Project Option 3:
Write a Letter to Congress

Basic Synopsis:
After choosing an issue of great importance to you, write a letter to your representative to the NC General Assembly, the US House of Representatives, or one of North Carolina’s senators.

*** VERY IMPORTANT:  Part of this project involves awaiting a response to your letter.  Since legislators are extremely busy, it COULD be months before you receive a reply.  As such, be prepared to undertake and finish another project, and use this as a project for a later quarter JUST IN CASE! ***

Step By Step Instructions:

1. Choose an issue.  
This year, there are a number of important issues in the minds of Americans: The economy, the war in Afghanistan, the economy, national debt, taxes, and immigration.  Some of these issues affect North Carolinians, but there are also issues that have more of a local focus: Education, the highway bridge over the Yadkin River, jobs.  Think of issues that are important to you, then bring your ideas to Mr. Shock, and he can help you decide which legislator you should contact about your issue. 

2. Find out who your legislator is. 
If you are going to write to someone in the NC General Assembly, you will need to visit the following website:  http://www.ncleg.net/GIS/RandR07/Home.html

If you are going to write to a member of the US House of Representatives, you need to visit the following website: http://www.house.gov/Welcome.shtml

In either case, you will need to know your full ZIP code – this is more than just the 5 digits you’re used to using; it also includes a 4 digit number at the end.  You can find that out by visiting the following website:  http://zip4.usps.com/zip4/welcome.jsp

Enter the information into the website, following the directions on the site, and it will tell you who your representatives are.  Once you have that, you can use the cheat sheet I've included to find their address.  

3. Do some background research
There are two parts to this step.  First, find some facts and information to back up your opinions on the issue.  Remember, you will be writing what amounts to a persuasive essay to this legislator, and you need to be able to support your arguments!  You can use the internet, newspapers, resources in the library, or your own personal experiences as facts.

The second part is to research how your chosen legislator feels about this topic.  You might discover that they already feel the same way, or perhaps that another legislator would be a better choice (for example, they serve on a committee that would deal with your issue).  If they don’t have any advertised opinion on the issue, or have a view opposite of your own, this should make your letter all that more persuasive. If they support your issue the same way you do, then your letter can be an opportunity to say “atta boy!” or give them the encouragement to continue to support your issue.  You MIGHT want to make mention of bills they are working on (either support or have come out in opposition to), or the committees they serve on.


4. Write your letter! 
Write a letter suitable for your legislator (use the attached worksheets to see how to format and address your letter properly), in which you state your opinion, and try to convince them to agree with you.

One thing you need to MAKE SURE to do, is to properly format your letter.  Remember – this is a legislator!  You can't just say “Dear Senator” or say “hey, what's up!”  There is a proper way for your letter to be taken seriously.  Use the cheat sheet I've included to help you do this.

5. Get your letter proof-read, revise, and write your final copy 
Bring your letter to Mr. Shock, and have him proof-read it.  OR you could have another teacher or another adult read your letter for errors.  Then, write your final draft – just like you would an essay in Language Arts.

6. Mail your letter!
Use the cheat sheet to know what address to send your letter to.  Then, simply mail your letter!  If you wish, bring your final copy to Mr. Shock and he will help you with that step.

*** Depending on who you are contacting, you may be able to contact your legislator via e-mail or his/her website.  For this project, you are required to do things the “old fashioned way” which means by an actual letter sent via the post office (snail mail).

7. Await the reply!
In some ways, this could be the worst part.  Legislators are very busy people (they have a lot of work to do in Congress), and they receive a lot of letters every day from the many many people they each represent.  Sometimes, you might receive a response very quickly – within a week or two.  Sometimes, however, it might be a couple of months before you hear back from your legislator.  THIS IS WHY YOU SHOULD HAVE A BACK-UP PLAN FOR YOUR PROJECT!  YOU CANNOT COMPLETE THIS PROJECT UNTIL THEY RESPOND TO YOU!

When you receive a response, more often than not, it will be what is called a “form letter.” In other words, legislators have a stack of letters they've already written, with a stamp or a machine copying their signature, about whatever issue you've contacted them about.  Or, they might simply send you a letter thanking you for your input.  Very rarely will a legislator actually read your letter himself/herself, and very rarely will a legislator send a specific response to you.  This is because of how busy they are, and the fact that so many people contact them.  

8. Answer the reflection questions
See the included sheet for the reflection questions you must answer.


9. Turn it in!
You will need to include your reflection response, a copy of your letter, and the legislator's reply.  That's it, you're done!

Letter to Congress
Short Answer Reflection


Instructions:
Answer each of the following questions in complete sentences.  Good answers to the questions will require at least one paragraph to answer.  These need to be answered on a separate sheet of paper, preferably typed.


1. How long did it take you to receive your reply from the legislator?  How does the speed of reply make you feel about how much the legislator cares about your opinion?


2. If you received a form letter response (not specific to the comments/issues you raised, didn't directly answer your questions), how did this make you feel? (even if the signature appears hand-written, it might be a form letter – legislators have special machines that copy their signature)




3. If you received a form letter response, why do you think you received this? 




4. (answer if your response was NOT a form-letter) How do you feel knowing that the legislator took the time to write a personalized response to your letter?  Are there any reasons you think might have made this possible?




5. How much of an impact do you think your letter will have on the legislator when it comes to passing new laws?  Why do you think this is?

Letter to Congress
Legislator Cheat Sheet 
(Names and Addresses)

North Carolina General Assembly:

State Senate:



Andrew Brock (District 34) (Republican)



Address:




The Honorable Andrew Brock







NC Senate




300 N. Salisbury Street, Room 623




Raleigh, NC 27603-5925


State House of Representatives:

	Harry Warren (District 77) (Republican)

Address:


The Honorable Harry Warren


NC House of Representatives


300 N. Salisbury St., Room 533


Raleigh, NC 27603-5925


	Fred Steen (district 76) (Republican)

Address:


The Honorable Fred Steen


NC House of Representatives


300 N. Salisbury Street, Room 305


Raleigh, NC 27603-5925


United States Congress:

United States Senate:

	Richard Burr (Republican)

Address:


The Honorable Richard Burr


217 Russell Senate Office Building


Washington DC 20510
	Kay Hagan (Democrat)

Address:


The Honorable Kay Hagan


521 Dirksen Senate Office Building


Washington DC 20510



United States House of Representatives:

	Mel Watt (12th District) (Democrat)

Address:


The Honorable Mel Watt


2304 Rayburn HOB


Washington, DC 20515-3312
	Howard Coble (6th District) (Republican)

Address:


The Honorable Howard Coble


2188 Rayburn Office Bldg


Washington, DC 20515


Letter to Congress
Legislator Cheat Sheet 
(Writing your letter)

When addressing your letter, it should be “Dear Senator:” or “Dear Representative:”  This is the appropriate, respectful way to open your letter.   Remember, this is a professional letter, so you should NOT end it with “Love.”  The correct way to close your letter would be “Sincerely,” or “Respectfully,”.

Tips for Getting Your Letter Noticed & Taken Seriously:
(From About.Com)

Keep it Simple
Your letter should address a single topic or issue. Typed, one-page letters are best. Many PACs (Political Action Committees) recommend a three-paragraph letter structured like this:

1. Say why you are writing and who you are. List your "credentials." (If you want a response, you must include your name and address, even when using email.)

2. Provide more detail. Be factual not emotional. Provide specific rather than general information about how the topic affects you and others. If a certain bill is involved, cite the correct title or number whenever possible.

3. Close by requesting the action you want taken: a vote for or against a bill, or change in general policy.

The best letters are courteous, to the point, and include specific supporting examples.

Here are some key things you should always do in writing to your elected representatives.

1. Be courteous and respectful without "gushing."

2. Clearly and simply state the purpose of your letter. If it's about a certain bill, identify it correctly. 

3. Say who you are. Anonymous letters go nowhere. If you don't include at least your name and address, you will not get a response.

4. State any professional credentials or personal experience you may have, especially those pertaining to the subject of your letter.

5. Keep your letter short -- one page is best.

6. Use specific examples or evidence to support your position.

7. State what it is you want done or recommend a course of action.

8. Thank the member for taking the time to read your letter.

