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Transform Your Campus was developed with a generous grant from Peg’s Foundation

a guide for students on how to create 

structural and policy change on campus that results in 

long-term support for mental health.

advocacy guide 
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Transform Your Campus (TYC) is an Active Minds program 
that aids students in creating structural and policy change on their 
campuses. This guide provides a comprehensive set of resources 
designed to aid college student leaders in creating lasting changes to 
policies and structures related to mental health on their campuses.

Purpose 

The purpose of TYC is to provide student leaders and their supporters with the tools they need to 
execute successful institutional advocacy campaigns on their campuses. These tools include basic 
leadership skills such as goal and agenda setting, assessing students’ needs and campus climate, 
building coalitions, writing project plans and proposals, and convening professional meetings.

TYC is designed to equip students with the tools to make change via current campus systems and 
structures. Although this guide does not rule out exerting external pressure (i.e. media)  in certain 
situations, the first priority is for students to exhaust all internal options (i.e. relationship bulding) in 
pursuing their change initiative.

What’s inside

These pages contain resources, tips, and templates to help you:

 l Select a campaign

 l Create a communications plan

 l Run effective meetings and talk to administrators

 l Facilitate a brainstorming process

 l Use facts and statistics to bolster your claims

 l Research your own campus

 l Identify opponents and engage in constructive discourse

 l Write goals as a group

 l Effectively communicate the purpose of your campaign

 l Divvy up tasks by writing a work plan

 l Conduct a needs assessment or program evaluation

 l Utilize the power of traditional and social media

 l Recruit allies, partners, and mentors

 l Write a campaign proposal

 l Overcome obstacles

 l Leave a legacy on your campus

What’s next

preface
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This guide provides an overview to the change process on campus and how you can be part of 
that. We’ve also created separate guides featuring resources for carrying out specific campaigns. 
Each of the following campaigns are based on the successes of Active Minds chapters, with ideas 
for how to carry them out on your campus.

ID Card Campaign
This guide will support your efforts to print mental health crisis numbers on the backs of ID cards.

Orientation/FYE Campaign
This guide will support your efforts to incorporate mental health education into new student 
orientation or a first year experience course.

Leave of Absence Campaign
This guide will support your efforts to advocate for equity in leave of absence and petition to 
return policies.

Means Reduction Campaign
This guide will support your efforts to limit access to means of suicide in the campus environment.

Student Fees Campaign
This guide will support your efforts to advocate for student fees that support more mental health 
services on campus.

https://www.activeminds.org/programs/transform-your-campus/id-cards-campaign/
https://www.activeminds.org/programs/transform-your-campus/orientation-fye-campaign/
https://www.activeminds.org/programs/transform-your-campus/leave-of-absence-campaign/
https://www.activeminds.org/programs/transform-your-campus/means-reduction-campaign/
https://www.activeminds.org/programs/transform-your-campus/student-fees-campaign/
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introduction

answers
What does a change campaign look like? What’s involved? 
What can we expect? Where do we start and where are we going?

Your questions: ANSWERED.
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introduction

Transform Your Campus FAQ

Active Minds created Transform Your Campus to aid students in creating structural and policy 
change on their campuses. The Transform Your Campus toolkit provides a comprehensive set 
of resources designed to aid college student leaders in creating lasting changes to policies and 
structures related to mental health on their campuses.

By offering the information necessary to develop the skills required to lead persuasive campus 
culture, policy, and structural change, Transform Your Campus teaches leadership and advocacy to 
the next generation of mental health advocates.

This guide seeks to provide all students the opportunity to develop skills for goal-setting, coalition 
building, research and assessmen, proposal writing, action planning, advocacy, and professionalism. 
Likewise, it introduces strategies for better understanding institutional structure and culture, power 
dynamics, and leaving a legacy of sustainable change on campus.  
 
Led by the power of student advocates, Transform Your Campus is building momentum on 
campuses across the country for the idea than any size change can make a big difference for the 
mental health of college students.  
 
What kinds of student groups should utilize the Transform Your Campus toolkit?

Any student group can access and utilize the Transform Your Campus toolkit. However, groups 
that have been active on their campuses for at least one full academic year and are relatively well-
known to the student body tend to find the greatest support for their proposals. Success with 
the Transform Your Campus initiative does not require a large number of active group members; 
rather, the success of the initative depends on the groups ability to conduct research, write strong 
proposals and opinion pieces, and recruit collaborators and supporters.

What is policy and structural change? 

Policy and structural changes reduce or eliminate barriers in the student’s environment for 
accessing mental health services. These changes may include making services more convenient, 
accessible, and reflective of the diversity of the student body, including: 
 
•     Extending couseling center hours to accommodate more students and their schedules
• Hiring more counselors of color or who identify as LGBTQ available to serve those populations
• Including mental health education in first-year experience courses and student orientation 

programs
• Including mental health resources on course syllabi where other resources (i.e. academic 

tutoring, disability services, etc.) may be mentioned
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chapter 1

issues
Choose an Issue
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These resources will help you brainstorm and narrow down the most 
important issues facing student mental health on campus, determine 
which issues you have the most power to influence, and bring a group 
of motivated leaders to a consensus about your next steps.

Introduction to Brainstorming
Brainstorming methods are like opinions. Everyone has one. So, what is 
brainstorming? How should you do it? When should you do it? Is it helpful at all? 

Brain•storm•ing: A group problem-solving technique that involves the spontaneous 
contribution of ideas from all members of the group; also: the mulling over of ideas 
by one or more individuals in an attempt to devise or find a solution to a problem. 
(Merriam-Webster dictionary) 

The first step in choosing an issue to work on is to gather fellow students together and do 
some brainstorming. There are at least two methods for effective group-thinking: (a) the 
traditional brainstorm and (b) the “brainswarm.” Learn more about the two methods and 
pros/cons of each below. 

The Traditional Brainstorm
In a traditional brainstorm, one individual facilitates a discussion in which participants are 
encouraged to share ideas as they occer to them within a certain time limit. The facilitator 
may use a series of questions to prompt ideas and take notes on a whiteboard or flipchart. 
This method allows participants to build ideas with one another and can generate a long 
list of ideas. When it’s done well, the facilitator will ensure everyone has a chance to be 
heard and prevent any cencorship or critiquing of ideas at the beginning stage.

choose an issue
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choose an issue
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choose an issue

 
The “Brainswarm”
Another method that also works well is called the “Brainswarm.” In this method, on person 
provides a few prompts for participants to consider ahead of a meeting. Then, the participants 
bring their ideas on post-it notes to a meeting to share with the other participants. Together, the 
participants group “like” ideas together to create relationships between the ideas as shown in 
the example below.

In brainswarming, everyone has the opportunity to contribute equally to the discussion and the 
group can more easily avoid “group-think,” the way in which groups sometimes limit their own 
thinking during traditional brainstorming. Brainswarming allows each person to bring a unique 
idea to the table, unaffected by another person’s way of thinking. 

When to Brainstorm:
Brainstorming may need to occur at various points in your campaign process and with varying 
groups. It’s important to let folks know in advance that they can expect to be brainstorming 
during a meeting and let them know what they should be thinking about ahead of time. In terms 
of timing, you might brainstorm: 
• At the very beginning, to isolate a list of possible campaigns.
• Next, with allies to narrow down the specific issues your campaign will address and who might 

be helpful in solving these problems.
• Later, with decision-makers, mentors, and other people with knowledge of the issue to 

determine what resources are needed and how they might be obtained.
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choose an issue

After the Brainstorm 
• Address any issues you want to re-visit.
• Ask participants to place a sticker next to the ideas they most strongly believe in.
• Organize ideas into subgroups
• Recap what has been discussed
• Plan for a follow-up meeting to vote on issues and create action steps
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chapter 2

research
Research Your Campaign
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research your campaign

These resources will guide you in researching the history of the issue 
on your campus and others, and will help you understand who to 
approach for support.

Guide to Researching Your Campus 

Find the basic stats.

You can find out a lot in the “About” section of your school’s website. Get the basic facts on 
enrollment numbers, the % of students who live on and off-campus, a snapshot of the annual 
budget, and student retention rates. You can also request info on retention and other research 
by contacting your campus’s Office of Admissions (Enrollment Management) and Office of 
Institutional Research.

Get info from your health and counseling services.

Health and counseling centers typically keep general statistics about the number of students 
utilizing their services, for what, and for how long--including the number of crisis calls. You should 
also ask whether your campus participates in research such as the Healthy Minds Study, Healthy 
Bodies Study, or National College Health Assessment. All of these are rich with information about 
health and wellness issues on your campus!

Search campus media.

Has someone tried to do this before? Are there recent events that help your cause? What is 
campus culture like around this issue? Taking a look at campus media sources will help you find 
out!

Identify relevant departments and organizations.

Which departments oversee this type of policy or process? Are there similarly interested or affected 
organizations? Check out your campus’s organizational charts to determine who oversees different 
departments on campus. Search your student organization database to find other allies.

Find peer insitutions. 

FInd your school’s peer and aspirant institutions. Have those schools made these changes? Have 
they been successful? Your Office of Institutional Research can tell you who those institutions are 
and you can choose your template to keep track of what you find out. 

Click through to an interactive tutorial from The Chronicle of Higher Education to find out who 
your college think its peers are.

Click here for a template to keep track of your institutional research. 

https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/peers-network
https://www.chronicle.com/interactives/peers-network
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Tracking_Peer_Institutions_Spreadsheet.pdf


 15active minds | t r a n s f o r m  y o u r  c a m p u s

research your campaign

Reading the Cultural Thermometer
Is your campus ready for the kind of change you’re proposing? Has the change been 
proposed in the past? Is there awareness-raising that needs to be done about the issue 
first? Use the Cultural Thermometer below to find out. 
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research your campaign

Compelling Facts and Statistics
Several national studies can help you make your points. Depending on the focus of your 
campaign, this resource will help you find the stats you need to make a convincing case.

Click here to arm yourself with useful facts and statistics about the academic impact 
of anxiety, stress, depression. You’ll also find a helpful chart detailing the value of a 
campus counseling center. 

Conducting Effective Needs/Support
Assessments
These resources will help you develop, distribute, collect, and analyze what students 
believe they want and need regarding your campaign and judge their level of support. 

Getting started

1. Start with a broad objective or research question.

Let’s say your goal is to find out more about the culture around mental health on campus. 

2. Come up with a bunch of things you need to learn about your objective or research 

question.

If you’re trying to understand the climate around mental health, you might want to learn more 

about students’ attitudes/stigma, their knowledge of mental health and available resources, and 

any relevant experiences in social, academic, or other campus settings.

3. Write a question or several questions that can measure each topic.

Not sure what kinds of questions to write or how to do it? Next topic! 

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Compelling_Facts_and_Statistics.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Compelling_Facts_and_Statistics.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Compelling_Facts_and_Statistics.pdf


 17active minds | t r a n s f o r m  y o u r  c a m p u s

research your campaign

Choosing Your Question Format

Closed-ended Questions:

Ordered - These questions are typically simpler and good for measuring degrees of emotions and 

frequency of behaviors.  

Example: Please rate your level of agreement on a scale from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly 

Disagree.”

Unordered - These questions have options that are not ordered or ranked and can be more tiring 

to answer. However, they can be really helpful for assessing priorities. 

Example: Which of the following programs about mental health would you be most likely to 

attend? Respond options might include “a concert”, “a poetry reading”, “a lecture.”

Partially closed - These questions permit participants to give you a little bit more information than 

your response set allows by adding open-ended field. 

Example: “If other, please specify.”

Open-ended Questions

These questions allow the participant to answer the question in their own words. They are ideal for 

exploratory surveys for which you do not have much background information or what you would 

like to collect anecdotes to bolster your case.

Example: Please describe your last interaction with a member of the counseling center staff. 

[provide text box for answer]

Demographic Questions

Demographic questions ask about individual characteristics like gender/sex and race/ethnicity. 

When asking about individual characteristics we urge you to be inclusive (i.e., to think about 

the diversity of gender identities, sexual orientations, and socioeconomic backgrounds on your 

campus).
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research your campaign

Assessing and Evaluating
What are you trying to measure? Behaviors, attitudes, or knowledge?

Behavioral Questions
Questions about what a student has done or experienced.

Example: Have you received support from the counseling center on campus this semester?

Ways to Measure a Behavioral Question
Yes/No: This options is the most obvious and supplies the minimum amount of information on the 

topic. 

Frequency scales: This option gives you information about how many times the participant had 

engaged in the behavior.  

Ex. Change the question to “How many times have you received support...” with options like “0 times,” 

“1 time,” etc. 

Rates: This option gives you information about how many times the participant has engaged in the 

behavior in a particular period. 

Ex. Change the question to “How often do you receive support...” with options like “Once per day,” 

“Once per week,” “2 times per month,” etc.

Vague quantifiers: This option gives you a vague assessment of how often the participant engages in 

the behavior, which is helpful for assessing behaviors that individuals may not necessarily track.

Ex. “How often do you receive support...” paired with options like “often,” “sometimes,” “rarely,” 

“never,” etc.

Ways to Measure a Behavioral Question
Agreement: This scale typically includes the options “Strongly Agree,” “Agree,” “Neither agree nor 

disagree,” “Disagree,” and “Strongly disagree.”

Importance: This schale usually ranges from “Very Important,” to “Not important.”

Ex. “How imporant do you feel student mental health is to administrators on campus?”

Satisfaction: This scale usually ranges from “Very satisfied,” to “Not satisfied.” 

Ex. “How satisfied are you with the quality of counseling services on campus?”

Likelihood: This scale usually ranges from “Very likely,” to “Not likely.”

Ex. “How likely are you to attend a gatekeeper training on Saturday during this semester?” 

Knowledge Questions
Questions that ask about objective knowledge or things that have right or wrong answers. 

Ex. True or false - Only women have eating disorders. 

Knowledge questions typically have close-ended answers including yes/no, true/false, and “select all 

that apply” from a list of possible answers.

*Beware of using perceived knowledge questions in the place of real knowledge questions. 
Ex: “Would you know how to help a friend who was struggling with depression?” only measures 

whether the participant *thinks* they have the information. 
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research your campaign

Writing a Spot-On Survey Question

A few basic tips:
• Choose simple words.

• Use as few words as possible to pose the question.

• Use complete sentences.

• Develop response categories that are mutually exclusive (avoid overlap like: “1 or 2 

times” and “2 or 3 times”)

• Test your questions before you conduc a large-scale survey to make sure that 

respondents understand what you are asking and to ensure that any technical aspects 

of online surveys are running smoothly.
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research your campaign
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research your campaign

Analyzing Your Survey Data
How to produce and present accurate results. 

1. Upload your data.
There are many statistical programs that can be used to analyze survey data, including SPSS, State, 

SAS, and Microsoft Excel.

2. Clean your data.
To do this you might need to: 

- Label variables and response options 

- See if there are any outliers* (respondents who are significantly different from the average). 

*Carefully make adjustments or remove these subjects, documenting your decisions in detail.

3. Calculate the response rate and sample characteristics.
Your response rate is the total number of completed submissions divided by the total number of 

people you surveyed.

Sample characteristics include demographic factors such as race/ethnicity, gender, age, and other 

relevant variables.

4. Revies your broad objectives and research goals.
Create a list of variables that are most important to focus on. 

Consider how these measures vary accorss different individual characteristics. (For example: 

differences in self-percieved knowledge of campus mental health resources among students living 

on-campus vs. off-campus.) 

Make a checklist of all the things you want to learn from your data and then follow it like a road 

map.

5. Different questions = different variables.
Binary: A “yes/no” questions becomes a binary variable, or a variable with two categories. For 

binary variables, you might calculate the percentage of the students who answered “yes.”

Categorical: A categorical variable derives from questions like, “From which of the following 

locations did you receive services,” that is then followed by a possible list of locations. These are 

also often calculated as percentages for each of the answer choices.

Continuos: If you include a open-ended question such as “How many times have you visited the 

campus couseling center this semester,” allowing students to enter a number into a text box, this 

would yield a continuos variable. For these you will most likely calculate the mean, or average.

Extra Resources: Creating More Inclusive Demographic Questions • Data Management Resources

https://williamsinstitute.law.ucla.edu/
https://www.icpsr.umich.edu/icpsrweb/content/datamanagement/dmp/index.html
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research your campaign

Identifying Opponents and Their Ideas
Sometimes it’s hard to know who will come out against your proposal. These resources 

will help you identify potential opponents, anticipate their objections, and respond 

productively. 

Remember: When you prepare to take on potential opponents and their views, what you’re really 

doing is making your case stronger and ensuring that your change will last longer. It is not always 

likely that the opponents you identify will become your adversaries. However, by anticipating why 

they could be against your proposal, you are talking other ideas and perspectives into account and 

making adaptations that will make your campaign more successful in the long run. 

Try not to see the opponents you identify as evil adversaries. Most of the time, they will be folks 

with different perspectives and interests who are seeking to understand why this issue is important 

to you.

Click to view each document. 

Who are your opponents? 

What power do they hold?

How will they react? 

How will you respond?  

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Who_Are_Your_Opponents.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/What_Power_Do_They_Hold.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/How_Will_They_React-2.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/How_Will_They_React-2.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/How_Will_You_Respond-2.pdf
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chapter 3

goals
Set Goals
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set goals

Setting Goals

Writing Your Goals
Setting goals is essential to keeping your chapter’s mission clear and its drive strong while also 

keeping members accountable.  Below are two effective methods of goal setting that can be used 

to keep the focus strong.

SMART Goals
S pecific
M easurable
A chievable
R elevant
T ime-bound

(Rethinking) SMART Goals

S mall, specifc, sustainable
M eaningful and memorable
A ims for the agile zone (the zone where you’re able to remain flexible)
R elevant to outcome goals
T weakable

Example Goals:
SMART Goal: By the end of the academic year, we will expand mental health resources available to 
the campus community by having the crisis hotline number included on the back of student, staff, 
and faculty identification cards so that our campus is both more prepared to handle emotional 
distress.
(Rethinking) SMART Goal: We will have meetings with the counseling center and various 
administrators to discuss ideas about how access to the center could be improved in the interest of 
working toward extending its services to meet more students’ needs.

You don’t have to do it on your own! 
Check out these worksheets to guide your process.

SMART goals worksheet

Rethinking SMART goals worksheet

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/SMART-Goals.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/SMART-Goals-Worksheets-in-Alternative-Styles.pdf
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set goals

Communicating Purpose
Knowing how to communicate your purpose in increasing degrees of specificity is 

important to folks who want to learn more. Additionally, tools like a written mission, 

objectives, outcomes, and strategies give you a yardstick against which to measure your 

campaign’s success.

Mission: Clarifies your purpose and what you’re doing.
The mission of Students Organizing for Awareness and Access is to expand mental health 

awareness and access to mental health intervention services among the unversity student 

population.

Objectives: Describe your intended effect, broadly.
An objective of SOAA’s “A2” campaign is to increase students’ access to the counseling and 

mental health services available on campus.

Outcomes: Describe your intended effect specifically and in terms of outputs.
As a result of the “A2” campaign, students will be able to make and comfirm appointments at the 

university counseling center online via the university’s secure server.

As a result of the “A2” campaign, the unversity counseling center will experience a 5% increase in 

new student appointment requests.

Strategies: The means you’ll use to achieve your outcome.
In order to adjust the university counseling center’s appointment management system, SOAA will 

work with University IT during biweekly meetings to determind the necessary system requirements 

and resource needs. 

In order to adjust the unversity’s counseling center;s appointment management system, SOAA will 

collaborate with the University IT, the university counseling center, the Vice President for Finance 

from the Division of Student Affairs to create a budget line and recruit the funding for the project.

Tips on outcomes:
(Writing outcomes can be especially challenging, so make em’ SMART.)

Specific: use clear and well-defined terms when describing outputs like performance.

Measurable: write outcomes that imply the production of reliable data that can be used to 

measure success.

Attainable: be realistic about what you can achieve without making the bar so low it’d be 

impossible not to clear.

Results-oriented: articulate a specific standard that will be achieved.

Time-bound: give yourself a deadline for achieving the outcome.
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set goals

Writing a Work Plan
It might be the first time you’ve done this for a group. It may seem like an extra step. But, 

there are a lot of advantages to having a work plan in place.

Breaks down your goals into tasks.
A work template (like the ones you can download below) will help you look at the goals you’ve 

written and break each down into it’s tasks, delegate the tasks, and project deadlines.

Demonstrates action-oriented vision.
As you bring allies into your campaign, your action plan communicates that you know where 

you’re going and what it takes to get there. It also gives them something tangible to comment on 

when you’re looking for feedback and advice.

Provides transparency.
A good work plan clearly outlines the group’s goals, strategies, who is responsible for contributing 

specific tasks, and who is responsible for overall goal achievement.

Communicates expectations and drives accountability.
A detailed work plan includes the assignment of specific tasks to be completed by specific 

deadlines. Having these specifics written down helps group members hold each other accountable 

for the work that needs to be done because it’s all in black and white. 

Can be accessed by any member of the group.
A good work plan can be accessed by any member of the group at any time so that they can check 

on the completion of tasks and refer to deadlines that apply to their projects. 

And finally...Did we succeed? 
Use the resources on pages 23-28 to take you through all of the steps of 
writing an evaluation (based on your outcomes) that will not only tell you 
whether the whole campaign succeeded, but whether particular milestones 
were victories, too.
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Gather Support
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gather support

Gathering Support
Here’s where you’ll learn how to find mentors, allies, and collaborators, and how to use all 

media to your greatest advantage. 

Attracting Media Attention from Campus Media 

Step 1: Identify campus media outlets you can send a pitch to
Make a list of all the newspapers, magazines, radio/TV stations and news websites in your campus 

community. Depending on the size of your school, there may only be one or two publications 

on your campus, or you might have multiple outlets to contact. Don’t rule out any of them. 

Campaigns are enhanced by all coverage – from large and small outlets alike! 

Step 2: Compile a list of campus media contacts
Scan each publications contact list for keywords like “news editor” or “campus editor” to 

determine which staff member is most likely in charge of assigning stories about campus events. If 

you’re still unsure who to contact, write down the names and email addresses of a couple of staff 

members with promising titles. (Worst case scenario, if you contact the incorrect person, they will 

forward your email to the appropriate staff member.)
 
Quick tip: If the publication links to a “news tips” form on its contact page, also submit 

your pitch there.

Step 3: Brainstorm about your media pitch
Remember that journalists are most concerned with newsworthiness. Before writing a pitch, 

consider how you can frame your campaigns as timely, intriguiging, and relevant to the 

publication’s target audience. Give ‘em specifics: Did you just get your proposal approved? Do you 

have a fundraiser coming up? How is this campus issue related to a national trend? These are the 

kinds of questions editors will be asking themselves when they read your pitch.

Step 4: Write the pitch
Compile a 200-250 word pitch that includes basic information about your campaign and its 

newsworthiness. Keep in mind that while you’re an expert on this issue you are writing for an 

audience that may know nothing about this campaign, Active Minds, or mental health. Details and 

definitions are crucial! Explain how prevalent mental health disorders are, what the scope of the 

problem is on your campus, and what students are doing to fix it. Finally, remember to maintain an 

objective tone and imitate a news article so that your media contacts can imagine a similar story 

appearing in their publications.
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Step 5: Put on the finishing touches
At the end of your pitch, include the names, email addresses, and phone numbers of potential 

sources for an article about your campaign. Active Minds chapter members, counseling center 

representatives, and students struggling with their mental health are ideal sources – just make sure 

you ask for permission to list them as sources.

Step 6: Send the pitch
Write a simple, brief email explaining who you are and what your attached pitch is about. Send it to 

each media contact individually. Journalists are less likely to respond to a mass email than one that is 

personally addressed to them. Don’t forget to include a short, compelling subject line, too – “Univ. 

grants $10K to campus org for awareness campaign,” is far more eye-catching than “Active Minds 

Media Pitch” in a full email inbox.

Step 7: Follow up
If you haven’t heard back from a contact in 3-5 days, send a follow-up email. The person may have 

glanced at your intitial message and forgotten to reply. Try to include a piece of new and interesting 

(but brief) information when you follow-up so you can further make your case that your campaign 

is worth covering. Don’t be afraid to call the newsroom or stop in to meet with the editor. Make 

yourself known to the news staff and you’ll be more likely to get responses when you send pitches 
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Compile a list of potential questions
Expect the basics:

 - Why did you start the campaign?

 - Who is involved?

 - What are your goals?

 - What are next steps, meetings, or events?

Is there a recent campus news story that relates to your campaign or makes it 

controversial?

Try to anticipate related questions, but know you don’t have to answer anything about which you 

do not know the facts or that makes you feel uncomfortable.

Consider asking the reporter their questions in advance.

Some folks have policies against this, but it doesn’t hurt to ask.

Brainstorm your answers
Gather compelling statistics and anecdotes.

You know your cause is worthy, but reporters and consumers need compelling information about 

why they should be interested. Statistics look good in print, but anecdotes from folks who are most 

affected by the campaign can provoke helpful emotional responses.

Mix in action-oriented language as much as possible. 

Folks are most interested in what people are doing, and after you connect with them, they’re 

curious about how they can get involved. Be prepared to describe what your campaign does and a 

few tips about how consumers can get involved in the campaign.

Rehearse
Tap into your learning style.

Make flashcards from your potential question and answer lists.

Have a friend use the lists to do a mock interview.

Don’t bother memorizing your answers. It’ll just make you sound stiff, anyway.

Prepare for curve balls.

Have friends who haven’t see your question list pepper you with their own questions. You may find 

their are things you did not anticipate. 

Prepare to be recorded.

Reporters often record their interviews, so practice ditching filler words like “um,” “uh,” “right?” 

“you know,” etc.

Make final preparations
Bring a few notes.

DO write down important stats, dates, names and points you want to make.

DON’T bring and read straight from your “answers” sheet.

Stay hydrated and take your time. 

Bring a water bottle to the interview so you can take a sip when you need!

   Preparing for an Interview
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Make your headline irressistible.
ou only have on line to work with, which can see scary, but consider diction carefully to make your 

headline captivating. Your headline needs to set up your news in just a few words, so choose them 

wisely to capture the heart of the announcement.  

For example, the headline “Student mental health advocates urger university president to increase 

counseling staff” is much more compelling than “Students meet with administrator.”

Don’t play hard to get.
Get right to the point in the first paragraph. Assume reporters will only read the first sentence 

and scan the rest. The first paragraph of your release should cover the Who, What, Why, Where, 

and How of your new launch, update, or development. Reporters don’t have a ton of time to sift 

through details and fluffy background information – they just need the facts.

Include hard numbers.
Pack your press release with hard numbers that support the significance of your announcement. If 

you’re claiming a trend, you need proof to back it up. Check the “Research” section of this toolkit 

for statistics on student mental health.

Offer a tempting quote.
Include quotes whenever possible from someone in the campaign. This can give a human element 

to the press release, as well as provide a source of information in its own right. The chosen quote 

should shape your narrative and emphasize the core of the announcement. Offer a quote that 

reporters can use for context around your announcement and help paint a picture of how your 

news impacts the community.

Make it grammatically flawless.
Proofread your press release (and let other people proofread it as well) before sending it out. Even 

a single mistake can dissuage a reporter from taking you seriously.

Include contact information.
Whether you or someone else in your chapter is the point of contact, don’t forget to include a 

contact name, phone number, and email address (preferably at the top of the page.)

Provide valuable background information.
Provide relevant links to your chapter’s website and/or social media sites, where reporters can learn 

more about your mission and what you’ve already accomplished. Don’t make writers search on 

their own.

Fit it all on one page.
As with most good writing, shorter is usually better. Limit yourself to one page. This will force 

you to condense your most relevant information into a more readable document – something 

journalists are always looking for.

Writing a Great Press Release
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Submit right before or right after a significant milestone.
Editors always look for a reason why your viewpoint is newsworthy and why they should give 

it attention right now; highlighting your milestone right before/after it happens will boost the 

chances of getting your piece published.

Know the word limit.
In general, 700-800 words is the standard, but check the outlet’s op-ed submission page to find 

out their preference. Shorter is usually better for op-eds. They will likely pass over pieces that are 

over the word limit.  

 

Remember: you don’t need to fit everything into a single piece. Be satisfied with making only a few 

good points clearly and persuasively. Think about the overall message you want your redears to 

take home – that’s the point you should emphasize.

Put your main point up top.
Your first paragraph should draw the reader in by using a dramatic vignette or well-stated 

argument that explains why they should care. You have no more than 10 seconds to hook a busy 

reader and convince them that’s its worth their time to continue.

Tell readers why they should care.
Put yourself in the place of the busy person looking at your article. At the end of every few 

paragraphs, ask out loud: “So what? Who cares?” You always need to answer these questions.

Offer specific reccommendations.
An op-ed is not a news story that simply describes a situation; it’s your opinion about how to 

improve matters. Dont’ just analyze the situation; offer specific ways to take action.

Showing is better than discussing.
Illustrations, anecdotes, and personal stories help explain and bring complicated issues to life. We 

often remember personal stories and colorful details better than dry facts. Great examples and 

moving stories will help bring your story to life.

Use short sentences and paragraphs.
Look at some stories in most major newspapers and count the number of words per sentence. 

You’ll probably find the sentences quite short. Cut long paragraphs into two or more shorter ones.

Avoid jargon. 
If technical detail is not essential to your argument, don’t use it. When in doubt, leave it out. 

Use active voice.
Don’t write: “It is hoped [or: One would hope] that this campaign will...” Active voice is always 

better. It’s easier to read, and it leaves no doubt about who is doing the action. Ex: “This campaign 

will...”

             Writing an Op-Ed
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Make your ending a winner.
Your final paragraph is as important as your opening paragraph. Be sure to summarize your 

argument in one strong final paragraph. This would be a good time to offer your readers specific 

steps to change the situation. Don’t be afraid to end with a strong sentence, or “kicker,” that 

leaves the reader with a powerful call to action. 

Follow up
If you haven’t heard from the editor in a week, you can make a follow-up phone call to ensure 

they received your piece and ask about its status. If they don’t plan on printing your letter, ask if 

they have any feedback for you. They may also hold it for print, but publish it online. Ask if this is 

an option.

Identifying Partners and Allies
Answer the questions below to determine who can lend you a hand.

Who would benefit most directly from your change?
• All students?

• The counseling center?

• First year and transfer students?

• Students with non-predominant identies?

No support is so strong as that which appeals to self-interest. The people who stand to benefit 

most directly have the greatest interest in helping you achieve your goals.

Who works most closely with the people identified above?
• Residence life?

• Faculty?

• Orientation staff?

• Cultural centers or international student services?

You’re also likely to gain support from people on campus who succeed when the folks who stand 

to gain succeed. Think about who would be proud to see the people they care about gain the 

change they deserve.

Who are the potential student leader/student organization allies?
• Student government? 

• Peer educators?

• RAs and orientation leaders?

• Identity-based student organizations?

Students may not hold a lot of decision-making power on campus, but they do hold most of the 

advocacy power. If higher education is a business, then students are the customer. Rally your peers!
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Who are potential staff/faculty allies?
• Faculty with research interests?

• Student organization advisors?

• Crisis responders?

• Those who have personal experience with the issue?

Faculty and staff have all kinds of reasons to get involved. Some may be conducting research, 

others may have personal experience with the issue. Either way, talk to your peers and see who 

they know!

The Elevator Speech
Make it concise. Make it informative. Make it about your audience. One of the most 

important skills for recruiting support is to be able to communication about your 

campaing and its goals in the most direct way possible.

Download the Elevator Speech Tips PDF >> 

Identifying a Mentor
Here are a few pointers on how to find a mentor.

Consider sidestepping the obvious.
Your campaign may have everything to do with mental health, but that doesn’t necessarily mean 

you should go straight for psychology department faculty or a counseling ceter staff member if you 

don’t already have a strong relationship there. Think about your campaign in the big picture and 

then zoom in on people who will know the ins and outs of the process or policy you’re attempting 

to change.

Approach those affected.
Are there faculty, staff, or administrators who stand to gain from the success of the campaign? 

These folks are likely mentors who will be as motivated as you are!

Think strategically.
Staff in lower level positions are often the most in tune with students and their needs while having 

an excellent grasp on the politics of campus. Consider approaching folks like hall directors, student 

activities program managers, registrar’s office assistants, or staff from the Dean of Students office.

Explore preexisting connections.
You or someone else in your group may already have a mentor on campus. You may not consider 

them directly attached to the issue, but it never hurts to ask. Your mentor already cares about you 

and is likely to assist in something you care about. 

https://www.activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Elevator_Speech_Tips-2.pdf
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Finding Allies among Decision-Makers
It doesn’t always make sense to go directly to the top decision-maker at your school 

(often the President). You’ll need to hunt for the department that would be in charge of 

executing the kind of change you want to make.

Tip #1: 
Leverage isn’t always at the top. Sometimes your greatest allies are the folks in the positions of 

assistant director or lower. They are the people that run the business of the department and can 

give their boss’s “first-hand” verification that the change you seek is needed.

Tip #2: 
Going lower has its advantages. Sometimes it’s the people on the bottom rungs that have the 

most perspective to offer about their departments. For example, resident assistants and orientation 

leaders often have great insight into folks within their department who would support your 

campaign.

Tip #3: 
Give respect; receive respect. No matter who you’re meeting in a department, make it clear that 

you are seeking to better understand their work so that you can work within the system to change 

it. Don’t complain without offering solutions; check your language in emails and don’t trash 

unsupportive staff members publicly.

Tip #4: 
Staff alliances exist across all departments. Sniff around a bit to find out whether particular 

members across departments often each lunch together or serve on the same committees. You 

may be able to get an Assistant VP, the Director of Student Conduct, and the Associate Director of 

Student Activities on your side all at once.

Tip #5: 
Find a mentor. Likely somewhere among these departments, there is someone whose mission or 

job function can be enhanced by your work or maybe they just admire what you’re doing. When 

you find them, regardless of department, they will give you tons of free advice and assist you in 

navigating the campus politics.
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Talking to Administrators
How to discuss your idea professionally with campus decision-makers to ensure the 

greatest odds for your success.

Be Prepared PDF >> 
Scheduling, skills, research, and practice

The Meeting PDF >>  
Professionalism, processes, communication, and documentation

Follow-up >> 
Recapping, appreciation, and reflection

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Be_Prepared_Administrators.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/The_Meeting_Administrators.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Follow-up_Administrators.pdf
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How to Write the Proposal
This is the moment you’ve been preparing for. Below you’ll find downloadable PDFs with 

information that will help you create proposals, run successful meetings with campus 

decision-makers, sustain momentum, and come to agreements.

Compelling Stats >> 
Strengthen your case.

Choosing the Correct Words >>  
Communicate effectively with any audience.

Templates and Samples >> 
We curated the best templates and samples you can find.

Utilizing Campus Culture >> 
Are there traditions, slogans, artifacts, or stated obligations your campus has that could help drive 

home your point?

Meeting with Administrators and Key Stakeholders
How to discuss your idea professionally with campus decision-makers to ensure the 

greatest odds for your success.

Be Prepared PDF >> 
Scheduling, skills, research, and practice

The Meeting PDF >>  
Professionalism, processes, communication, and documentation

Follow-up >> 
Recapping, appreciation, and reflection

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Compelling_Facts_and_Statistics-1.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Choosing_the_Correct_Words_page.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Advocacy_templates.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Utilizing_Campus_Culture.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Be_Prepared_Administrators.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/The_Meeting_Administrators.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Follow-up_Administrators.pdf
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Getting Unstuck
Are things getting in the way of your progress? Ask yourself the questions in the 

corresponding section to determine the best way forward.

Identify the Obstacle
 

An external person or group

Are they willing to meet with you to discuss the issue?

• Likely, the most effective way to discuss possible resolutions is to get everyone into the same 

room. It’s important to be open, cordial, and polite in your invitation and communications. 

Snacks don’t hurt, either.

Can you alleviate their concerns?

• Sometimes opposition arises out of a fundamental misunderstanding of the issue at hand or 

the change that is being proposed. Whether you’re able to sit down with the opposition party, 

or if you have to do it via email, it’s important to explain as clearly and calmly as possible. It’s 

essential to watch your tone in written and verbal communication because folks are already 

taking an oppositional stance. Present yourself as open and make sure others feel heard. This 

is the best way to determine whether a simple solution exists.

Is there a compromise to be made?

• Simple explanations and alleviation of concerns cannot clear the way forward. It’s important to 

then determine whether there is a common ground on which to compromise. Does the person 

or group agree with you on some things and not others? Can you meet them on the issues in 

which you agree and make progress there? 

Are there external allies who could exert pressure on your behalf?

• Getting nowhere? Check with your mentor and other influential allies to see if they are willing 

to exert some of their institutional capital to try to push the campaign forward.
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It’s someone within the group

Have you bitten off more than you can chew?

• Break down the issue into its component parts. Sometimes in our excitement to make change, 

we lump a lot of similar ideas into the campaign. 

Can your campaign be broken up into component parts and taken one at a time?

• Reassess support for the issue. If you have an email list of supporters, but are unsure how 

to engage them as volunteers, send a short survey out to your email list to see what types 

of things they would be willing to do and what unique talents they have to support the 

campaign.

• If you have support, but lack volunteers, consider going back to your supporters and asking 

them to complete small, defined tasks. Review your goals, objectives, and action plan.

Are folks engaging in mutual decision-making or is the leader exerting unilateral control?

• If you lack support, consider repeating the prioritization process to determine whether there is 

another issue that might garner more support.

Are you spending more time hashing things out than completing tasks?

•  Assess the mindset of the group.

•  Review your goals, objectives, and action plan.

•  If your internal group is small, mutually construct or update the talking points for the 

campaign.

•  If your internal group is large, consider having the leadership present a full overview of the  

campaign, including talking points, for consideration by the group.

•  Ask yourselves these questions to identify common roadblocks to task completion.

Are folks engaging in mutual decision-making or is the leader exerting unilateral control?

•  Is commitment to task completion an issue?

 Assess the capacity of the group. Ask yourselves these questions to identify capacity issues:

• Are there too many people weighing in on every single issue?

• Is there too much work for your current group to handle?

• Are there others who can help?
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It’s a policy or procedure

Can you refocus your campaign on changing the policy or procedure?

If you’re willing and able to take on this new focus, ask yourself:

• Who initially made this policy/process?

• Who currently enforces the policy/process?

• Can the policy/process be changed at all?

  If not, consider whether there are workarounds. Rely on your faculty and staff allies for their  

  opinions.

• Can the policy/process be amended to accommodate the change?

Are there external allies who could exert pressure on your behalf?

• Getting nowhere? Check with your mentor and other influenctial allies to see if they are 

willing to exert some of their institutional capital to try to push the campaign forward.

It’s a funding problem

• How much do you need to make the change? One-time cost or will you need to find 

sustainable source?

• Where do similar initiatives get their funding?

• Are their grants available?

• Can the change be achieve through a nominal student fee or department budget reallocation? 

Choosing the Correct Words PDF >>  
Communicate effectively with any audience.

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Choosing_the_Correct_Words_page.pdf
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Follow Up
Your campaign is over and fatigue is probably starting to set in. Wait! There are a still a 

few things you should do. 

Celebrate and Debrief - How to Lead a Debriefing Process
Facilitation Tips

1. Listen twice as much as you speak.

It seems cliché, but a facilitator’s role is to keep the conversation moving and participate as 

passively as possible. Insert any ideas you have that weren’t mentioned into the notes after the 

conversation.

2. Get a note-taker.

Allow yourself to focus on the conversation and allow someone else to write the notes.

3. Manage the group.

Tangents are common in debriefing processes. Cut off tangents as soon as is politely possible and 

redirect the conversation. Establishing ground rules at the beginning can be helpful with this.

4. Use the “What,” “So what,” “Now what” method.

Download this document of sample questions that follow this time tested reflection model.

5. Revisit milestones, goals and outcomes.

Go back to the goals and outcomes you wrote at the beginning of your campaign. How many of 

them did you achieve? Which were left undone? What could be done in the future? You can also 

measure up against the milestones we created for you

Say Thank You
It’s important to thank all of the people involved in helping you make your change campaign 

successful.

After a meeting - email

In most cases, you don’t need to send a handwritten thank you card after a meeting. In these 

cases, the best thank you is a prompt email thanking them for attending with the meeting minutes 

and next steps attached. 

After the campaign - handwritten thank you and/or celebration

Sit down with your core group of leaders and handwrite some thank you notes to the following 

people: Your mentor, key administrators, partner organizations, folks who supplied food/drink/

space, etc.

Planning a celebration for anyone you consider “integral” to the campaign is strongly 

recommended. A little food, a little drink, and a lot of thank you.

Gifts - If you have the budget for it, consider getting small gifts for your core leadership and 

mentours. They will appreciate it and be more likely to participate in future campaigns.

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/AM_TYC_What_So_What_Now_What.pdf
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TIPSCreating an Internal Communications Plan

As important is it is to communicate with outside parties, it is just as important to 
communicate effectively internally. Use these tips to create a plan for developing and 
distributing internal campaign messages.

Collect necessary contact information. 
This might include emails, phone numbers, and any other information that will be pertinent to the 
campaign.

What kinds of information will you need to distribute?
Think about how you’re going to keep members of the group updated  especially if they aren’t 
involved in every campaign component or cannot make it to every meeting.

Who are your different audiences?
You will need different communications for different audiences. Your leadership team may best 
communicate via group text whereas you’ll need a well-organized email format for your extended 
campaign volunteer staff.

Have a point person.
It’s best if all of your internal communications come from the same person. This helps you 
streamline messages and replies so that all of the information coming in and going out lives in the 
same place.

Think about timing.
Get folks their information in a timely fashion so that they can act on it. You may also consider 
when folks are most likely to read your communication.

Keep their attention.
Your communications are at their best when they convey real, actionable ideas. Try to minimize 
tangential information and get to the point.

Ask for feedback.
Every once in awhile, ask folks if the communication methods are working for them. If not, take 
their feedback and tweak a little. Then check in again a little later to see if things have improved.

Emails and texts aren’t substitutes.
Try to avoid letting your written communications take the place of in-person interactions. Meeting 
face-to-face is critical, especially when you’re trying to motivate, inspire, and persuade.
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TIPSHow to Run Effective Meetings

These campaigns are all about bringing people onto your team and moving forward. Your 
meetings should reflect that.

Before the meeting:  
Send a meeting invitation as far in advance as possible. Make sure to detail a specific time and 
location. 
Distribute an agenda at least 48 hours in advance of the meeting so that people who need to 
come prepared with thoughts and/or additional materials can plan to do so. 

 l Simple Agenda Template 

 l Objectives-Based Template

 l Multi-presenter Template 
Make sure the room you are using is equipped with all of the materials you’ll need (e.g., RGB 
projector, white boards, etc.) and understand the constraints of the space. 
Confirm the attendance of any big decision-makers or critical people of importance 24-48 hours 
in advance of the meeting. 

During the meeting:
Welcome everyone to the meeting and thank them for attending.
Have paper copies of the agenda distributed to each participant or have it posted somewhere that 
all participants will be able to see and follow along. 
If this is the first time many attendees have convened for a meeting together, make sure to 
do introductions. For a working group of students, it may also be appropriate to lead an icebreaker.
Respect everyone’s time. Start on-time and end on-time.
Stick to the agenda, but make sure all of the viewpoints around the table are being expressed.
Designate someone to take notes on the meeting that can be distributed to everyone in 
attendance. The notes should not reflect the views of the note-taker, but rather the full spectrum of 
ideas expressed.
At the end, recap any decisions made or major points from the meeting and identify next steps.

After the meeting:
Send out meeting minutes. Be sure delegated tasks and next steps are highlighted, so that 
attendees can skip to information that is most relevant.
Check-in with attendees to ask for feedback on the meeting, when appropriate.

http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Simple_Agenda_Template.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Objectives-Based_Agenda_Template.pdf
http://activeminds.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/04/Multi-Presenter_Agenda_Template.pdf
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