


ADVOCACY
THROUGH MEDIA
The media can be a highly effective tool with 

which to publicize and promote the arts and call 

attention to critical arts issues such as funding and 

policy concerns. 

Utilizing the media to build public awareness for 

programs and performances and to highlight the 

importance of the arts in your community helps to 

communicate your legislative message and build 

grassroots support for the arts. 

Consider the media a partner. You’re actually 

helping them to inform and educate the public on 

how the arts are changing lives in Tennessee.
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IAHere are some general tips for working with your local media, along with some suggestions for thinking strategically about 

exposure in the press to help you be an effective advocate. A list of Tennessee newspapers, television and radio stations with links 

can be found on the Web at: www.usnpl.com/tnnews.php

The Press Release and Media Advisory
Press releases and media advisories are the standard vehicle for expressing the who, what, where, when and why of your story. 

The best thing to do with your release is to keep it simple. If your local newspaper is small, there is a good chance it may be 

printed word for word. More often, however, it is used as a starting point for a broader story. Here are some suggestions for 

writing your release:

Keep it short, punchy and to the point. Limit it to one page, front and back, double-spaced (for readability).•	
Engage your reader with a strong headline and catchy lead paragraph. Use action verbs.•	
Think “inverted pyramid”: most important details near the top, less important in the paragraphs to follow.•	
Assume your reader knows little, if anything at all, about your organization and cause. Be thorough.•	
Give the editor a timeframe. By writing “For Immediate Release” on top, you are saying the information •	

 	 is relevant now.

Include a boilerplate at the end to identify your organization--just a brief sentence or two explaining who you are •	
and what you do.

Be professional: avoid flashy letterhead, fancy paper, way-oversized headlines and flippant jargon; and never •	
send something handwritten.

Proofread! •	

Issue press releases and media advisories announcing arts activities in your community large and small as well as any grants 

received, how the money will be used and who will benefit.  

A template press release and media advisory are included in this toolkit on pages 35 and 36.•	

Editorials
An important part of your efforts to win support for the arts in your community will be gathering editorial support from the local 

media. Newspapers are under no legal obligation to take a position on any particular issue or to present contrasting viewpoints, 

so you must take the initiative to develop good working relationships with those responsible for developing editorial positions, 

including editors, publishers, managing editors and beat reporters. 

The publisher or managing editor decides the positions on issues that a small newspaper takes. A group from the editorial staff 

decides editorial positions in larger newspapers: the editorial board, comprising the publisher, editor-in-chief, managing editor, 

editorial page editor and editorial writers. 
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If you have never coordinated an editorial board meeting, call one of the contacts listed above, describe your organization 

and indicate that you would like to arrange an editorial board meeting to discuss why it is important for the newspaper to 

take an editorial position on the issue of public arts support. 

If the newspaper does not have a formal editorial board, suggest an informal meeting with the publisher or editor. Ideally, you 

should limit the number of people you bring to an editorial board meeting to two or three. Be prepared to stress from a local 

perspective why public funding for the arts is important and deserves their support, using facts, anecdotes and other details. 

If the paper runs a favorable editorial, make copies and distribute them to your local elected and appointed officials, 

members of Congress, funders, TFTA and others who may have a vested interest in the arts and your organization. It’s 

important to maximize public relations efforts to their fullest potential and make them continue to work for you. If the 

newspaper decides not to take a position or to oppose your position, ask the newspaper to print an opinion-editorial, or 

op-ed, stating your position. 

Opinion Editorials (Op-Eds)
Consider an op-ed or a letter to the editor as a forum for your views and a means of communicating with your legislators. 

Writing your own piece lets you make your points exactly as you want. 

Before you sit down to create an op-ed, be sure you have a market for it. Feel free to call the paper and present your idea 

briefly to the editorial page editor, who should give you a good sense of whether it is something the paper is interested in. 

The editor may even suggest a direction for you to pursue. Op-eds should raise general awareness of an issue while 

educating policy makers and positioning your organization as a resource for the media and the public. 

When writing an op-ed, it is important to underscore your broader message with examples and statistics of local 

significance. Some general guidelines:

Be clear and concise. Your op-ed should only be about 500-800 words. Include a suggested headline and •	
byline, as well as a very short (one sentence) biographical statement about the author.

Remember the reader. Don’t get carried away with jargon. Keep your statements short and punchy. Assume •	
your reader does not know as much as you do about the subject.

Be creative. Take a fresh approach. Find a way to engage your reader from start to finish.•	

Know your timeline. Newspapers take up to two weeks sometimes to publish an op-ed. Be patient, but keep •	
in touch to find out the status of the piece once you have submitted it.
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Letters to the editor are an excellent and personal way to communicate about arts issues important to the community. This is 

especially so for most local newspapers where very little attention is given to arts issues. Letters are usually in response to a 

local issue of importance or a recent article or editorial. Publications are open to critical letters, as long as they are 

composed in a constructive manner and raise valid concerns. 

Include in the letter your name, address and phone number. Never send an anonymous letter, as the majority of newspapers 

refuse to publish letters without signatures. Make sure that the letter is, at maximum, 250 words in length and is proofed 

carefully before it is sent. 

Radio and Television
Much of what has been said about approaching the print media applies equally to radio and television, except that you need 

to give even greater emphasis to the visual or audio possibilities of your story. Also, remember that on television or radio, 

there is much less time to get into the details of a story; the average piece is between 30 and 90 seconds. 

Get to know the appropriate correspondents, program directors and producers on your nearest public radio and public 

television stations, since these are often the people most inclined to publicize a nonprofit cause in a sympathetic way. Listen 

to, and watch carefully, what they produce. Then consider how you can mesh your interests with theirs. Think of how you can 

help them by providing interesting news and feature coverage for their audiences. 

A radio talk show is one of the easiest and most effective ways to get your word out. The electronic equivalent to the letter 

to the editor page, the talk show format has the benefit of dialogue during which you can develop your case more fully. And, 

local radio stations reach listeners at home, at work and in transit. 

Television talk shows are ideal for exploring issues and building awareness of your organization. Appearing on a show is an 

easy, free and fast way to raise your issue’s visibility or get your message across, but, because you do not have control of 

the show, you must be selective about the show you appear on and your spokesperson must be prepared. News-oriented 

talk shows, ranging from broadcast of local roundtable discussions to network programs, are most receptive to addressing 

issues such as the arts. Although the audience is more limited, local television affords easier access and can be invaluable in 

providing exposure for your issue. Most television and cable stations publish a list of producers and will provide your 

organization with a copy. You should contact the producer, the host and the researcher of the program you are interested in; 

send a letter, along with a press release or press kit, and follow up with a phone call. 
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Here are some tips for working with local television:

Organize a list of experts from within your organization, TFTA, TAC or the field. Offer a source list to the •	
	   assignment editor. (You may want to have a list like this on hand, anyway.)

Work with specialty reporters, those who consistently cover arts-related or community development stories, •	
as they can help you “sell” the story.

Send weekend stories to weekend assignment editors on Friday (television stations operate using            •	
different “crews,” so if you pitch your weekend story to someone on a weekday, they won’t be the one to see 

it through).

Do not send full press kits to assignment editors. There is no room for excess paper in their annual day files •	
where they keep media memos.

In your release, if a word or name is tricky to pronounce, insert in parentheses the pronunciation in         •	
phonetics after the word.

Provide background videotape whenever possible, particularly to smaller stations. Whether they use it or •	
not, it may influence the way the station shoots its own story. (Be sure to include only a brief clip, however. 

And don’t expect the tape back!)

Public Service Announcements (PSAs)
A public service announcement (PSA) is a non-commercial advertisement broadcast on radio and television at no charge, for 

the public good to raise awareness and/or change attitudes about specific issues.

These short messages can be produced on video or audiocassette or can be printed scripts given to radio and television 

stations. They can be done very simply with a single actor reading or performing a message, or they can be more elaborately 

produced with music, dramatic storylines, and sound or visual effects. 

Broadcast media – radio and television – are required by the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to serve “in the 

public interest.” Most stations use PSAs as one of the ways to meet this requirement. 

PSAs are generally inexpensive. Since the airtime is donated, the only cost is production. If you keep to a tight budget, you 

can make PSAs very cheaply. Most stations will allow the inclusion of a telephone number for more information in your PSA. 

However, because PSAs are done on donated time, they are often run as “filler,” and not always broadcast during prime 

viewing hours.
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Key points about writing a PSA: 

Because PSAs are short, usually about 30 seconds, the language should be simple and vivid. Take your time and •	
make every word count. Make your message crystal clear.

 

The content of the writing should have the right “hooks” -- words or phrases that grab attention.  •	

The PSA should usually request a specific action, to get listeners to do something as a result of having heard the PSA. •	

Most stations prefer 30-second spots. If you’re writing a television PSA, you’ll want to keep the announcer’s copy •	
2 or 3 seconds shorter than the entire length of the PSA. Television stations run on a much tighter, more rigid 

schedule than radio stations, and you may find that if your PSA runs exactly 30 seconds, for example, the station 

may sometimes cut off the end. 

Your copy should be typed, double or triple-spaced. •	

You can put more than one spot per page for the shorter ones, but with 30 and 60-second spots, put them on •	
separate pages. 

The script itself should be split into two columns; the left column will list all directions, camera angles, sound •	
effects, etc. and the right column lists all dialogue. 

Don’t use hyphenations or abbreviations. •	

Your script can be sent as “live copy”– a simple script that’s ready to be read by a live on-air announcer – or as •	
a pre-recorded tape. While live copy is inexpensive and is used extensively in radio, television stations rarely use 

live copy scripts.

Tips for radio: 

Finding professional announcers is helpful but not vital. Volunteers at community or campus radio stations, •	
people who read for the blind, and storytellers are all experienced in doing voiceover work. 

Try to use short sentences aimed directly at the listener at the beginning of the PSA to help grab their attention. •	

Length of PSA 10 seconds 15 seconds 20 seconds 30 seconds

# of Words 20-25 words 30-35 words 40-45 words 60-75 words
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Tips for television: 

Tell the TV staff exactly what you want them to film. You must describe each shot in writing, and give the      •	
correct dialogue to go with that shot. 

Drama clubs, community theater groups, and the drama departments at your local high schools and            •	
universities are great places to find talent.  

Consider using slide/announcer spots; they are inexpensive and easy to produce. In a slide/announcer spot, •	
an announcer reads the script while 35-mm slides are used for the visual portion of the PSA. 

Many local cable TV stations have community calendar type announcements. Your message might also be         •	
included as one of these. 

Different stations have different policies for PSAs. For example, in some small communities, you can just call in your PSA by 

telephone. Other stations require a PSA script, while others require a fully produced, ready-to-air version. Find out ahead of 

time what their requirements are – never send a PSA without knowing the rules and guidelines of the station first. Stations 

also vary around maximum PSA length and minimum advance notice. 

Radio
It’s generally a lot easier to get a PSA run on the radio than on television. Send your submission with a cover letter, along with 

any specific requests or instructions. Be sure to list any and all enclosed items or additional pages. And, most importantly, be 

appreciative! 

Television
Getting a PSA shown on television is highly competitive. It helps to make personal contact with someone on the station’s staff. 

Call to find out who is in charge of selecting which PSAs are run. Depending on the size of the market of the particular station 

you’re dealing with, your best contact person could be the public affairs director, traffic director, program director, promotions 

manager, or even the station manager. 

Once you know who your contact should be, ask if you can make an appointment to talk about the possibility of airing 

your PSA. Be on time, and bring an air-ready copy of the PSA and the script as well as information on your organization or           

initiative. It might help to bring proof of your group’s tax-exempt status as well. If your contact is unfamiliar with your group, you 

may have to spend the first few minutes explaining who you are and what you do.
 

Explain how the PSA fits into your overall media campaign, the goals of the campaign, and how running it at the times you’re asking 

for will help the campaign be more effective. And of course, be gracious. Any station that runs your PSA is doing you a favor.
 

Once you’ve gotten approval for your PSA, listen or watch for the first airing to make sure the PSA is correct. Follow up by 

sending a thank you note and, if you can, some small token of your gratitude, such as a certificate of appreciation or an          

invitation to one of your group’s events. Keep in mind that your spot might not run exactly at the time that your contact says. 

A template PSA cover letter and script are included in this toolkit on pages 37 and 38.•	

**Portions of the information included in this toolkit regarding public service announcement comes for the “Community Tool Box” a Web based resource.
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Common guidelines for a spokesperson apply to print and broadcast media alike. Be sure that you or the designated 

spokesperson for your organization is comfortable talking with the press. Remember that the spokesperson is not seen as an 

individual, rather as a representative of an organization, an issue, and a field. 

When talking about an issue, it is important that the spokesperson be prepared with talking points and specific facts and 

figures. Try to be ready with a standard message that can be applied to most any circumstance. 

Don’t be nervous. Share what you know. Your earnestness and passion will shine through.•	
Keep your sentences short and simple.•	
Stick with your key messages.•	
Rehearse if you need to, so you are comfortable with your message.•	

Additional Media Opportunities
Keep in mind that there are a broad range of publicity opportunities in addition to sending press releases, composing op-eds 

or providing spokespeople for specific issues.

Take advantage of the publicity opportunities in performances, openings, exhibitions, and visits by guest •	
artists, festivals and commemorative events.

Invite the press to cover your events when legislators are attending or speaking.•	

Designate an event at which government officials recognize the importance of public support for the arts. •	
Invite your local elected leaders to speak and include press coverage.

Hold joint press conferences with other arts groups.•	

**Portions of the above information on “Advocating for the Arts Through the Media” comes from a compilation of best practices included in the National 

Assembly of State Art Agencies (NASAA) Arts Advocacy Toolkit.
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE	 	 	 CONTACT: 	 (NAME)

(DATE)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (PHONE NUMBER)	 	

(HEADLINE)

VALUE PLUS ARTS PROGRAM CHANGING LIVES IN KNOXVILLE

(DATELINE/PLACE) Knoxville, Tenn., The Value Plus Schools program initiated two years ago at 

Mooreland Heights elementary is visibly changing the lives of the school’s students.

Value Plus is a state program which emphasizes learning though the arts by integrating performing, visual, 

literary and traditional art forms into non-arts subjects such as math, science and language arts.

“More than anything Value Plus is elevating our children in learning. Artistically and academically we are 

challenging both our left-brain and our right-brain thinkers. Both are being reached through this program,” 

Mooreland Heights Principal Roy Miller said. “Value Plus is making a difference improving negative 

behavior. While we don’t have the data yet, I’m confident that we will see better student test scores.”  

INCLUDE QUOTES FROM OTHERS, SUCH AS STUDENTS AND TEACHERS TO 

EMPHASIZE HOW THE ARTS ARE CHANGING LIVES.

(BOILERPLATE) Located in the Mid-South area of Knox County, Mooreland Heights Elementary is a 

K-5 school with 280 students.

#   #   #
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FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE	 	 	 CONTACT: 	 (NAME)

(DATE)	 	 	 	 	 	 	 	 (PHONE NUMBER)	 	

MEDIA ADVISORY

(HEADLINE)

PROJECT RETURN HOSTS PERFORMANCE OF “A MIDSUMMER NIGHTS DREAM” THROUGH ITS 

LEGACY PROGRAM FOR JUVENILE OFFENDERS

WHO:	 (ORGANIZATION/GROUP) Project Return, Inc.’s Legacy Program Theater Development 	 	

	 Workshop for juvenile offenders	 	

WHAT:	 (PERFORMANCE/EVENT) The Legacy Program’s Theater Development Workshop will be 	 	

	 presenting a performance of Shakespeare’s “A Midsummer Night’s Dream.”

WHEN:	 DATE/TIME

WHERE: LOCATION

WHY:	 (HOW THIS ARTS PROGRAM CHANGES LIVES) This theater development arts program offers 

	 high-risk youth a sense of hope and self-responsibility enabling them to shape their own positive destiny. 	

	 With this program youth are able to creatively act out on stage as opposed to acting out in the community.

HOW:	 This program is funded though a generous grant from The Tennessee Arts Commission.

(BOILERPLATE)  Project Return’s youth program empowers participants with the opportunity to learn how to be 

more successful in school and work, thus, preventing the juvenile offenders of today from becoming the adult 

offenders of tomorrow.

#   #   #
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DATE

Public Affairs Officer

Tennessee Radio Station

ADDRESS

Anytown, TN 33333

Dear:

Thank you for taking the time to talk with me about the guidelines for submitting a public service 

announcement for broadcast on your station.

Enclosed, please find a 30-second script driving home the message of how simply purchasing a specialty 

license plate can help change the lives of Tennesseans across the state through the arts. A 30-second audio-

cassette tape of the spot is also included.

We look forward to hearing our PSA on the air and thank you for supporting the arts by agreeing to 

broadcast this spot for us.

 

Sincerely,
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Use: DATES OR IMMEDIATE OR UNTIL FURTHER NOTICE (TFN)

Time:	 30 seconds

Organization:  Tennesseans for the Arts

Title: “Drive Home Support for the Arts and Change Lives”

Do you have a child’s drawing on your refrigerator? Did you know visual arts students score 47 points 

higher on the math section of the SAT? In Tennessee, we know the arts change lives. You can support the 

arts in Tennessee by purchasing a personalized or specialty license plate the next time you renew. Drive 

home support for the arts and change lives!  For more information call XXX-XXX-XXXX.

#   #   #
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FOR THE ARTS
ADVOCACY CHECKLIST
Now that you have all of these tools in hand, we urge 

you to implement them! You can play an active role in 

advocating for the arts and spreading the message that 

the arts are changing lives in Tennessee. 
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ACTION STEPS

1. If you are not already a member, join Tennesseans for the Arts today.  – This toolkit is an interactive document, and 

we will be updating and adding to it in the future on our Web site. As a member of TFTA you also will have access to 

important arts policy updates to help you in your advocacy efforts. To join TFTA go to www.tn4arts.org on the Web.

2. There is strength in numbers. Recruit TFTA members at every opportunity. Begin with your colleagues and friends, 

organization members, board members, audiences, constituencies. Urge these folks to not only join, but to help you in 

continuing to spread the word about the importance of TFTA membership.

3. Tell everyone you know in your community about Tennessee’s specialty license plate funding “vehicle” that 

supports the arts, and ask them to buy a specialty or personalized plate the next time they renew their tags.

4. Place TFTA brochures and specialty license plate flyers in key places. Playbills are an excellent way to reach full audiences.

5. Add the universal “The Arts. Changing Lives” logo to all of your communications, publications, etc. Remember the 

colors of the text can be customized to match or complement your existing logo and you can add your organization’s name to 

the logo as well.

6. Customize the PowerPoint template, downloadable through the TFTA Web site in the “Members Only” section, with 

your own local information. Then contact women’s groups, civic organizations, churches etc., in your community to 

arrange a presentation.

7. If you have a performance or exhibit coming up, invite your local elected officials: mayor, councilpersons, 

senators, representatives, etc., and their spouse to attend.

8. Send out a media advisory and/or press release to let the media and the public know that the event is taking place.

9. If your organization has recently received grant funding, send a thank you note to your legislator, and alert the 

media with a press release to let them know who the grant was from, how much money the grant was for, and how 

the money will be used to change lives.

10. Use the template public service announcement included in this toolkit, or customize it with your own local 

message and ask radio stations to broadcast it.

11.  Change lives by advocating for the arts in Tennessee!
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