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EDUCATING POLICYMAKERS:  
A Guide to Legislative Visits and 

Hosting Site Visits 
 

The California School Health Centers Association has found that building relationships with state and 
local leaders is vital to the sustainability and expansion of school-based health centers (SBHCs). 
Educating legislators about SBHCs – what they do and who they serve – is the first step. A legislative visit 
is an effective way to begin a conversation with your legislator. It provides the opportunity to establish a 
working relationship and puts a face on the issue. Communicating with your legislators on a continual 
basis will keep them aware of your needs, highlight your successes, and help ensure the sustainability of 
SBHCs.   
 
Reaching out to legislators serves many purposes. It helps your elected representative more clearly 
understand the concerns of your organization and the population it serves. It allows you to demonstrate 
the impacts and contributions the SBHC make to your community by showcasing the services you 
provide and the people you employ and serve. It also allows you to explain how a proposed new law or 
regulation would impact students and your health center.   
 
There are two main methods for having fact-to-face meetings with legislators. One is a legislative visit, 
where a few representatives from the SBHC visit the legislator’s district or Sacramento office for a 
meeting. The other is a site visit, where you invite the legislator and staff to tour your SBHC to see it in 
action. Also, if your SBHC is hosting an event, consider inviting your legislator. Regardless of the form the 
visit takes, it is part of building an ongoing relationship. 
 
The following information is meant to serve as a guide to assist you in scheduling, planning, and 
conducting a legislative visit or a site visit. Great emphasis is placed in preparing and delivering a 
cohesive and clear message. Samples of the types of materials you will need are provided on our 
website at www.schoolhealthcenters.org.   
 
The steps outlined here are suggestions – not 
all elements are necessary for a successful visit 
– and are in no way intended to make the task 
daunting.  If you have any questions or need 
assistance, don’t hesitate to contact us at 510-
268-1260 or info@schoolhealthcenters.org. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

mailto:info@schoolhealthcenters.org
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FOUR EASY STEPS to LEGISLATIVE VISITS 
 

Step 1:  Set up the meeting 
 
Determine who to contact. The California State Assembly is comprised of 80 districts and the state 
Senate has 40 districts. You can determine your legislators by visiting 
http://findyourrep.legislature.ca.gov/ and entering the address of your SBHC. You will be directed to all 
the names and contact information for the state legislators in your district.   
 
Call your legislators’ nearest local office. While in session, legislators are usually at their Capitol office 
Monday through Thursday and in their district offices on Fridays. It’s usually more convenient for you to 
visit the legislator’s district office nearest you, but if you prefer, you can visit their Sacramento office. 
For a schedule of the session, go to https://www.assembly.ca.gov/legislativedeadlines.  

When you call: 

 Identify yourself and briefly describe your health center/program.   

 Explain why you want to visit and ask to set up a time to come in to speak with the legislator 
either in the district or Capitol office.   

 If the legislator is unavailable, meeting with staff members is also a great opportunity as 
they play important roles in shaping priorities. More than likely you will meet with the staff 
person who covers health and/or education issues. 

 If meeting with the Senator or Assemblymember, you may be asked to send a written 
request for the visit. 

 
Send a written request, if necessary. Many offices will request a letter. The letter needs to include who 
will be part of the visit – names and affiliations – and a short description of why you want to meet with 
the legislator. Due to space constraints, the maximum number of people who can participate in a visit is 
usually four. If possible, it’s a good idea to include a parent and/or youth who can tell compelling 
personal stories about how the clinic helped them.  
 
Address your letter to “The Honorable [legislator’s name]”; for example, Senator Nancy Skinner would 
be “The Honorable Nancy Skinner.”   
 

 
Step 2: Get Ready  
 
The most important thing to do is to prepare your message. All planning for a legislative visit must be 
firmly rooted in a clear and concise message. Clearly identify a problem and purpose for visiting. It could 
simply be a meeting to get to know one another. You don’t have to wait until there is a pressing issue, 
and a visit doesn’t have to be just about lobbying.   
 
It is critical to develop a uniform message that transcends any single site message so your legislator 
walks away with a greater understanding about local or state SBHC needs rather than a specific opinion 
about one health center or program director. CSHA has developed the following sample message and 
talking points that SBHCs are encouraged to use in conjunction with CSHA fact sheets: 

http://findyourrep.legislature.ca.gov/
https://www.assembly.ca.gov/legislativedeadlines
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The California School-Based Health Center message: 

School-based health centers provide comprehensive care to children, youth, and their families 
in a trusted setting, their schools. SBHCs are a growing and successful model because they 
keep children and youth healthy and in school.  

1. There are 268 school-based health centers in California. 
2. School-based health centers reduce barriers to health care by providing access in a 

friendly, trusted space.   
3. School-based health centers reduce health-related barriers to education by ensuring 

students are healthy and school.   

Materials to give your legislator: 

 A one-page fact sheet about your 
school health center. 

 A brochure about your school 
health center (if available) 

 CSHA’s SBHC State Overview Fact 
Sheet 

 Position paper and/or fact sheet on 
particular legislation/issue you may 
be advocating for 

 Your business card 

 

 
Your message should define your work, explain why it is essential, and describe how policymakers can 
help.  Points to include:  

 Examples through personal stories and experiences.   

 Your center’s mission and the programs and services your agency provides.  

 The importance and impact of your work.  

 California needs a system to financially support SBHCs, such as: 
o Ensuring SBHCs are reimbursed for services they provide. 
o Funding the SBHC grant program established in 2008 but never funded. 

 
Materials. Prepare a one-page fact sheet about your 
SBHC, highlighting the message you want the 
legislator to understand. If needed, CSHA can help you 
develop a fact sheet that includes a list of services 
offered, hours, staff, etc. Please see the call out box 
for resource suggestions. Links to CSHA factsheets and 
other resources are available on our website at 
www.schoolhealthcenters.org.   
 
Strategize cooperatively. Take the time before the 
visit to formulate a strategy and get together with 
everyone attending the meeting.   

 Decide who will make what points.  

 Have facts lined up prior to the meeting.   

 Keep focused on the issue of funding.  Be 
prepared to discuss funding sources, specific 
funding challenges, and possible solutions. 

 
If yours is one of multiple clinics in a legislator’s district, work cooperatively with your colleagues. If 
possible, invite key staff from all the clinics to participate in a meeting with the legislator (or at the end 
of the tour, if doing a site visit).  
 
 
 
 

http://www.schoolhealthcenters.org/
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Step 3: During the visit 
 
Be punctual and friendly. Legislators and staff are just as busy as you, so be sure to arrive on time for 
your visit. Greet the legislator and/or staff representative with a firm handshake and thank them for 
their time. Introduce yourself by giving your name and the name and location of the health center you 
are representing. Hand your business card to each of the people with whom you are meeting. 
 
Deliver your message. All written materials, briefs, and SBHC representatives should be prepared in 
advance to “be on message” with the central theme of the day to ensure the focus stays where it is 
most needed. Stay positive and suggest solutions. Encourage your legislator to work with people in your 
community and your organization to find a solution. 
 
Ask for a commitment. Ask the legislator directly about his or her willingness to work to establish 
reliable and adequate sources of ongoing support for SBHCs. Identify points for follow-up and invite the 
legislator and staff to visit your SBHC (see information below on “Hosting a Site Visit”). 
 
What happens when issues are raised that you did not expect? Answer directly if you know the topic.  
If you don’t know, it’s OK to tell them so and offer to get back to them with the information.   
 
Tips for communicating with the legislator: 

 Know your legislator.  Review his/her biography (available on the internet). Learn their party 
affiliation, committee and subcommittee membership and past record on the issue you will be 
discussing. Knowing these facts will help guide your discussion and demonstrate that you have 
adequately prepared for the visit.   

 Remember: You’re the expert! Legislators and staff usually know little or nothing about our 
issues. Be sure to explain all acronyms, programs, funding sources and which agencies 
administer the funds.   

 Be Political: Put a community face on the issue. Legislators want to represent the best interests 
of their district. Wherever possible, demonstrate the connection between what you are 
requesting and the interests of the legislator’s constituency. This is one reason it is valuable to 
include the perspectives of youth, parents and families.  

 
 

Step 4: Follow-up 
 
This should not be a one-time event. It is important to incorporate visits with local officials, business 
leaders, and community leaders as part of a regular routine. SBHC advocates can begin to get 
comfortable with visiting “dignitaries,” and you will learn how to feel less anxious or nervous about such 
visits. 
 
The important element in visits with legislators is establishing a connection that will continue in the 
future. In order to maximize effectiveness, there should be a plan as to how this visit fits into a more 
extensive advocacy agenda. When your legislator is called upon to show leadership for the health of 
children and youth, he/she may draw upon their knowledge and impressions gleaned during their visit 
with you and other school health center advocates. 
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Immediately after the visit: Follow up with a thank you letter outlining the points covered during the 
meeting, and include any additional information, if it was requested.   
 
Report back to CSHA. We are continually prioritizing and strategizing which legislators to visit. By letting 
us know that you’ve made a visit, we can better plan our lobbying efforts. Please reach out to our Policy 
Director, Lisa Eisenberg, with information (and pictures!) about how the visit went: 
leisenberg@schoolhealthcenters.org.   
 
On-going efforts. Send reports and newspaper articles relevant to SBHCs in California and elsewhere.  
When CSHA is in support of or opposed to specific legislation: Ask others – parents, youth, school 
principals, PTA and school board members, community, religious and business leaders, friends, 
neighbors – to write letters to the legislator that support our position.   

 
 

HOSTING A SITE VISIT 
 
One of the most effective ways of educating legislators about the principles and programs of SBHCs and 
the need for their continued support is to invite them to visit your health center. A site visit gives a 
legislator and his/her staff the opportunity to see firsthand some of the services that children and youth 
receive when they use your health center. Additionally, site visits provide legislators with the chance to 
experience the dedication and enthusiasm of ordinary citizens who are making a difference in the lives 
of children, youth and families. And they will learn about programs that keep children and youth healthy 
and in school! 
 
The legislator may be interested in learning 
more about the critical role of the SBHC, how 
the community agreements work, how the site 
administrators deal with the various funding 
entities and collaborative partners, and how 
the corporate and business community can be 
involved. Being able to speak directly with 
providers, students, school administrators, 
partnership staff, parents and residents is 
tremendously helpful to state lawmakers. 
 

Site selection 
 
Choose a site where you can comfortably accommodate visitors: a conference room, office or 
lunchroom where people can meet first and wrap up after the tour. Ideally, there will be space for 
people who are part of the visit (including parents and staff) to engage in a conversation with the 
legislator as he/she takes the tour. Finally, the site should demonstrate a range of medical services. 
 
Plan what programs or services to highlight, with whom the legislator will meet and other details.  
Don’t think the tour will come together on its own. Have a plan for what you want the legislator to see 
and hear. Legislators have reported that conversations with youth have strongly influenced their 
legislative work and advocacy on behalf of youth programs. 

mailto:leisenberg@schoolhealthcenters.org
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Send a written invitation. Follow the same protocol as mentioned in Step One above. Write a letter to 
your legislator inviting him/her to visit. Briefly describe your center, its programs, and indicate who will 
participate in the visit. 
Invite local news media. A site visit with a legislator is a terrific opportunity to get news media 
coverage. Submit a news release to local education and health reporters that connects the work of 
SBHCs with the need for California to develop a system to financially support them. Remember to 
inform the elected official’s office that the news media has been invited.   
 

Site visit 
 
It is important to structure the visit. Don't plan a big presentation or focus a lot of time on talking. 
Instead, give a brief introduction and then give visitors an opportunity to ask questions throughout the 
visit. Note: Visitors are likely to ask questions when they arrive and when they leave. A typical visit lasts 
about 60 minutes. 
 
At the start (before the tour):  

 Invite visitors to sit down while you prep them for the clinic visit.   

 Give the legislator and/or staff person your business card (or a list of all participants and their 
titles).   

 Present supporting materials you have prepared.   

 Give a brief overview of the background of the SBHC, its personnel, the children and parents 
served, and services provided. 

 
During the tour:  

 As you tour the clinic, describe funding sources, with special emphasis on the chronic challenge of 
keeping the doors open.   

 Consider telling one or two brief “success stories.” You might want to arrange for a parent and/or 
teacher to be present for questions.   

 Clinic staff not involved with the tour should continue working as usual.   
 
Wrapping up:  

 Allow for time after the tour to sit down with the legislator to explore possible solutions to budget 
challenges.   

 Thank participants for taking the time to visit and for their past support, if appropriate.   

 Follow-up the tour as you would a legislative visit (Step Four). 


