, call the op-ed editor and ask
about the guidelines. While you have him or her on the phone, you can also take the opportunity
to introduce yourself and your organization, share your idea for an op-ed and ask if it would be a
good fit for the paper.

The write stuff. New York Times op-ed editor David Shipley wrote an article about how the
paper selects op-eds. He looks for “timeliness, ingenuity, strength of argument, freshness of
opinion, clear writing and newsworthiness.” When writing your op-ed, keep the following in mind:

Focus. Don’t try to do too much. It’s better to develop and support one argument
thoroughly, with plenty of detail, than to try to cover several more generally. By trying to say
everything, you may end up saying nothing.

Support. Your opinion needs to be supported by hard facts and, if possible, powerful
statistics. This will give your op-ed weight and enable it to stand up to criticism. Be careful,
though, that you do not overload your op-ed with numbers. Three to four key facts or
statistics are ideal; more would be overkill.

Illustrate. A well-chosen personal story or real life example will give life to your argument,
and demonstrate the human impact of your issue.

Speak plainly. Avoid using insider jargon in your op-ed. Resist the temptation! Write as if
you were talking to your neighbor, your mom or your dentist. For a clear argument, use
everyday language.

Edit, edit, edit. Make sure that your final op-ed does not contain grammar or spelling errors.
Ask someone else to read it for clarity.

Submit and follow up. Submit your op-ed, following the newspaper’s instructions for doing so.
If it is accepted, congratulate yourself and work with the newspaper to edit the piece if needed.

If you haven’t heard anything after several days, follow up with the op-ed editor to see if the
piece that you submitted is still under consideration and ask if there are any revisions that you
could make to increase its chances of being published.

If the piece is rejected, ask the op-ed editor how you could improve a future op-ed. Newspapers
sometimes commission op-eds, so even if this op-ed wasn’t published, developing a relationship
with the editor can increase your future chances of being published.

If your op-ed is rejected by the first paper you submit to, determine the next best placement and
resubmit. It is helpful to brainstorm multiple options when initially writing so you can quickly
make any needed adjustments and move on to the next paper. Be sure to understand your
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paper’s exclusivity rules as most op-ed editors require that you only submit to one paper at a
time.

Share your success. Make sure to save an electronic copy of your op-ed once it is printed.
You should distribute copies of the op-ed to any interested individuals – allied organizations
working with you, those organizations with which you would like to work, colleagues in other
states, funders, policymakers, etc. The life of an op-ed is not over once it appears in a
newspaper; in fact, you often get the most impact out of placement by directly sending it around
to key audiences following publication. Post a link to the published piece on your organization’s
website, and consider using social networks like Facebook and Twitter to magnify your
audience.

Op-ed Check List
Before you submit an op-ed, check to make sure:

 You’re under the newspaper’s word limit (usually 500-750 words).

 You have one main argument, not multiple arguments.

 A reader will understand your main point after reading the first paragraph.

 You have included a few carefully chosen facts, statistics and stories.

 You have not used any jargon or acronyms.

 Your op-ed can be understood by an average adult, like your neighbor or your dentist.

 Your op-ed contains no spelling or grammatical errors.

 At the end of your op-ed, you have included one to two sentences describing who the author
is and highlighting what makes him/her a credible writer on this particular issue.
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How to Craft an Op-ed

An op-ed expresses the opinion of the author on a particular issue and is a chance to advance your
message. It can respond to a recent, specific news item or offer a unique response or fresh
perspective on a current event or issue. Remember to use clear language; make one solid point;
and use three or four facts, stories or statistics to support your argument.

The following worksheet will help you develop an outline that you can use to guide you as you write
your op-ed.

Identify the (one) key point your op-ed will make:

Identify the audience you are trying to reach with your op-ed:

Identify the signer for your op-ed:

Intro Paragraph:
Draft the first two to three sentences of your op-ed.

Supporting Points:
Identify two to three facts or statistics or a personal story that supports
your key point.

Intro Paragraph

 Start with a clear,
compelling hook.

 State the main
argument of your op-
ed.

Supporting Points

 Use key facts and
powerful statistics to
support your argument.

 Illustrate your
argument with a
compelling personal
story or real-life
example.

 Focus on supporting
your main point
thoroughly.
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