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Education advocacy:A How To Guide
This handbook on advocacy has been prepared to help
teachers and others who are working on improving 
education to communicate effectively about education
issues.

Our goal is to make elected members of the provincial
g ove rn m e n t , school boards or municipal councils
accountable for the education decisions made during their
terms in office.

As education advocates, we are most effective when we
discuss local education issues in terms of the needs and
experiences of our students and colleagues on a personal
level.Because we want to influence political decisions that
affect local needs, we should make politicians accountable
to the constituents in their home ridings. When we do
that, they are more likely to fight hard for a strong and
thriving publicly-funded school system.

Education advocacy
• shapes opinion and influences the attitudes and 
behaviour of politicians
• takes organization, co-operation, education,
persistence and resistance
• is a two-way process that involves listening

A C C O U N TA B I L I T Y

OECTA believes in independent political action as part
of our campaign to win better learning and working 
conditions for students and teachers. The history of 
political activism by OECTA ’s members has earn e d
Catholic teachers an enduring reputation as a respected,
progressive voice in Ontario politics.

Political action is an organized effort to make our 
voices heard by our elected public officials to win 
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government policies and programs that benefit publicly-
funded schools in Ontario.

Many of the same methods we use to represent our
members with school boards are used in political action.

Rallies, marches, and petition
campaigns are good examples.
Other tactics include meetings
with elected officials, writing
letters to the editor, holding
n ews confere n c e s , and cam-
paigning on behalf of candidates
that support our education 
initiatives at election time.

O E C TA maintains links to all part i e s . O E C TA ’s 
political action is issue-ori e n t e d . We build our our 
political goals – then work hard for them through 
political action.

OECTA emphasizes involvement of individual class-
room teachers and grass-roots-style activism.The victories
we win at the bargaining table can be easily taken away or
reinforced through legislation at the municipal, provincial
or national level. Consider how labour laws, tax laws or
Canada’s health care and social security systems affect our
teaching lives.

Because our real strength is in numbers, not dollars,
working together with other groups to organize behind
common goals is very important. OECTA seeks to build
coalitions with other unions and many other types of
organizations. OECTA considers the joint work done to
show solidarity with strikers or other community strug-
gles to be a vital part of political action.

We view ourselves as part of a larger movement for
jobs,peace and justice in our society and a strong publicly-
funded education system.Our goals and political positions
a re not narrowly drawn in the interests of 
teachers only, but aim instead to improve the lives of all 
people of Ontario.
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OECTA’s policy and issue positions are debated and
voted on by rank-and-file delegates at the Association’s
Annual General Meeting, held in March. All units are
encouraged to submit policy resolutions to the meeting.

OECTA policy is published in the handbook, new
positions appear regularly in Agenda, the Association’s
official newsletter, and periodic FaxAgenda provides
units with more detailed information on essential issues.
OECTA also maintains a presence at Queen’s Park.
Provincial Office can assist units with information and
advice to support their political work. Check OECTA’s
web page at www.oecta.on.ca

I S S U E S

Talking to other teachers and parents one-to-one helps
create a solid group of people who understand an issue
and will work to improve conditions and solve common
problems.

Begin by asking questions and talking about your own
education concerns and issues.The key is to learn what
people are most concerned about and what directly affects
them.Once you are aware of essential issues,focus on how
you can act together and what sort of action you might
take to raise issues and make changes. Some people are
prepared to march in a rally, while others prefer to write 
letters or attend a meeting.

Staff rooms are good places to talk about issues that
affect education.

One of the best ways to achieve our goal is to have
every educator to join our efforts to ensure the best 
possible education for every student in Ontario. When
teachers speak positively about their work life, they
contribute to the process of transforming our beliefs into
action.
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Plan a strategy that focuses on the ultimate outcomes
Choose your issues and focus on them, no matter what 
the opposition tries to do. When you adopt a proactive
planning model, you avoid losing sight of your own issues
in a rush to respond to the opposition agenda. Forget the
past and focus on the future. Even if you must respond to
an immediate crisis, be sure to plan for achievement of
your long-term goals:
• Briefly describe the nature of the issue, problem 
or situation.
• Briefly, describe what it means, implications and 
how it threatens or presents opportunities for you.
• Develop a minimum of three action options,
including doing nothing.
• Identify the events, responses or problems that could
arise because of each option or of doing nothing.

Research
Facts make your case credible. Gather statistics and other
information from reliable sources to illustrate your points.
Provincial Office can assist units with information and
advice to support their political work. OECTA’s website,
w w w. o e c t a . o n . c a contains many va l u a ble links.
Statistics about conditions in schools are available in the
annual province-wide People for Education Tracking
Survey, of Ontario’s elementary and secondary schools.
www.peopleforeducation.com. Talk to school princi-
pals in your community and to representatives of school
councils for information about needs.Your school board
may be able to g ive you some statistics.

You may also need to gather your own facts by survey-
ing all the OECTA staff representatives in your board or
family of schools for information, for example, about class
sizes or the shortage of qualified teachers.

Opinion polls, results of health and safety studies, even
legal opinions may also help build an argument about a
particular policy.
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The Intern e t , especially websites of like-minded 
organizations offer links to research papers and briefs 
that can support your point of view. OECTA’s website
w w w. o e c t a . o n . c a p rovides many links to teacher 
f e d e r a t i o n s , u n i o n s , p a rent gro u p s , and social justice

organizations as well as
school boards and the
Ministry of Education.
In addition,try searching
for your issue by subject,
with an Internet search
engine. Many education
j o u rnals are ava i l a bl e
o n l i n e. If you are 

fortunate to have a Faculty of Education nearby, the
library may have articles and research on your subject.
Public libraries may also be able to locate information 
for you.

Listen
• Solicit stories about classroom and teaching 
experiences to help you describe how education 
policies affect student achievement and teaching 
effectiveness.
• Invite teachers to describe, in writing, how
government policies affect their classroom 
experiences.
• Ask parents and others who come forward with 
concerns to share their stories as well.These can 
be gathered and used as lobbying tools.
• Get permission to publicize these reports and 
anecdotes.

Share
Give all your allies and the essential decision-makers the
i n f o rmation that supports your arguments and that 
provides evidence of public support for your position.
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School communities appreciate getting information on
issues that affect their schools. One of the best ways to
reach people is to talk to people one-to-one. Set up a
booth at community fairs, farmers, markets or local malls,
especially during education week, where you can also
hand out information. Deliver leaflets in the neighbour-
hood of the school and make them available through the
school council.

C O A L I T I O N S
"THE PEOPLE, UNITED, WILL NEVER 
BE DEFEAT E D . "

Coalitions usually combine two or more groups in pursuit
of at least one common objective. A coalition can often
bring success to groups who could not prevail alone. Find
a basis for partnership with groups whose interest in 
education coincides with teachers.

Participate in your community. Begin by acquainting
yourself with the like-minded organizations in your 
community, beginning with teachers, other public service
employees, unions and service organizations. This may

include a combination of
any or all of the following:
OECTA members and other
OTF affiliates, as well as 
support staff, school council
representatives and adminis-
trators.Others who may join
your campaign to strengthen
p u blicly-funded education

are social activists working for environmental, health or
justice issues, social workers, health professionals, parish
groups, police, members of the local labour council or
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chamber of commerce.Watch for letters to the editor to
see who speaks out about your issues and those of concern
to you.

Take time to inquire about the issues of concern to
these allies and offer to help them with their struggles in
exchange for their support in education.

Attend meetings: school board meetings, school 
councils, labour councils or public events where issues of
importance to your allies are being discussed.

Parents and teachers as partners
Parents everywhere are working hard to preserve and
re s t o re fully publicly-funded education in Ontari o,
inspired by the consequences of the cuts to education
funding in Ontario. They are among our strongest allies.
One such province-wide group, People for Education,
describes publicly-funded education as the foundation of
a civil society.

People for Education is dedicated to the ideal of a fully
publicly-funded education system that “guarantees every
child access to the education that meets their needs and
equips them to contribute to and participate as citizens in
a civil society.”They are careful to maintain a distinct iden-
tity, but have been supportive of many initiatives led by
teachers.

Parents across North America are aggressively opposing
c e rtain destru c t ive education practices imposed by 
governments such as standardized testing, for example, by
withdrawing their children and by sharing strategies 
for opposing testing on the Internet. There are many
resistance campaigns underway already.

Know your opponents
Researching your opponents’ position also helps build
your case. Sometimes an argument is based on biased or
misleading inform a t i o n . Gather re s e a rch from other 
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jurisdictions that refutes all or some of the arguments
advanced by your opponents. Find out whether your
opponent has a personal stake in a particular decision.
Attend public meetings whenever possible to track events
and opinion.

Join a political party
There is no better place to influence party policy than
from within the ranks. People join a party because they
want long-term involvement in the political process and
enjoy working with others who hold similar ideas and
work to improve your community.
Contact:

• Ontario Liberal Party
10 St. Mary Street,Toronto, Ontario M4Y 1P9  
416-961-3800
Contact your local riding office for information 
joining, or go to the website
www.ontarioliberal.com/

• Ontario New Democratic Party
33 Cecil Street,Toronto, Ontario M5T 1N1  
416-591-8637
ondp@ontariondp.on.ca
Contact your local riding office for information about
joining, or go to the website www.ontariondp.on.ca

• Progressive Conservative Party of Ontario
120 Adelaide Street West
Toronto, Ontario M5H 1T1
416-861-9593
Contact your local riding office for information about
joining, or go to the website www.ontariopc.com/.



OECTA’s website contains links that will take you to your
riding and MPP.

Go to the Political Action link in the For Teachers
section at www.oecta.on.ca.

C A M PA I G N S

There is no mystery to influencing the outcome of an
election. Politicians usually lose elections by failing to 
satisfy their constituents during their term in office, or
during the campaign. With hard work, it is possible to
unseat a politician or change voting patterns in a swing
riding. A healthy democracy depends on plenty of on-
going participation.During a provincial election,OECTA

provincial will provide an election
kit outlining the education issues
and providing detailed advice.
Check the OECTA website for
details, www.oecta.on.ca

1. Identify the essential education
issues in your riding and find 
the candidate who supports your
p o s i t i o n . Don't expect complete
s u p p o rt from all candidates, bu t
look for someone who understands

your point of view and is willing to work for your cause.
Identify all the candidates in your riding and their posi-
tions on education and other issues that are important in
your community.

2. Ask the candidates directly where they stand on the
issues. News reports may not represent a candidate’s
position accurately. Arrange to meet with candidates,

9
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privately or at an all-candidates’ meeting to discuss the
issues.Prepare a questionnaire on education issues and dis-
tribute it to all candidates. Explain your reasoning to can-
didates who have not taken a position.

3.Evaluate candidates’ voting records on issues that matter
to you, for education, and on broader issues such as the
length of the work day and health and safety regulations.

4. Once you find a candidate of your choice, then the 
real work starts. Besides ideas, candidates need help, in
addition to money.Adapt your help according to the needs 

you identify in cooperation
with the candidate. Some
need help organizing 
their campaign itself.
Others need people to do
the eve ry d ay work of a
campaign such as making
yard signs,putting them up,
a n swe ring the phones,

helping canvass a neighborhood, m a n a ging finances,
schedule candidate appearances, running coffee hours,
getting people out to candidate forums to ask the right
questions, helping raise money and finally – getting voters
out on election day. Teachers are also good at producing
and distributing leaflets, posters and video materials about
education issues.

5. After the election, continue to keep the elected 
candidate informed about a range of issues. Politics can be
lonely, especially for an elected official that takes hard
stands on issues. Your activity after the election is also
important to keep the elected person accountable.



6. Be prepared to attend hearings on important issues 
and support your MPP or trustee. Write letters to the 
editor praising your person when she or he takes a stand
on an issue. If issues need to be developed, write op-ed
pieces to the different papers in your area and call talk
shows. Lobby to have OECTA’s positions incorporated
into pro-education legislation. Monitor the programs and
public presentations of all political parties.

7. Begin to prepare for the next election.Major education
issues are unlikely to be resolved in two or three years.
Municipal elections, which take place more frequently
than provincial elections, are easier to influence than
provincial or federal elections, because the issues are more
immediate.

LETTERS

Often a personal letter to an MPP or trustee helps 
p e rsuade someone to reconsider an issue and vote 
differently next time. Letters should be brief, neatly 
handwritten and signed. Include your return address on
the letter in case the envelope is lost.Identify yourself and
the issue you are concerned about as well as the action
you wish your official to take. In the next paragraph, give
personal examples of how the legislation, policy or issue
affects your life in your own words. Conclude by re-
stating your concerns, requesting a reply in writing.

Publicize the replies.

11
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DIRECT ACTION

The Ontario Teachers’ Federation has sponsored a series of
very successful local Community Forums that identify and
build support for schools. For information about the
forums, contact OTF at 416-966-3424.

Organizing Direct Action
Sometimes you may decide to take direct action. A little
embarrassment can move a politician a long way. An 
effective way to focus attention on issues is to speak 

publicly about how families, jobs
and lives have been affected by a
policy from Queen’s Park.This is
public accountability.These events
should be brief, 30 minutes is long
enough.

Organize open forums to discuss
education issues, hold round table
meetings that include education
a d vocates and candidates, a n d
from time to time, stage direct,
street actions.

1. Find a good public location that is easy to reach 
(in front of your MPP’s constituency office or the school
board building) and select a convenient time.

2.Select a spokesperson to speak to reporters at the action.
Contact your MPP or trustee to let him or her know that
you will be speaking out about a specific issue. If they
are against the issue, let them know you will publicize
their stance and ask for support from the public for your
position.If they support your position, thank them and let
them know you will make their position public.
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3. Prepare signs and leaflets to spread the message and 
provide contact names and numbers. The first speaker
should introduce and explain the event. Two or three
speakers should describe their experiences and should
emphasize why the issue is important to them. The next
speaker should summarize the government’s position,
call for action, and invite people who have attended to
telephone and write MPPs or trustees.

M E S S A G E S

A few outspoken people can have a g reat impact when it
comes to influencing political decisions. It takes just a 
few minutes a month to focus our MPPs’ attention on
education and social justice issues. One of the best is
speaking out to policymakers where and when it counts.
Depending on the issue, these could be elected officials,
heads of government agencies, or corporate leaders.
Writing letters and making telephone calls are simple and
effective ways to change policy.

Policymakers do pay attention – and may change their
minds or votes – when even a moderate number of 
constituents contact them on a timely issue.That’s why it
is so important that many OECTA members take a little
time each month to speak out.Our experience shows that
if people put off this action for more than a few days,they
may never get around to it.

Here are a few tips to ensure that your actions have the
greatest impact:

Write letters
The more personal your letter is, the more influence it
will have. Say what is on your mind and in your heart.You
do not have to be an expert – you are a concerned citizen
who happens to be a teacher or parent, or someone who
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cares deeply about our schools. Describe briefly how the
policy in question affects you or your community.

Write your letter by hand,if your writing is legible.This
way the receiver can tell you’re a real person. If you prefer
to type, add a handwritten note.

Be brief , clear, and specific. Keep the letter to one page
if possible, and get right to the point. Ask for a written
response from the policymaker, stating his or her position

on the specific issue you
raised. Do not settle for
a generalized response.
Be courteous with the
people you contact even
when you disagree with
t h e m . Include yo u r
address on your letter.
An envelope can get
lost.

Regarding e-mails and faxes, the wisdom is that the
more personal the communication, the better. While 
some MPP offices do give e-mails and faxes the same
weight as letters, and will send a formal response, others
tally electronic letters and do not give them the same
importance as ‘real’ letters.

These methods are best if time is of the essence. One
idea is to print and mail letters you compose on your unit
website, or at least personalize your e-mail. It is very
important that you include your address and postal code
in all correspondence, because MPP staff usually only
count opinions submitted by the people in their ridings.

Phone calls
If you are calling an MPP, ask to speak to the aide who
works on either education issues or the particular justice
issue you are calling about. If that person is not available,
leave a clear message with your name, address, and phone
number. State why you are calling and what you want
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your Member to do. Ask for a written response to your
message.

In addition you might:
• Enclose an article that bears on the policy in question.
• Remind the MPP or trustee, if you have a personal
association with him or her.
• Use professional letterhead if possible.
• Write or call a second time, thanking for help or 
pressing for satisfactory answers.

Meeting with your member of the Ontario Legislature
The most effective way to influence public policy is to
meet with your MPP. Elected officials and their staffs reg-
ularly meet with constituents to hear their views on an
issue.Yet the majority of visitors they receive are paid lob-
byists representing industry and corporations, so it is cru-
cial to balance those voices with opinions of concerned
citizens.

You can approach a legislative office by yourself,
with friends, or members of other groups that share your
stance on an issue. You can arrange a meeting in the 
riding office or at his or her Queen’s Park office, if you
will be in Toronto. Remember that your MPP is there to
represent the views of the people, and anyone can request
a meeting.

Before the Meeting
Make an appointment. Call your MPP’s office, either in
the riding or at Queen’s Park, and tell the staff member
that you are a constituent and you’d like a meeting. If you
can’t get an appointment with your Member, ask to meet
with the staff person who works on the issue you are
concerned about. Don’t accept no for an answer.

Gather a delegation.Your Member may be more open
to meeting with you if you bring a group that represents
several issues and points of view. For example, pair tax-
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payers and teachers, or religious and business leaders.You
will have a greater impact if you can demonstrate that not
just a small segment of the population is sympathetic to a
strong publicly-funded school system.

Preparing for the meeting
Establish your agenda and goals. Decide what kind of
commitment you are asking for (i.e., a vote for or against
a specific bill or to take a position in committee.)

Call your Member’s office to check his or her stance if
you aren’t aware of any positions they have taken on your
issue. Select someone to act as the group leader and make
a list of points to be made and questions to be asked by
each person.A rehearsal is a great idea, if you have time.

For impact, bring material to the meeting such as a
petition, fact sheets from various organizations, supporting
op-eds, editorials, magazine or newspaper articles, and 
letters to the editor that illustrate your issue. Include your
name and phone number so that your MPP can contact
you for more information.

During the meeting
Be concise and diplomatic. It is important to listen to your
Member even if his or her view differs from your own.
Don’t be argumentative or confrontational. Keep your
presentation short and to the point, because you will only
be allotted a few minutes. Make clear exactly what action
you wish your Member to take.

Put a local and personal angle on the issue. Stress why
this issue concerns you and others the MPP represents.Be
specific. Cite local statistics, give examples of communities
that will be most affected by this issue, or mention who
supports your issue locally.

Press for a commitment. Don’t let your MPP evade the
issue or change the subject.Ask specifically for his or her
position on the issue. If her or she agrees with you,ask her
or him to co-sponsor legislation, speak in the House or
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sign a letter to colleagues on the issue – all of which can
help sway other legislators too.

Don’t be intimidated. If you don’t have the answer to a
question, say that you don’t know, but that you will find
out. Get a fax number and a staff contact, and be sure to
provide the necessary information as soon as possible.

After the meeting
Thank your MPP and/or the staff members for their time,
summarize the key points you made during your visit and
include any information you promised to provide.

Provide follow-up information. If your MPP asked
questions,or was particularly interested in something, take
the opportunity to follow up with a letter, fact sheet,
phone call, or second meeting. Elected officials will
respond better if they see you as a source of useful infor-
mation.

Share what you learned about your MPP and his or her
party with OECTA’s Government Relations department,
as well as other unit presidents.

Build a relationship with your MPP and his or her staff.
A first visit should never be the end of contact.Make sure
you or someone in your group stays in touch with the staff
on the issues you discussed.

M E D I A

There are several ways of generating local media on 
education issues,which serve to educate the public, stir up
a debate, or put elected officials on the spot. The most
direct of these is to write a letter to the editor of your local
newspaper.

If you are already comfortable with this, you might
consider writing an op-ed piece, a longer opinion piece
responding to an editorial written by the staff of the 
newspaper.You could even schedule a meeting with the
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editorial board of the paper, to talk to them about an issue
and encourage them to write an editorial piece.

Effective letters to the editor
Letters to the editor are a good way for you to voice 
your opinion to policymakers and to educate readers
about issues that concern you. Use letters to correct 
or interpret facts in response to an inaccurate or biased
article, to praise or criticize a recent article or editorial, or
provide an opinion on a current issue.

Without exception, the letters section is one of the
most highly read sections in any newspaper or magazine,
and websites also have places for readers to comment

instantly on issues of the day.
Make sure you read the paper
before you write to get an
idea of the format, and be
sure to have the name of the
editor yo u ’re addre s s i n g .
D o n ’t miss this chance to
reach the public – write early
and often.

• Be timely – Capitalize on recent news and events,
within 24 hours of a story if possible.
• Keep it short and simple – Keep your points clear 
and stick to one subject. If you look at the editorial
page, most letters are limited to a few paragraphs.
• Think locally – Demonstrate how this issue affects 
you locally, and mention MPPs or school board
members by name to ensure you get their attention.
• Sign your letter. Include your name, address and
telephone number. Papers will contact you to verify
authorship, but will not print your phone or street
address.
• Follow-up. If the newspaper doesn’t call you, call the
newspaper. Ask to speak to the person in charge of
letters to the editor to find out if they will be printing
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your letter, and if not, see if there are any suggestions 
for you.
• Don’t be discouraged if your letter is not printed.
Every time you submit a letter, you are educating the
editorial board of your paper and paving the way for
future letters to be printed. Keep trying.
• Seal the deal. If your letter is printed, be sure to send
OECTA’s Government Relations department a copy so
we can track our effectiveness. If you mention an elected
official, it’s a good idea to send him or her a copy too.

Writing and publishing an op-ed piece
Opinions-editorials are written by local citizens, experts,
leaders of organizations – people like you. If you can get
one printed, op-eds are an extremely powerful and cost-
effective way to both educate a large number of readers
about our issues, and to influence policymakers.

The pointers for writing a letter to the editor are also
applicable for op-eds.

Timing is the most important factor in whether the 
newspaper picks up your submission. Is this issue already
in the news? Is a controversial vote scheduled at Queen’s
Park? Is there an appropriate holiday or anniversary you
can relate your piece to, or is there a recent article or 
editorial to which you can respond? It may take up to a
week for a paper to review submissions.

The messenger and the message are important too. If
you can find a prominent person to sign the piece, it may
increase the paper’s interest. Know the guidelines of the
newspaper. Usually, an op-ed piece is between 300 and
500 words long.You must identify yourself. Suggest a title
if you have one in mind, although it may not be used.
Many papers require exclusivity, meaning that you cannot
submit to another paper at the same time. Many editorial
departments prefer e-mail. Read the paper’s editorial page
to learn about style and length.
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Identify the largest newspaper in your area for 
maximum exposure. Call to get the name and address of
the op-ed page editor before you make your submission
so it is directed to the right person.

Call to follow-up. Ask if your submission is under 
consideration. Even if they don’t publish your piece this
time, it provides an opportunity to educate the editor
about the issue. Building a relationship with editors and
reporters will prove helpful in the future.

Influencing editorials 
Editorials are the voice of a newspaper, and the only place
where opinions are openly stated, as opposed to unbiased
news stories. Editorials are among the first things people
look to when they turn to the opinion pages, located 
in the first section. An editorial endorsing a particular
position or piece of legislation has been known to change
even the most committed policymaker’s mind,and can do
much to influence public opinion.

Outreach to editorial boards can lead to editorials that
take a progressive stance on an issue; they can also affect
news coverage throughout the paper. If you can develop a
rapport with the editorial staff and are able to arrange a
meeting, this is your best chance to make some serious
headway on an issue. Again, it is helpful if you can bring 
a we l l - respected person to the tabl e, though doing 
your homework and presenting your case in a clear and
compelling way is equally important.

Newspaper editorials can be inspired by information
about events,current opinion or even letters from readers.
The best way to influence the content of editorials is 
to meet with editorial boards to brief them on an 
issue although influencing editorials can be achieved by
sending materials and following up by phone.
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Prepare yourself
Read the paper you are approaching. Asking for an 
e d i t o rial when one has already been published on 
your point of view is a waste of time and hurts your 
credibility. Outline your intent for the meeting in a letter
that states your goal, such as ‘educate taxpayers in this 
area about the detrimental effects of a combined grade
classrooms.’ Mail or fax your letter and any supporting

i n f o rmation to the editor 
of the editorial page.
Remember to keep copies
for yourself.
Follow-up with a phone

call.After a day or so, call to
see if they’ve received your
materials. If not, be prepared
to summarize your points.

See if they have time to meet, or at least set up a phone
briefing. Call a few times until you get someone, but don’t
make yourself a nuisance – editors are always crunched for
time, so be courteous as well as persistent.

The briefing
At the most effective editorial board briefings, two or
three people make a combined presentation of 10-15
minutes at the most. Leave plenty of time for questions,
since that’s how journalists are used to getting informa-
tion. You don’t have to be an expert. If you don’t have
an answer, say that you’ll find out and get back to them
right away.

Show broad support for the issue. It’s great if you can
demonstrate a coalition of support,through individuals,or
a letter signed by a variety of groups.If you’re working on
a class size issue, you might get leaders from some local
parents,for example. Have a game plan.Before you meet,
decide who will take the lead and who will make certain
points.
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Frame your arguments so they are locally compelling.
This is better than being too personal or partisan.

After you’ve made your case, ask if the paper would
write an editorial on your issue, and if so, when. If they
decide not to do an editorial supporting your position, or
take a stance to the contrary, propose that they print an
op-ed piece from you. Be sure to be gracious and thank
the editors for their time, in any case.

Calling a talk radio show
Getting a message out on a local or even national radio
show is an excellent way to educate the public on an issue
they may not truly understand and challenge popular
notions.The airwaves are often dominated by reactionary
opinions, and education advocates need to realize the
power of radio too.

OECTA’s Government Relations and Communications
staff is available to help locate a radio station in your area
and provide background information on an issue.

Where to begin
Listen to the show you’re calling ahead of time to get 
an idea of the format and the host’s personality. If you or
your spokesperson are known in your community or have
a respected opinion, it may be possible to get on air as 
a guest.

Speaking on air
Keep it simple. Talk in language that everybody under-
stands, and avoid education jargon. Be prepared to make
your points quickly and concisely. It helps to review your
notes before you call. Keep it local.Tell a story about your
students or school. You’re calling as a regular citizen, so
sound like it. Name names. Put MPPs or trustees on the
spot. Question their stance, or applaud them for their
point of view.
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Remember your audience and the needs of the average
listener. Check your tone as well as your language.
Compassion, common sense and understanding will help
express your message. Challenge listeners. Ask them to
act by contacting the MPP or trustee in question and 
talking to their friends and co-workers about the issue.
Give necessary information.

Making the call
When you call, be prepared for busy signals. You may
be put on hold.With the larger shows, you should begin
calling 10-15 minutes prior to airtime in order to get
through, but whatever happens, don't g ive up.When you
do get through to the operator, state your main point and
your name.

Begin with your most compelling fact or statistic (your
key message), and then elaborate why listeners should be
interested. Repeat the key message you are responding to
so that a listener who has just tuned in will know what
you are talking about.Also try to relate your comments to
both the guest and the program.

It helps to have a glass of water handy. Turn your 
radio down as soon as you begin to speak to the host so
the feedback doesn’t confuse you. Breathe; try to talk 
normally – not too fast or too slowly.

Be a good teacher
• Get immediately to the point.
• Talk slowly and succinctly.
• Be personal and passionate.
• Address the host by name and thank him/her.

Don’t:
• Be combative.
• Get defensive.
• Use too many statistics or acronyms.
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• Take the bait if asked a provocative question, instead
return to your key messages.

I M PACT 

More people taking action means more progress toward
progressive education reform. Every time a teacher talks 
to a friend or parent in your classroom, he or she is 
magnifying the provincial effort of thousands of other
teachers.

Speak out
Groups, clubs and churches love guest speakers. Offer to
give a brief presentation on writing effective letters to
elected officials. Talk about education and justice issues
and encourage others to act on the spot, or organize a
public forum to debate an issue.

How to organize a public forum

STEP 1: C R E ATE AN ACTION TEAM OR COMMITTEE 
Call a meeting of your special committee to discuss 
organizing a school meeting or community forum.Your
committee may include parents, educators and school 
officials, business and community leaders, and others who
have a stake in your school community.

STEP 2: IDENTIFY PRIORITY ISSUES/FOCUS 
Your committee should identify the priority issues and
needs of families and schools in your community to help
you decide what will be the main purpose and topic of
this forum. You might select a broad subject, such as how
funding cuts have directly affected children or something
more specific such as school closures.
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STEP 3: DEVELOP A PLAN AND SET GOALS 
Set goals for the meeting or forum. Look at those things
you hope will result from this meeting, e.g., identify 
specific major concerns which education and teachers
address well; identify concerns that could be improved;
identify the issues that the forum body might be able to
address.

The forum body should continue those goals: identify
what each organization can do;identify what each organ-
ization will do and when; plan for a follow-up meeting.
This will become clearer as you identify participating
organizations.

STEP 4: IDENTIFY STAKEHOLDERS/SPEAKERS 
Identify the stakeholders or expert speakers within your
community that would have an interest in participating in
a public meeting or forum about the effects of funding
cuts, for example, on children. Identify individuals or
groups of citizens within the community who can lend
expertise, resources, and influence, or who has a stake in
the outcome of such a meeting. Select the organizations
or community leaders that should participate in the meet-
ing or forum. Consider having the following members of
your school and community involved:
• Teachers
• Parents
• School board members, members of school councils,
student council representatives
• Members of the Chamber of Commerce and local
business owners
• Representatives of the local Labour Council
• Representatives of unions with large local membership
(such as CAW in Windsor or Durham regions) 
• City council officers, the mayor, other elected officials 
• Members of community organizations such as United
Way,YMCA, Big Brothers and Big Sisters
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• Senior citizens groups, daycare facilities personnel,
park district leaders
• Local parish councils
• Principals, superintendents, deans of students, teachers,
school guidance counselors
• Public health and mental health professionals
• Pediatricians and family practitioners, health 
organizations 
• Police officers and other law enforcement personnel 

Remember, as you decide what groups to invite, the 
criteria for participation might be: (1) the group or 

organization is clearly concern e d
about the issue, or they have a stake
in the issue; (2) the organization is
well known and respected in 
the commu n i t y ; (3) you have 
successfully worked with the group
in the past; (4) the group's approach
to addressing the issue fits in with the
p u rpose of the meeting/foru m .
Determine the contact person for
each organization; decide who will
contact them and what will be asked
of the group.

STEP 5: SELECT THE FORMAT 
Determine the format of this meeting or forum.Will it be
small, with only parents and school community invited to
attend? Alternatively, will it be large, with a blanket 
community invitation being issued? Begin to develop the
event agenda.Who will be invited to speak? Will each of
the attending organizations give greetings? How long will
the event last? Be sure to identify team members and their
responsibilities.
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Once the format and interest level has been 
determined, set a date, time, and place. Get meeting site,
audiovisual equipment/operators, lighting, staging, chairs,
and tables.Arrange for parking.When determining event
logistics, decide who will be responsible for the setup as
well as tear down and cleanup.

STEP 6: SECURE SUPPORT/COMMITMENTS 
Have all event participants identify the resources each
group will contribute. Identify and secure all financial and
material resources needed (rental fees,licenses,equipment,
mailings, advertising, postage), and determine the number
of vo l u n t e e rs re q u i red to manage the eve n t . When 
organizations commit to action steps or support, make
someone keeps a record of those commitments.

STEP 7: INVITE SPEAKERS/PA RT I C I PA N T S
With the organizations that have shown interest and
agreed to lend support, decide who will address the 
major issues of concern.When you have identified your
potential speakers, invite them to present at the event.
Include an explanation of the focus of the meeting in the
invitation and what the speaker should talk about, length
of speech, time, date, and place. Let those speakers who
agree to present know who will be in the audience, what
time to arrive, and ask if they have any special audiovisual
needs.Also, ask them if they will have handouts to present
participants.

M a ke sure speake rs re c e ive any flye rs or other 
promotional materials you are sending to your invited
audience.When media has been invited,let speakers know
so they can be prepared for photographers, reporters,
television lights, or one-on-one interviews following 
the event.
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STEP 8: IF YOU WANT MEDIA COVERAGE, PLAN IT 
Develop a promotional plan to publicize the meeting or
event. Identify the best way to invite people to participate
and attend. You can use community organizations'
newsletters or mailing lists, newspaper articles and ads,
radio public service announcements or advertisements,
direct mail,posters,or a combination of methods to make
people aware of the event. Be sure to begin publicizing 
the event as soon as the date, place, time, and speakers are
confirmed.

If the event you are planning has commu n i t y -
wide interest and support, it may have the potential for
local media coverage and exposure. Develop a media 
plan and identify who will be responsible for media 
activities before, during, and following the event. Survey
the organizations on your planning committee to see who
can lend public relations expertise or support to your
effort. Identify which reporters will be invited and how
(telephone call, fax, press release, e-mail).

Begin media contacts at least two weeks in advance of
the event so they can schedule a reporter or photographer
to cover the event.When you're ready to send out a news
release about the event, include who, what, when, where,
why, and how the event will be held.Make sure to include
the name and phone number of a main contact or
spokesperson for the event.

Develop a news kit for the event. Include the agenda,
list of participating organizations,or any fact sheets used to
develop the event agenda.Work with those responsible for
the setup and logistics of the event to ensure there is ade-
quate space and electrical hookup for media personnel
and equipment.
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STEP 9: HOLD THE EVENT 
Finalize plans for what should be achieved as a result of
the event. Be sure to develop and adhere to an agenda for
the event. Include questions the entire group is to address,
such as identifying problems and solutions, developing a
crisis plan, making commitments to put the plan into
action, and defining how the results will be measured.

I nvite speake rs to
attend a brief pre-event
meeting or dry - run 
session, on the day of
the eve n t . E vent co-
ordinators should arrive
well in advance of the
event to check staging
and audiovisual setup.

Have your public relations team there to meet the press
and to welcome speakers and guests. Set up a place for
press to conduct interviews or ask questions of speak-
ers/panelists following the event.

STEP 10: E VA L U ATE EFFORT S / F O L L O W-UP 
Following the event be sure to send thank-you notes to
speakers and follow-up information to the organizations
that attended, summarizing what happened and outlining
the commitments or action plans each group made.

Make sure your own group implements the actions it
agreed to. Begin work to set up up an evaluation meeting.
Notify the media on what the group did and what will
come next.
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