
Guidelines for writing Letter To The

Editors (LTEs)  and Op-Ed pieces

I N T R O D U C T I O N  

Black and Brown communities across the country are

experiencing an uptick in gun violence. While these

communities are reeling from this violence, some elected

officials and political commentators are demanding more

punitive and carceral solutions as a response to this crisis.

However, history has repeatedly shown us that these types of

responses only lead to more harm. The United States

incarcerates more people than any other nation in the world,

and yet violence persists.

With the calls for more “tough-on-crime” policies being made,

your voice is needed now more than ever to counter this

dangerous narrative. Whether you are an advocate, activist, or

a concerned community member, you have an opportunity to

raise your voice and demonstrate what we know to be true:

That we won’t ever rid ourselves of gun violence in this country

if we don’t address the root causes of it and that mass

incarceration and punitive punishment is a form of violence and

therefore can never be a solution for it. 
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The movement to end mass incarceration will only be successful

if movement makers stick to clear and consistent messaging

about how the carceral system has caused irreparable harm in

Black and Brown communities. In addition to clear messaging,

movement makers must also shift the popular narrative that

suggests that policing and incarceration are needed to keep

our communities safe. 

This guide walks the reader through how to do just that with the

use of letters to the editors (LTE) and opposite the editorials

(Op-Ed). It provides tools designed to help those in our

movement shift the conversation from a focus on law and order

to a focus on community based solutions to violence. 
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L E T T E R S  T O  T H E  E D I T O R  

Letters to the editor, often abbreviated as LTE, are

opportunities to respond to stories or opinion pieces published

by a news outlet. Most LTE’s are short, only lasting about 2 to 4

paragraphs and offer a response to something recently run by

the publication it's being submitted to. Unlike Op-Eds, which

will be covered in the next section, the process of submitting

LTEs to an outlet or publication is simpler. LTE’s can be

submitted through an online form. It is pertinent to remember to

include your contact information and the organization you

represent, some publications will not accept anonymous LTEs.

Providing contact information also allows your organization,

agency, or group’s name to be seen by the readers of the LTE

section, which could create more opportunities for

collaboration in the future.

Effective LTEs cover one subject recently presented by the

publication. It is considered best practice to explicitly

reference the piece you are responding to in your text and

offer counterpoints that advance your argument. Below you will

find a sample LTE that can be used as a template for creating

one of your own.
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Letter To The Editor (LTEs)  template

To the editor of [insert publication],

On [X date] your [publication/website] published a [insert story/op-

ed/letter to the editor] about the rising rates of gun violence across the

[insert country/state], and specifically the toll it has taken on families

living here in [insert town/city/locality]. 

That piece included quotes and talking points from commenters who expressed a

need for more police as the only solution to this violence. We at [insert

organization/group name] are writing to not only reject that position but to offer

that alternative solutions to police, like the [insert specific examples such as anti-

violence programs, community interventions, alternative to incarceration programs]

we operate are much more effective at reducing acts of violence. 

Community members in the neighborhoods our program operates are

asking for real solutions to this crisis and many have said that more

police and prisons are not the answer. Data suggests that preventing

violence without police can be much more effective and less costly than

our current carceral system. [1] The United States incarcerates more

people than anywhere else in the world, yet violence persists in our

communities [2].

The reality is this: We can better address gun violence by investing in

community interventions rather than policing and mass incarceration. By

providing access to education, economic security, affordable housing,

and healthcare both mental and physical, we can stem the violence that

persists in our communities and save lives. More police is not the answer

to this current crisis, but programs and interventions that address the

root causes of violence and provide support to communities are.

Signed, 

[Your Name, Title, Organization/Group Name]

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/criminal-justice/reports/2020/10/15/491545/beyond-policing-investing-offices-neighborhood-safety/
https://www.sentencingproject.org/criminal-justice-facts/
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O P - E D S  

Opposite the editorial page, often abbreviated as op-eds, can

be longer in comparison to LTE’s, but not by much. Most op-eds

are best kept to 5 paragraphs max. Op-eds can be submitted

to publications or used on your own website.

Op-eds are best combined with visual elements. When writing

your op-ed, be sure to think of imagery that complements your

piece, as well as using language and words that are oftentimes

used by news outlets. These efforts will make sure your piece is

optimized for search engines and keep audiences interested at

first glance. You can also use call to actions in an op-ed more

effectively than in an LTE. Below is an example of a template

that could be used to form your own op-ed.
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Title: Police and prisons are not the answer to gun violence. Prevention Is.

Subtitle: Our response to gun violence relies too heavily on incarceration and not

enough on addressing the root causes of violence.

[You can use an image that fits with your branding and matches the tone of this

template.]

Our neighborhoods are in crisis. Emergency rooms across the country are fighting

two simultaneous crises, the first caused by the Delta variant of COVID-19, and the

other by the rise of gun violence, stretching many medical systems far beyond their

capacity. As many are still trying to cope with a pandemic that exacerbates social

inequality in our communities, instances of gun violence spiked in cities across the

country, making 2020 one of the deadliest years on record for shootings (1). Police

and prisons have long been the knee-jerk response to violence, but their

effectiveness at preventing gun violence during this moment remains questionable at

best (2). Much like COVID, our response to the rise in gun violence must rely on

preventative measures like anti-violence programs and community interventions, like

[insert group name here], and not incarceration. 

The United States has and continues to incarcerate more people than any other

country in the world (3). Yet, violence in our neighborhoods has not only persisted,

but has increased under the pandemic. The reality of this crisis requires us to meet

the moment with solutions that will actually produce safety and reduce gun violence.

Research shows that we can save lives by investing and supporting responses to

violence that address the needs of impacted communities through providing better

access to housing, healthcare, jobs that pay a living wage, education, and other

interventions that provide neighborhoods the resources they need to thrive.(4) These

solutions do not happen in a vacuum, anti-violence programs and community

intervention programs like [insert group name here] work tirelessly to prevent

neighborhood gun violence and fill the gaps that police and prisons cannot.

[Use this space to add 2-3 more sentences specific to your work and how you

address gun violence in the communities you serve.]

For far too long, we have failed survivors and the families of gun violence victims by

repeating the same mistakes that tear communities apart. This past summer did see 

 

Op-Ed Template

https://www.washingtonpost.com/nation/2021/03/23/2020-shootings/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/06/23/nyregion/nyc-shootings-surge.html
https://www.sentencingproject.org/criminal-justice-facts/
https://johnjayrec.nyc/2020/11/09/av2020/


Uplift the voices of survivors of violence who oftentimes want alternatives to the

punitive criminal legal system.

Build awareness around your work. How do you or the agency or organization you

represent support the communities you serve?

Shift the narrative and discourse around violence/incarceration by focusing on

an affirmative vision, as well as the root causes of violence, which include

poverty, isolation, exposure to violence, and shame.

Educate — be a resource on the following, but not limited to:

a decline in violence compared to the same months in 2020, but still, even one

shooting is one too many (5). We could save far more lives by preventing violence

and using community based responses to violence, than the racially inequitable and

ineffective methods of policing and prisons.

Four guiding principles for writing about violence

Below are some guiding principles that you should keep in mind when writing an op-

ed or LTE about violence and community safety:

1.

2.

3.

4.
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Anti-violence programs, alternatives to incarceration, and community

interventions

Drivers of violence and how to prevent them. 

Our failure to reckon with the racist history of the U.S. and U.S. policies that

have driven violence at home and abroad

https://www.nytimes.com/2021/08/24/nyregion/nyc-shootings-guns.html?campaign_id=190&emc=edit_ufn_20210824&instance_id=38690&nl=updates-from-the-newsroom&regi_id=107308747&segment_id=67099&te=1&user_id=89e1b9944e4b0765626b7fbdf2e21c2f

