	PSC 121, Sec 101 & 103 - Fall 1999
Assignment # 1

	
ASSIGNMENT 1: Due in sections September 10 

ASSIGNMENT: Write a letter to your member of Congress. 

PURPOSE: To learn about one of the essential elements of citizenship - political communication. We will review the letters you receive back from your Members of Congress during class later in the semester. 

STEPS:

a) Find out which Member of Congress represents your home (not school) district in the House of Representatives.  Find out which district (State, #) they represent and their party affiliation. 

b) Write your Member of Congress a short, typewritten letter, no more than one page.   The topic is up to you.  It should express your views on an issue and ask the Member of Congress to tell you what their position is on the issue.  The issue is entirely up to you.  

c) Bring 2 copies of the letter to class on September 10.  One should be in a stamped envelope.  Your self-address (upper-left corner!) should be your HOME or PERMANENT address, not your temporary address during the school year here in Syracuse.   

HOW TO IDENTIFY YOUR MEMBER OF CONGRESS:

The House of Representatives has a good web site that will tell you who your representative is. Click here to find out who your Member of Congress is.  Remember to put in the zip code for your HOME/PERMANENT address, not your temporary address at school.  Most members have a web site, you may want to check that out to get a sense of who your member is.  Click here for member web sites. 

Each house of Congress has its own zip code, so sending your Member of Congress a letter is easy. Simply write their name, house, Washington, DC and zip code.  

FOR HOUSE MEMBERS:
The Honorable Earnest P. Worrell
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20515

FOR SENATORS
The Honorable James Josefson
U.S. House of Representatives
Washington, DC 20510
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It is, of course, preferable to have their office building and room number.  For house members, this information can be found on the official house web site. Click the Capitol to go there.  

TIPS ON WRITING A LETTER:
1.  Always be courteous.  If you write a nasty letter, congressional staff members will make fun of you by identifying grammatical and spelling errors in your letter and laughing whenever your name is mentioned.  They will also be more likely to ignore what you have to say and either throw your letter out or send you a blow off letter.  Name calling, swear words, etc... are not good. 

2.  Type your letter.  If staff members cannot read your letter, they will either throw it in the trash or send you what is officially known as a "blow-off letter".  A blow off letter is about two sentences long.  A typical blow off letter reads like this:
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August, 1999
Dear Vern: 
Thank you for contacting me regarding an important issue.  I always appreciate hearing the views of my constituents. 
You can be certain that I will keep your views in mind when voting on issues facing the citizens of New York's 32nd District.   
Sincerely, 
Ernest P. Worrell 
US Representative

	You don't want to get a blow off letter.  Your objective is to have your voice heard.  If they can't read your writing, you won't be heard. 

3.   Use your permanent home address, even if you are away at school.  If you send a letter with your school address as the return address, your may be mistaken for one of Rep. Jim Walsh's constituents. (Jim represents the Syracuse area).  Members of the US House of Representatives may represent all of us in some larger, symbolic sense, but they won't respond to your letter if they think you are from another district!   Instead they will BUCK your letter over to Jim Walsh's office.  If you would like a response sent to you at your school address, include that in the text of the letter near the bottom while emphasizing that you are a constituent and voter in your home district.

4.  Put your return address on the letter as well as the envelope.   Sometimes envelopes get thrown out and, unless you have contacted your Member of Congress before, you will get no response back. 

5.  Be as specific as possible.  If you are writing about a specific bill, use the bill number if you can find it, or the title of the legislation, if you know it.  If you are writing about a specific vote, try to be specific - when the vote occured, which bill, etc...
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A good source for information on votes in Congress, bill numbers, etc.. is the Library of Congress information system, called THOMAS.  Click Tom's head to go there. 

6.  If you disagree, spell out your reasoning.  Try to put it in terms your Member of Congress, given their party or philosophy, would find compelling.  Describe how this issue effects people in the district and why you think it is an issue that should be reconsidered. 

7.  If you agree, spell out your reasoning.  Your Member of Congress may share your support of a policy, but for different reasons. This could be important when amendments to alter the bill - but not destroy it - occur. 

8.  Focus on one issue.  If you write on 5 or 6 issues, you are giving your Member of Congress a choice of issues to respond to.  Chances are, they will respond to the issues that you have in common and pay little attention to the ones you disagree on. If you want to know your members' views, or reasons behind those views, keep it focused!

9.  Most important of all, keep it short and to the point. Five page letters to your Member of Congress are a waste of time.  You should give your reasons for supporting/opposing a policy (6&7), but do so succinctly.  1 page, single spaced (with double spaces in between paragraphs) is most effective.   


