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Letters to the Editor and related topics
by michelle

Letters to the Editor 1 - Tips

They can be commentaries on current events, to responses to opinions and stories told in the paper. Because they have to be short (often max. 150 words; 100-200 words), they’re good practice to train in writing short persuasive arguments. We could use them to practice argumentative texts (reasoned opinions) instead of to express dissent by describing our personal experience -- but it’s up to you. 

A LTE needs to be short, focused and within the bounds of good taste.

· Full name and your contact information (not in exams, unless required)

· Refer to the previously published letter, news story or column, identifying it by its headline and the date it was published (“Title”, Dec. 26) (Letters referring to things older than seven days are usually discarted/chucked!). If you are responding to a columnist's views (or any other opinion piece), don't launch a personal attack on the columnist -- attack his/her views (ideas). If you have read a news story or feature article that relates to something you've experienced, respond by putting your own personal twist on the subject.

· Say what’s important without delay (Cut to the chase! – not like French movies!). In order to write an effective letter you do not have to be a professional; your common sense is worth more than tons of information. You don't need a long, rambling introduction to your subject. Just focus on one or two key points that you want to make and move on. Be polite. You can do so while being critical. (Then, if people are ofended by the piece of criticism, that’ll be their problem, not yours!) Write short, punchy sentences, grouped in two or three paragraphs, meaning short paragraphs. 
· Extras: Be witty. Let your sense of humor and irony shine through. You can even be a little wicked, as long as you don't cross the line of good taste. Avoid wornout cliches and weak puns (groan). 

Related Topics - Tips

- Argumentative Texts are about ideas. They show the process of supporting or weakening another statement. "Defending a position" means EXPLAINING THE IDEAS AND GIVING REASONS FOR THEM. "Defending a position" is not prevailing, or fighting people. 


Structure: There are several types of structure (find more examples)

Classical: 


a. Introduction (the purpose of my...)
b. Explanation of the case under consideration (there are two different approaches to this issue... historically the debate...)
c. Outline of the argument (the difficult points are the following... + as it was said above...)
d. Proofs supporting the argument (as a matter of fact... it cannot be forgotten... furthermore... what is more…)
e. Refutation (even though... it is obvious that... nobody would believe that...)
f. Conclusion (on the whole... as a result... as a conclusion... finally... summing up...)


Other:


• Pros and cons discussion: pro-con-pro-con or con-pro-con-pro.
• One-sided argument: no counterarguments.
• Eclectic approach: some of the views on the subject.
• Opposition's arguments first, author's arguments: Traditionally it has been believed…; it seems to be a fact...
• Other side questioned: no direct refutation, mainly posing questions.

Language: everything has to be clearly explained and supported, not counting on the reader's knowledge or on the rightfulness of your position.
- News articles: According to the inverted-pyramid presentation of contents (who, what, why, when,

where, how) the point comes first and then it is expanded following the order of relevance of the other facts. This structure allows readers to learn the most relevant points without reading the whole article and editors to cut articles which are too long without harming the shape or meaning of the piece. Literary journalism breaks this traditional structure of the inverted pyramid and tries to write from the witnesses point of view, to engage readers most and convey a more comprehensive picture of reality.
- News report: The structure is the following:

1. Lead: a catchy lead sets the scene and grabs the attention

2. Billboard: a sentence or paragraph outlines the main ideas and thesis

3. Development: main ideas are developed chronologically or thematically

4. Kicker: a forward-looking conclusion reinforces the thesis
Letters to the Editor 2 - Examples from mainstream media
Source: http://www.carliner-remes.com/jacob/leteds.htm

New York Times, "Death at Work: Who Is to Blame?", December 26, 2003 (100 words)

To the Editor:
     Re "A Trench Caves In; a Young Worker Is Dead. Is It a Crime?" (front page, Dec. 21): 
     If the people who hired companies like Moeves Plumbing were forced to be legally and financially responsible for their subcontractors' misdeeds, there would be fewer safety and other violations. 
     Subcontractors like Moeves Plumbing survive by charging lower rates than their legitimate, safe competitors. Conversely, otherwise legitimate companies are forced to cut corners and compromise safety in order to compete. 
     Imposing legal liability on contractors would force them to take into account the safety records of their subcontractors and expose the otherwise hidden costs of unsafe business.
JACOB REMES. Washington, Dec. 22, 2003

Michigan State University] State News, "Police infiltration leads to silence", April 5, 2001 (160 words)

     As a student activist at Yale University, I was tremendously disturbed to read Jeremy W. Steele’s article about police infiltration of the MSU affiliate of United Students Against Sweatshops ("Activist group exposes undercover officer," SN 4/3). 
     While police infiltration of student and other dissident groups has a long history in the United States, that infiltration has often ended in tragedy. It has been alleged that it was an undercover police agent who started the shooting that left four dead and 13 wounded at Kent State University 31 years ago. Police infiltration leads to less effective dissident organizations and fear among activists. 
     In a university setting, police infiltration is simply wrong. It defeats the freedom that should be inherent in the university and threatens to curtail the exchange of ideas that makes the university a valuable space within society. 
     I hope that now that MSU has uncovered the police’s infiltration, students and the administration will take the lead in standing against such tactics. 
Jacob Remes, former coordinator. Yale Social Justice Network
Letters to the Editor 2 - Example from Amnesty International USA

Source: http://www.amnestyusa.org/

NGOs use Letters to the Media and the Authorities to raise awareness about bad situations different kinds of people are facing, so on their websites they often explain how to write letters to the editor, for instance, and show sample letters, like this one (190 words):
Use this sample letter as a guide, but put your letter in your own words. Try to frame your letter as a response to a recent article, editorial, or event covered by your newspaper. 

 

[Date]

Dear Editor,

The crisis in Darfur, Sudan has been devastating, and civilians -- particularly women and girls -- are suffering from the violence.

[Main point] Armed combatants in Darfur -- including ... -- have subjected women and girls to sexual violence and other brutal assaults. [Evidence backing this] According to ... . According to an International Rescue Committee estimate, more than 200 women were raped in one refugee camp in late July and August. [Back to main point, differently: change in focus] Survivors of sexual and physical assaults often suffer long-term mental and physical illness, social stigmatization and significant economic hardships.

[Relevant Event – Response] On August 31, the United Nations Security Council mandated a UN peacekeeping operation in Darfur -- ... . [Problem] Sudan is obstructing the deployment. [Consequence] Each additional day without UN peacekeepers in Darfur women and girls are put at further risk of abduction, rape and torture. [Demand/Solution] The U.S. administration must redouble its efforts to get Sudan to admit the UN peacekeepers in Darfur.

Sincerely,

[your name here]
[your address and phone number] 
