THE STUDENT’S TOOLBOX

WRITING SKILLS


c.1.3   WRITING LETTERS
AIM:  To learn how to write and lay out informal and formal letters -handwritten and typed.

INFORMAL LETTERS 

When you write an informal letter to a member of your family or a friend, you will want to make it easy and pleasant to read.  Over the years, a number of conventions (or ways of doing things) have developed, although there are no hard -and-fast rules and a bit of individuality can make an informal letter even more pleasant to receive.  

Handwritten or typed?

Many people feel that it shows more care and courtesy to write an informal letter by hand.  However, it is becoming increasingly acceptable to write informal letters using a word-processor or typewriter.  To make a typed letter look more personal, you can leave a space for a handwritten greeting and closing words.  

Traditional or modern layout?

The traditional layout for an informal letter is shown in      Example 1.  You will see that:

· The first line of each new paragraph is indented from the margin.

· Each line of the address line is written a bit further indented from the one above.  

A more modern layout for an informal is shown in Example 2.  It is a particularly suitable style to use if you are typing your letter, as the formatting is less complicated.  However, you can use if for hand-written letters as well.

You will notice that:

· There is a line space left between each paragraph.

· The address block is lined up against the right hand margin.  

Both styles use closed punctuation – that means commas after each line of the address and after the opening greeting and closing salutation.  The date should be written out in full – not in numbers.

Example 1:  An informal handwritten letter 

in the traditional style
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Example 2:  An informal handwritten letter 

in the modern style 
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FORMAL LETTERS
When you write a formal letter, you need to use a different style of language, structure and layout from the kind you use in letters to your family and friends.  

Formal letter structure
[image: image3.wmf]The first paragraph of a formal letter should introduce the subject of the letter and the important detail the reader needs to understand about the background. Remind yourself who your readers are and give them enough background information to explain why you are writing to them.  

If you really want to grab the reader’s attention, you may include a subject line before the introductory paragraph.
The main body of the letter will explain your points in detail.  Remember that each new point should have a separate paragraph.  You can make lists of things easier to read by using bullet points to create an itemised list.

Formal letters also need a proper conclusion, so that the reader knows what you want them to do.  Link it with the purpose you stated at the beginning.

Circular letters

A circular letter goes to lots of people.  Some readers will know more about the situation than others.  If you write a long letter, explaining everything, some of your readers will get bored and miss the important things you need to communicate.  However, if you just stick to the main points, newcomers will not understand what you are talking about.

A compromise is to put the key points in your main letter and attach a separate document giving full details for those who need it.

Formal letter language
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Keep it short and simple. 

Remember:  KISS 

The Plain English Campaign recommends that  a good average sentence length is between 15 and 20 words.

[image: image5.wmf] 

 

[image: image6.wmf][image: image7.wmf]
· Tailor your language to suit your audience

If you are writing to people with a low reading age, such as children or people with English as a second language, you will need to write in simpler sentences than for adults with a good command of English.  Whoever you are writing to, aim to keep your language as simple as possible.

· Don’t use jargon

Groups develop their own language as well as their own ways of thinking.  Jargon is language that is only understood by the ‘in-group’ and will need to be translated for outsiders to understand.  

Trilogy Telecom recently wrote this in a letter:
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BT have started processing the first stage of our MPF orders. . .  However with the second stage (i.e. physically installing the metallic facility path between the customers line and the Trilogy equipment) they will only walk one or two orders through the system Thursday of next week.'
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If is not just officials who use jargon.  The term  ‘Year 9’ may not mean much to your grandparents, who would have used the term ‘Third Years’ or even ‘Upper Fourth’.

· Don’t use unnecessarily complicated language
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· Use simple verb forms


 is better than 

is better than

· Avoid the passive voice where possible
It can give the impression that you are trying to avoid responsibility or that you are not confident about what you are saying.  At worst, it can easily become plain ungrammatical!


· Don’t use abstract nouns instead of active verbs  

Describing actions by nouns instead of verbs has a similar effect to the passive voice – the person acting tends to disappear.  The sentence also becomes ugly and complicated.




Empty words like ‘position’ and ‘consideration’ are particularly bad.  







· Use personal names and pronouns whenever possible
Always try and find out the name of the person you are writing to.  Only use Dear Sir or Madam as a last resort after all your detective work has drawn a blank.  

If you are writing a circular letter, you are more likely to get a positive response, if you personalise it. You can use the mail-merge facility on your word-processing software to send out letters with individualised names, addresses, salutations and letter text.


Unless you are sure that an informal tone is appropriate, you should always give the person you are writing to a title – Mr, Mrs, Miss, Dr, etc.  If you really cannot find out whether a woman you are writing to is a Miss or a Mrs, you can use the abbreviation Ms – some women even prefer this.

If you are writing your letter to a named person, you should end it with Yours sincerely.  If you really cannot find out the name of the person you are writing to, you will need to use the ending Yours faithfully.  

When people reply to your letter, they will want to know how to address you.  You can help them by adding your title (Mr, Miss, Mrs, Dr, etc.) in brackets after your name.  You can also state your position in the organisation.

· Avoid impersonal statements 

They can give a bad impression.


· If something has gone wrong . . .
. . . you can express sympathy or regret without admitting it was your fault.


· Be polite
Be thankful where you can.  Compliments are usually very acceptable!

· Don’t state the obvious

Instead of starting a letter with “I am writing to you to . . .”, get to the point:

I am concerned about . . .

I wish to confirm . . . 

Thank you for your help . . .

· Remember the golden rule of letter writing: emphathy

Put yourself in the other person’s shoes and consider:

· What their interests are – what matters to them,      not you.

· What they know and don’t know

· What sort of language they understand best.
Formal letter layout and formatting
The layout style of formal letters has changed over the years.  Modern formal letters are normally typed or word-processed and most businesses now use a style that is easy for a typist to produce.  There are no hard-and-fast rules about exactly how a formal letter should be laid out but the guiding principle should be to create a clear and a pleasing look and to be consistent.

Formal hand-written letter layout 

Although most formal letters nowadays are typed or word-processed, you may sometimes need or prefer to write a letter by hand.  In exam situations, you might be asked to write a formal letter and this, obviously, has to be written by hand.  

The style of handwritten letters is changing and many people now imitate the layout of typed letters, especially in the way they lay out paragraphs in the body of the letter.  

Some guidelines:

· Put your address (but not your name) at the top right hand side.  Don’t add punctuation to the postcode.  Include your telephone number if available.

· Put the address of the person receiving the letter on the line below your address but on the left hand side

· Put the date below the address, leaving a line between the last line of the address and the date.  Don’t use figures only for the date but write out the month in words.

· Your greeting (Dear ………..) should be at least one line (preferably two or three) below the date.

· In the main body of the letter, you can indent the first line of each new paragraph about 1.5 cms from the margin.  Nowadays, however, many people prefer to leave a line between each paragraph instead of indenting, as it makes the paragraph divisions clearer.

· Leave a line before writing your complimentary close — Yours faithfully or Yours sincerely.  Some people still put the complimentary close in the centre of the page but this can look odd, so many people now line up the complimentary close with all the other paragraphs in the main body of letter.  Don’t use a capital letter for sincerely.  

· Leave yourself plenty of space for your signature.

· Write your name in block letters underneath your signature to ensure that the person receiving the letter knows exactly who has sent it. Signatures may not be very clear.

EXAMPLE 3: A formal handwritten letter              

(without indented paragraphs)



Formal typed/word-processed letter layout 

You should normally try to type or word process formal letters, as they are much clearer for most people to read.  

There are two main layout and formatting styles for a formal typed/word-processed letter.

BLOCKED with OPEN PUNCTUATION

This is becoming the most common style used for formal letters, as it is easy to use and learn.

· Everything is lined up against the left-hand margin of the page, including your address.

· A clear line space (or more) is left between each element of the letter.  Six lines should be left between the Complimentary close and the typed name of the person sending the letter.

· A clear line space is left between every paragraph.

· Punctuation is only used if absolutely essential to the sense of the letter.  

· There are no full-stops after Mr. or Mrs. or Dr. 

· There are no commas in the addresses 

· The date is written without a st, nd, rd, or th
· There are no commas after the Greeting or the Complimentary close. 

SEMI-BLOCKED with MIXED PUNCTUATION 

Some people prefer to keep elements of traditional letter layout and formatting.  

· Most elements of the letter are blocked against the left-hand margin, but the sender’s address is still in the top right-hand corner.  Some people also put the date there.

· Commas are still used in the address, the greeting and the complimentary close.  

· The date may contain the abbreviations st, nd, rd, or th
A more closed style of punctuation would also add full-stops after each abbreviated title – Mr., Mrs., Dr. – and would put a full-stop after each initial in someone’s name.
EXAMPLE 4: A formal letter – blocked with open punctuation

EXAMPLE 5: A formal letter – semi-blocked with mixed punctuation

Extra features in formal business letters

Business letters often have extra features to give more information to the organisation sending the letter, as well as to the recipient.

· Business letters are printed on headed notepaper, so you don’t need to type the organisation’s address at the top of the page.
· A reference may be included below the recepient’s address and before the date.  This will help both sender and receiver locate relevant files.
· Many people will also put the letter’s computer file path at the bottom of the letter so that the sender can locate the letter on their computer system.  
· If the letter includes enclosed documents, the abbreviation enc may be typed under the sender’s name at the bottom of the letter.
· If the letter is copied to anyone else, the abbreviation cc will be typed at the bottom of the letter, underneath the sender’s name, together with the name of the person or persons who have received copies: eg: cc Jane Brown
· Sometimes, the subject of the letter will be stated before the main body starts.  It should be typed in capitals one line space below the Greeting.
· If a letter is confidential, the words PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL may be typed just above the name in the address block. 
· Sometimes you may want to draw attention to the specific individual who should deal with your letter.  You can include the words FOR THE ATTENTION OF . . . . just above the name in the address block.
Many business letters are sent in window envelopes so that you don’t have to type the address on an envelope.  If you are using window envelopes, it is important to make sure you line up the recipient’s name and address so that it will show through the window for the postman to read, together with any instructions such as PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL.  

Experiment with folding your letter so that you know exactly where to start typing the name and address block.

SUMMARY:  Formal letters should follow a clear structure and adopt a clear, consistent layout and formatting style.
VETS FOR PETS
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Dear Mr Bloggs


It is regretted that your dog died in this veterinary surgery . . . 





TANDEM CYCLING CLUB





Dear Club Member


It was good to see a large number of members attending the club annual general meeting last week.


Anyone who attended the meeting and wishes to obtain a copy of the proceedings is requested to contact the club secretary.


Yours faithfully





Chris Wright (Miss)


Club Secretary
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17 Abercromby Road,


Whittington,


Shropshire,


SY11 7NC


01691 665429





20th March 2008





Dear James,


I’m really glad that you are enjoying life in Australia.  Your new house sounds amazing and it must be brilliant to go to the beach after work every day and play football.  


Back here in England, it ‘s cold and wet, as usual.  In fact, we had some snow at the weekend but not enough to be any fun.  It was so windy last night that some slates blew off the roof and the fence fell down.  I spent the afternoon helping Dad put it back up – the fence that is, not the roof!


School is nearly over and I can’t wait till the holidays.  We are going to visit my aunt and uncle in Somerset for the first week.  They live near a lake, called Lake Wimbleball –  funny name, isn’t it?  We are going to hire a boat and row right across to the other side.  


Let me know what you are doing for your holidays.


Best wishes,


Andrew


			





TANDEM CYCLING CLUB





Dear Angela


It was good to see you and so many other club members at the annual general meeting last week.


If you would like a copy of the proceedings, please contact me.


Yours sincerely 





Chris Wright (Miss)


Club Secretary
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VETS FOR PETS


�





Dear Mr Bloggs


We very much regret that your dog, Misty, died while in our care. . . . .  
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That’s a rather sudden pull up, ain’t it, Sammy?”, inquired Mr Weller. “Not a bit on it,” said Sam; “She’ll vish there wos more and that’s the great art of letter writin’.”


Sam Weller’s Valentine, from 


The Pickwick Papers





MUSIC FOR ALL





Dear Miss Jones


We have found that most of our piano tuners can tune 9 pianos a week.  As you are only able to tune three pianos a week, we have decided to cancel your contract with us.    








MUSIC FOR ALL





Dear Miss Jones


Experience shows that most piano tuners can tune nine pianos a week.  As it appears that only three pianos a week are being tuned by yourself, it has been decided that your contract with Music for All will be terminated.  








Copyright permission sought
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PROBLEMS SOLVED LTD





Dear Ms Smith


Thank you for your letter.  Your explanation of the problem is very helpful.








(





Use this form





This form should be used





(





Please let me know





I should be grateful if you would let me know








(





The delay in the preparation of the agenda and consequent failure of comprehension of the issues by some members, is very much regretted.





(





I prepared the agenda too late for some members to understand the issues.  I am sorry.








(





The matter is under consideration.





The truth of the matter is, we’ve lost the file!





BBC Announcer, 1940





The position in regard to France is serious.





The news from France is very bad.





I think he means, bring a spade and wear wellies!








Dear Friends of the School


On Saturday, 11 October, we will be tidying up the school grounds.  Please bring a flat-bladed excavating implement and wear  just-below-the-knee waterproof rubber boots. 








Did you know?


In 1990, the Plain English Campaign introduced its seal of approval - the Crystal Mark – to encourage organisations to communicate clearly with the public. They will not give the Crystal Mark to any document unless it can be read, understood and acted upon by the intended audience.
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Better known as ‘laying the cable’








Dear . . . . 


SPONSORED WALK FOR NEW GYM


We are trying to build a new gymnasium at our school.  At present we have to go by bus to a sports centre whenever we have PE lessons and this wastes a lot of time.  We are also not getting as many PE lessons as the Government says we should.


We have raised most of the amount we need by our own efforts but we need to raise another £15,000, so that we can begin work on the new gym later this school year.  


We are making a special effort to raise the remainder of the money by undertaking two sponsored walks:


Years 10 - 12 – minimum 10 miles


Years 7 – 9 – minimum 7 miles


All the pupils in the school are taking part and many of us intend to cover the course twice or more.  It will be quite hard-going but we will be sustained by the thought that each mile we walk will raise more money for our school.


To achieve our goal, we need the support of the whole community.  We are asking you to support us by sponsoring one or more students.  We are very grateful for your past interest in our school and know that we can rely on your generous support for our gym campaign.  Please complete the enclosed sponsorship form and return it to the school in the envelope provided.  Thank you.





Thankyou











17 Abercromby Road,


Whittington,


Shropshire,


SY11 7NC


01691 665429


Mrs J Anderson,


Frontline Music, 


Wavertree Road,


Oswestry,


SY13 8PE


20th March 2008





Dear Mrs Anderson,


I read in the local paper that you are offering after-school classes for groups of three or more children to learn the flute.


My friends and I are interested in a weekly class.  There are five of us and we are free from 3.00 to 4.30 pm on Wednesdays and Thursdays.


Could you let me know if you could teach us on one of these afternoons and how much you would charge.  


Thank you.


Yours sincerely,





Julie Proctor





JULIE PROCTOR (Miss)





17 Abercromby Road


Whittington


Shropshire


SY11 7NC


Tel:  01691 665429





Dr E Dakin


Castle Surgery


Castle Street


Oswestry


SY13 3GP





20 March 2008





Dear Dr Dakin


I visited your clinic yesterday, intending to book an appointment to see you on Friday.  To my amazement, the receptionist told me that the surgery could only take bookings over the phone.  I explained that I was there in person, so she should be able to take my details and book my appointment without any difficulty.  However, she insisted that the new regulations required her to take only phone bookings.  


The person behind me explained that she also wanted to book an appointment and was told the same thing.  She, however, had a mobile phone, so she went outside the door and rang the surgery.  


If it had not been so annoying, it would have been comical to see this woman speaking to your receptionist arranging her appointment over the phone: both women were in eyeshot of each other and could see one another talking.  


I cannot believe that you approve of this ruling and I am at a loss to know what benefit it offers anyone.  I would like you to assure me that you will be instructing your receptionist to take personal bookings in future.


Yours sincerely








James Lazenby








Yours sincerely














JULIE PROCTOR (Miss)





17 Abercromby Road,


Whittington,


Shropshire,


SY11 7NC


Tel:  01691 665429





20th March 2008





Dr E Dakin,


Castle Surgery,


Castle Street,


Oswestry,


SY13 3GP





Dear Dr Dakin,


I visited your clinic yesterday, intending to book an appointment to see you on Friday.  To my amazement, the receptionist told me that the surgery could only take bookings over the phone.  I explained that I was there in person, so she should be able to take my details and book my appointment without any difficulty.  However, she insisted that new regulations required her to take only phone bookings.  


The person behind me explained that she also wanted to book an appointment and was told the same thing.  She, however, had a mobile phone her and went outside the door and rang the surgery.  If it had not been so annoying, it would have been comical to see this woman speaking to your receptionist arranging her appointment over the phone: both women were in eyeshot of each other and could see one another talking.  


I cannot believe that you approve of this ruling and I am at a loss to know what benefit it offers anyone.  I would like you to assure me that you will be instructing your receptionist to take personal bookings in future.


Yours sincerely,








James Lazenby











Yours sincerely














JULIE PROCTOR (Miss)





17 Abercromby Road,


Whittington,


Shropshire,


SY11 7NC


01691 665429





20th March 2008





Dear James,


I’m really glad that you are enjoying life in Australia.  Your new house sounds amazing and it must be brilliant to go to the beach after work every day.  


Back here in England, it ‘s cold and wet, as usual.  In fact, we had some snow at the weekend but not enough to be any fun.  It was so windy last night that some slates blew off the roof and the fence fell down.  I spent the afternoon helping Dad put it back up – the fence that is, not the roof!


School is nearly over and I can’t wait till the holidays.  We are going to visit my aunt and uncle in Somerset for the first week.  They live near a lake, called Lake Wimbleball –  funny name, isn’t it?  We are going to hire a boat and row right across to the other side.  


Let me know what you are doing for your holidays..


Best wishes


Andrew
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