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Letter to the Editor Assignment

Explore what happens when journalists and scientists, who have different audiences, priorities and responsibilities, write about the same topic.  

Goals

This assignment aims to help you:


· Begin thinking about how to use scientific evidence both persuasively and ethically for different audiences 

· Begin using data to craft an argument that is both persuasive and ethical

· Appreciate the role of the reader from the writer’s perspective

· Practice writing skills, including searching the literature, reading critically, planning, and drafting, revising and editing your own work.

Deliverable

1. A letter to the editor of a reputable news source about how that news outlet covered a medical- or health-related topic that was based in peer-reviewed science.  The news source may be in print, radio, tv, or web, but it should be relatively main-stream for this exercise.
Preparation and Implementation

1. Select a news report that in some way is keyed to peer-reviewed science.  Find the corresponding journal article if it is cited directly, or a recent review article on the topic if the news story is broader.


2. Read the news article and the journal article, as well as any germane editorials from these publications.


3. Think about the news coverage from a public health perspective.  Did the story adequately represent the data being presented?  Did the story provide the public with the full picture in an effective way? Did the story meet the needs of journalists?  Scientists?  Consumers?  Was the need of one audience sacrificed for another?


4. Decide what you think about the news coverage, and determine what data you need to craft an argument supporting your point of view.  


5. Write (in other words draft, revise and edit!) a letter to the editor of the news source conveying your opinion:  you may compliment, criticize, or question their coverage.  Look at letters to the editor that have been published in that news outlet before and keep the style and length in mind, but you can write a longer letter than the ones published (I will assume they edit many letters).

