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You’ve learned to write clear, concise, correct sentences.
You’ve learned to use the writing process to combine
 sentences in unified, coherent paragraphs that suit your
 purpose, medium, and audience. Now it’s time to combine
paragraphs effectively in the sorts of writing projects that
you’re likely to undertake.

Writing takes many forms—from creative writing (such as
prose, poetry, and drama) to personal writing (such as
diaries, journals, and letters) to workplace writing (such as
business letters, reports, and job applications). You’ll get a
taste of several types of composition in this study unit. We’ll
place special emphasis on the two forms of writing that
virtually everyone has to do: personal and business letters.
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When you complete this study unit, you’ll be
able to

• Create a unified, coherent composition with an
introduction, body, and conclusion 

• Identify the differences between poetry and prose

• Write effective, appropriate, friendly letters, courtesy
letters, and formal invitations 

• Recognize the elements of several types of business
 letters

• Write and format attractive, functional, and efficient
business letters and interoffice memos

• Write a factual report, a letter of application for a job,
and a resume with a cover letter
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1

DEVELOPING COMPOSITIONS

Most types of composition—with the possible exceptions of
poetry and drama—organize ideas in paragraphs. Just as a
single paragraph requires unity and coherence for readability,
so does an entire composition.

Unity and Coherence

Another word for unity is “focus.” Unity requires that all the
ideas in a paragraph support the paragraph’s main theme.
This main theme is usually stated in a topic sentence. With
complete compositions, unity also requires the topic of every
paragraph to support the thesis of the whole piece of writing.
(A thesis is the main point that the writer or speaker
advances and supports by arguments.)

Coherence requires each idea to flow smoothly into the next
so that everything in the paragraph makes logical sense.
Coherence means that the ideas should stick together. Of
course, the same principles of paragraph development apply
when the paragraphs are part of a longer whole. Coherence
requires each paragraph to flow smoothly into the next, with
logical transitions in thought. Often, coherence is achieved by
using transition words and phrases, such as however, then,
and in conclusion. Each paragraph in a longer work must be
unified and coherent.

The Writing Process, Part 2
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You probably know that practically every story has a begin-
ning, a middle, and an end. Most types of writing share a
similar three-part structure:

1. Introduction

2. Body

3. Conclusion

The Introduction

The first paragraph (or, in longer compositions, the first cou-
ple of paragraphs) establishes the subject and design of the
composition. For instance, a newspaper article will establish
who, what, where, when, why, and how in the first paragraph
or two. In its opening scene, a work of fiction (an invented
story) will frequently introduce the main theme through
description or action involving the main character. The first
paragraph of a persuasive essay will state a position that can
be argued.

Many writers don’t begin writing until they’ve come up with a
strong thesis statement—a sentence that clearly states the
focus of the entire piece. Even if this sentence doesn’t appear
in the finished product, it helps to clarify the writer’s purpose
in his or her mind. A strong statement is specific, narrow,
and precise—not general or vague. It’s important, then, to be
able to tell the difference between a strong statement and a
weak one.

Weak: We were toying with the idea of buying some 
vacation property and found out some things 
that made us hold off for a while.

Stronger: We did some research on the availability and 
prices of lakefront property in Maine and 
decided to wait a year before buying.

In the stronger statement, the specific words suggest topics
for further development. For instance, the word “research”
suggests that the writers will talk about where they found the
information on which they based their decision. They’ll prob-
ably devote a paragraph or more to the availability of
lakefront property in Maine, followed by the prices. The writ-
ers must have a reason for deciding to wait “a year before
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buying” rather than to simply “hold off for a while.” The
reader takes that specific reference as a promise that further
information is to come.

A good introduction does more than set up the topic of the
composition. A good introduction captures the reader’s atten-
tion. A good writer tries to get the attention of the reader with
an interesting, well-written introduction.

Here’s another example of a weak thesis statement:

Television is bad for kids.

This statement could be interpreted in many ways. It’s so
broad, in fact, that only a shelf full of books could cover the
topic adequately. The writer of a brief composition needs to
get to a specific point. Here are just a few possibilities:

• Some studies seem to suggest a link between the num-
ber of hours children watch violent television shows and
the increase in juvenile crime.

• Today’s children are less physically fit than their grand-
parents were at the same age, and it could be that
television is to blame.

• Excessive television viewing has shortened the attention
spans of many children who have trouble concentrating
in school.

• Unsupervised access to a broad range of programming
on cable television has exposed many young children to
large doses of sex and violence.

• Watching television movies instead of reading the books
on which they were based can give children the false
impression that they know the story the author created.

Notice that each of these sentences narrows the thesis down
to a specific, manageable topic. It tells the reader exactly
what will be discussed and creates interest.

The Body

The middle of a composition supports the main idea with
specific topics explored in detail. Some important strategies
for paragraph development in the body of a composition
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include definition, illustration (or example), analysis, and
comparison and contrast. You know how important defini-
tions and examples are. You’ve been learning about them
throughout your study of Practical English. But perhaps
analysis, comparison, and contrast aren’t as self-explanatory,
so let’s take a closer look at them.

Analysis

To analyze something, you break it down into smaller parts
and examine them. For instance, suppose your friend has
been throwing gutter balls at the bowling alley. To help your
friend, you’ll examine all the possible reasons, from the size
of her bowling ball and how she’s holding it to how she
moves during her approach, release, and follow-through. You
would use a similar analytical approach in such writing tasks
as giving directions to get to your house, explaining how a
job is done at work, or persuading your mother to buy a com-
puter. Analysis is important in drawing conclusions based on
research, which is a common goal in report writing.

Comparison and Contrast

Comparison and contrast are effective strategies for structur-
ing a paragraph. They can also be useful for structuring a
longer piece that focuses on two or more items, ideas, or
alternatives. To compare, a writer shows how things are
 similar. To contrast, a writer shows how they are different.
Comparison and contrast can be used together in a piece of
writing. Comparing and contrasting help the writer think
through the subject in a systematic way. Therefore, the com-
parison and contrast structures help the reader organize his
or her thinking about the subject.

You can organize a comparison and contrast in two ways.
You can compare and contrast point by point, talking about a
single aspect of sameness or difference in each paragraph.
So, if you were to compare Car A to Car B, you would write
about both cars in every paragraph, with perhaps one para-
graph about engines, one about interiors, and another about
special features.
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Or, you can compare or contrast one subject at a time, which
we’ll call the block method. You can first explain in one or
more paragraphs all about Car A, and then all about Car B.
This structure emphasizes the subjects, while the point-by-
point structure makes the differences between the subjects
more obvious.

Comparing and Contrasting Point by Point

Topic: My two best friends

Thesis: My two best friends, Evan and Courtney, may
look very different, but they share many interests and
personality traits.

Paragraph 1: Evan’s and Courtney’s looks are discussed.

Paragraph 2: Evan’s and Courtney’s interests are
 discussed.

Paragraph 3: Evan’s and Courtney’s personality traits are
discussed.

Conclusion: This paragraph summarizes specifically how
Evan and Courtney differ in looks but share interests and
personality traits.

Comparing and Contrasting by the Block Method

Topic: My two best friends

Thesis: My two best friends, Evan and Courtney, may
look very different, but they share many interests and
personality traits.

Paragraph 1: Evan’s looks, interests, and personality
traits are discussed.

Paragraph 2: Courtney’s looks, interests, and personality
traits are discussed.

Conclusion: This paragraph summarizes specifically how
Evan and Courtney differ in looks but share interests and
personality traits.

If there’s too much information for a single paragraph on each
person, the material can be divided into several paragraphs.
For instance, there could be one paragraph on Evan’s looks,
another on his interests, and yet another on his personality;
followed by one paragraph each on Courtney’s looks, interests,
and personality—for a total of six paragraphs in the body.
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Paragraph Length

How long should your paragraphs be? In novels, essays, and
college textbooks, you’ll find lengthy paragraphs that develop
their topics in depth. However, in letters and workplace writ-
ing, paragraphs tend to be short. Short paragraphs help the
reader find important information and digest it easily. In
many technical documents, you’ll often see important infor-
mation in a paragraph of just one or two sentences. In these
kinds of documents, you won’t often find paragraphs longer
than five to eight sentences. You might see related ideas
placed in a list, rather than in regular paragraph form. (We
use lists in this study unit, so information stands out and is
easier to remember.)

The Conclusion

The end, or conclusion, of a composition restates what was
established in the introduction. The last paragraph is not the
place to introduce new information or bring up new argu-
ments that weren’t explored in the body. But the conclusion
shouldn’t just restate the introduction, either. That would be
repetitive. The conclusion should bring together the material
introduced in the body of the composition. It should summa-
rize the main points clearly, briefly, and convincingly so that
the reader is left with a strong, focused impression. Often, a
conclusion states a position for or against something (recy-
cling, for example) or issues a call for action from the reader
(vote, for example).

The classic three-part structure (with a beginning, a middle,
and an end) of composition also applies to speech writing.
In fact, clear organization is even more important when
your audience is listening rather than reading, for there’s
nothing for the listener to reread in moments of distraction
or confusion.

Let’s examine two compositions to see how they’re organized.
The first one is a text entitled “Dress Your Ideas Approp -
riately.” The second is Abraham Lincoln’s address at
Gettysburg.
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Dress Your Ideas Appropriately

Overalls are perfectly acceptable clothing for washing a
car, cleaning an attic, working on machinery, cleaning the
barn, or for doing almost any other kind of rough or dirty
work. Few people, however, would think of wearing over-
alls to most offices, on a golf course, on a lecture plat form,
or to a formal social gathering. In these instances, overalls
would be inappropriate.

Words, the clothing for ideas, are like clothing for the
body in one important respect—they’re designed for spe-
cific uses. However, they have one advantage over
physical clothing—they don’t have to be purchased.
Whereas the size of almost everyone’s physical wardrobe
is dependent upon financial resources, the size of a men-
tal wardrobe has no such limitation. Anyone can have as
large a vocabulary as he or she desires; yet many people
are content to dress their ideas in overalls, even when
overalls are clearly inappropriate.

The words that are suitable when talking informally with
friends or family may not be suitable in an office, in 
formal gatherings, or when speaking with new acquain-
tances. To feel at ease in every situation, we must be able
to vary our language to suit our listeners, our subject,
and the occasion.

Close attention to
structure is especially
important when you’re
composing a speech.
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In the text you’ve just read, the three classic divisions of a
text (introduction, body, and conclusion) correspond directly
to the three paragraphs.

Let’s now consider the speech that was delivered by President
Abraham Lincoln to dedicate the national cemetery on the
U.S. Civil War battlefield site at Gettysburg, Pennsylvania, on
November 19, 1863. In this address, Lincoln combined the
theme of personal sorrow for the battle victims with the
national theme of democracy.

Lincoln’s Address at Gettysburg, 1863

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought forth
on this continent a new nation, conceived in liberty, and
dedicated to the proposition that all men are created
equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing whether
that nation or any nation so conceived and so dedicated
can long endure. We are met on a great battlefield of that
war. We have come to dedicate a portion of that field as a
final resting place for those who here gave their lives that
that nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper
that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we can not dedicate—we can not
consecrate—we can not hallow—this ground. The brave
men, living and dead, who struggled here, have conse-
crated it far above our poor power to add or detract. The
world will little note nor long remember what we say here,
but it can never forget what they did here. It is for us the
living, rather, to be dedicated here to the unfinished work
which they who fought here have thus far so notably
advanced. It is for us to be here dedicated to the great
task remaining before us; that from these honored dead
we take increased devotion to that cause for which they
gave the last full measure of devotion; that we here highly
resolve that these dead shall not have died in vain; that
this nation, under God, shall have a new birth of freedom;
and that government of the people, by the people, for the
people, shall not perish from the earth.
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The structural divisions in Lincoln’s address aren’t as 
clear-cut as in the previous example, and they don’t always
coincide with the paragraph divisions of the text.

The introduction of the speech is made up of the first two
paragraphs, which answer the question: Why are we here?
(Answer: To dedicate a portion of the battlefield as a cemetery
to those who died at Gettysburg.)

The body of the speech consists of the first three sentences in
the third paragraph (from “But, in a larger sense. . .” to “. . .
can never forget what they did here.”). What Lincoln and the
others who have come to Gettysburg to do, however, has
already been done by “the brave men, living and dead, who
struggled here.”

The conclusion or end of the speech consists of the remain-
der of the speech, whose call for action is this: To finish the
unfinished work that was begun by those who fought at
Gettysburg for the purpose of guaranteeing that the demo-
cratic form of government shall not perish from the earth.

Getting Started in the Composing
Process

Most of us suffer from writer’s block occasionally, so if you
find yourself putting off the writing you have to do, don’t feel
you’re alone. Giving a few minutes of structured thought to
your writing project usually will get you started. Let’s say, for
example, that your task is to compose an interoffice memo.
To find ideas, consider these four questions:

1. Who is your audience?

2. What is the purpose of the memo?

3. Should the memo be formal or informal in tone?

4. What results do you desire?
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Audience

When considering your audience, ask yourself these ques-
tions: Who is the person or persons to whom the memo will
be addressed? Who else may read it? What position(s) does
your reader hold? How knowledgeable is your audience about
the topic to be addressed? What kind of attitude toward the
topic do you expect your reader(s) to take (supportive, com-
bative, neutral)? Does the recipient have special interests
you must take into account?

Purpose

First, identify the general purpose of your memo. Do you
want the memo to provide simple, straightforward informa-
tion? Will the memo respond to a request for information?
Are you writing in response to a request for an opinion or
recommendation? Or is the memo an inquiry? Are you pro-
viding someone with directions or instructions? Are you
proposing an action or an expense?

Next, determine the specific purpose of the memo. The pur-
pose could be, for example, to get a request for two additional
customer service representatives approved, to propose attend-
ing a convention, or to explain why 50 percent more money is
being spent on temporary help this year than last year.

Formal or Informal

Should your memo be formal or informal? If you clearly iden-
tify the audience and purpose of your memo, answering this
question should be relatively easy. A memo releasing an
order to a customer doesn’t require a long or formal message.
A trip report, often done in memo form, must be clear and to
the point, but not particularly formal. On the other hand,
responding to a request from a senior company officer for
your opinion or recommendation on a matter requires a more
formal and carefully thought-out memo.
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Desired Results

Again, if your purpose is clear, the desired result will come
more easily. For example, suppose you’re a manager, and you
need to make your staff more productive. You want to elimi-
nate hand written notes, and you also want to avoid the
 typing and retyping of memos, letters, reports, and proposals.
Word processing is an obvious answer, and possible solutions
include laptops, or tablets. After researching your needs, you
decide on laptops. The desired result of your memo, then, is
to get approval to purchase and install laptops for your staff.

For a complex project, you may find mapping your ideas,
 followed by formal outlining, to be the most efficient and
 productive way to organize your material. Mapping out a
large project lets you add items as they come to mind and, at
the same time, helps you to see each item in relation to all
the others. Translating your mapping activity into a formal
outline is especially helpful when the project is complex. You
may find it easier to write from a straightforward outline than
to dig out items from a full and visually busy map. Don’t
think of either mapping or outlining as an extra step. This
two-step approach to complex writing projects saves you time
in the long run, makes the task easier, and decreases your
anxiety.

We’ve used the interoffice memo format as an example of how
a writing project develops. However, the composition process
remains similar whether you’re writing a memo, a personal
letter, a work of fiction, or a technical report.

Before we move on to learn about the power of propaganda,
pause for a moment to complete English in Action 1.
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English in Action 1

Write a short composition comparing or contrasting two things. Your introduction should
be one paragraph, your body should be approximately three paragraphs, and your conclu-
sion should be one paragraph.

Here are some suggested topics. (You should work on an idea of your own if these don’t appeal to you.)

• My mother and father

• City and country life

• Childhood and adulthood

• Movies and books

Be sure to prewrite and plan your writing. Before you begin the actual writing, you may also wish to
compose a clear thesis statement to focus your thinking. Place the statement somewhere in your first
paragraph to keep your writing on track. Many times, the thesis statement works nicely as the last
sentence of the first paragraph. The thesis statement can top off an interesting lead-in.

Each paragraph in the body should have a strong topic sentence that clearly supports your stated
thesis. To make your comparisons or contrasts coherent, use transitional words and phrases like as
well as, different from, in contrast, just as, like, on the other hand, the same as, and unlike.

Conclude by summarizing the key details of the body. Don’t introduce new material, but do try to
give a fresh twist to the wording of your important points. Your reader will be bored if you say
exactly what you said before.

This is a self-directed exercise. You’ll learn from the process of doing it and trying to eval-
uate your work. Do not send your composition to the school.
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The Power of Propaganda

Would you rather be swayed by facts and solid arguments, or
by someone’s logical tricks? On the other hand, would you
rather win someone over to your side of an argument based
on facts and solid arguments, or by using false logic? Being
aware of the following common propaganda techniques can
help you to see when others are trying to manipulate you
with words—or when you’re using words unfairly yourself.

Bandwagon

Everybody’s doing it. Everyone has to have one of these. If
you don’t do this, nobody will like you.

Who, as a child, didn’t use those sorts of arguments to try to
persuade parents to hop onto the latest bandwagon of fash-
ion or entertainment? It also works—too often—in adver tising.
Watch out for slogans that include words like everybody and
nobody. Do you really want to be like everyone else?

Circular Reasoning

You’ll love FunLine Cruises because they’re the most
enjoyable cruises around.

Circular reasoning means thinking in circles, and this is an
example of it. We can guess that FunLine Cruises are fun by
their name. Saying they’re the most enjoyable cruises around
is just another way of saying the same thing. Why are they so
much fun? What, exactly, makes them so enjoyable?

Avoid writing in circles, and don’t fall for the circular reason-
ing of writers who want you to believe something just
because they say it’s so.

Either/or

If you aren’t in favor of the wetlands bill, then you must
not care about the environment.

If you vote in favor of the school budget, then you must
want taxpayers on fixed incomes to lose their homes. If
you aren’t with us, you’re against us.

Extreme either/or positions such as those examples appear
frequently in letters-to-the-editor or in campaign endorse-
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ments. Many people sincerely believe that issues are that
clear-cut. But many choices usually do exist in between, and
a careful reader or writer knows that. Be on the alert for
either/or logic, and question it. What are the reasons not to
support the wetlands bill?

What is contained in the school budget—is everything justifi-
able?—and will any taxpayers really lose their homes if the
budget passes?

Emotional Appeal

In our school district, the school board refuses to approve
payment of two additional bus drivers. And so 88 defense-
less children are put in life-threatening situations every
day because they have to walk to school. They risk being
mugged as they walk through a part of town where there
are not enough police on duty to protect them. And we
accept it! It’s like sending lambs to slaughter.

What’s wrong with this sort of writing? The writer is using
words loaded with emotion. There may be a valid point
beneath the emotional appeal, but the language is aimed
directly at our emotions. How do you respond to such words
as defenseless, life-threatening, mugged, and slaughter—
especially when applied to defenseless children who are
explicitly compared to animals being sent to a slaughter-
house? When something you’re reading suddenly increases
your blood pressure, chances are you’re responding to an
emotional appeal.

Faulty Cause and Effect

Since Governor Doe took office, unemployment rates have
risen three percent. We need a new governor.

Just because unemployment rates have risen doesn’t mean
Governor Doe was responsible. Nor does it follow that a new
governor could reduce unemployment. Propagandists often
try to lead people to believe that one event caused another
without proving it, but they aren’t the only culprits. Many
writers and speakers make the mistake of blaming effects on
the wrong cause. Here’s another example:

Last year there wasn’t much rain at the lake. This year we
haven’t caught any fish. The lack of rain must have hurt
the fishing.
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Did the poor fishing necessarily result from the lack of rain?
Maybe the fish had a disease. Maybe the lake wasn’t even
stocked with fish this year.

Name-calling

Candidate Jones wants to do away with Social Security.
Uncaring, insensitive fools like he don’t belong in public
office. Vote for Candidate Smith!

Every election year, the newspapers and airwaves are filled
with name-calling such as that. The theory seems to be that
if you can call your opponent enough names you’ll win. Many
people assume that if someone calls another person a name
there must be a good reason for doing so. However, that isn’t
necessarily so. As a reader, ask yourself, “What are the
facts?” As a writer, present the facts and let the reader judge
them.

Overgeneralization and Hasty Generalization

Three out of five dentists surveyed recommended Acme
toothpaste. Acme is the best toothpaste for your family.

Be careful not to fall prey to sweeping and hasty conclusions.
In this case, how many dentists were surveyed all together?
Who were they? Were they paid to take the survey? Were they
also recommending other kinds of toothpaste at the same
time? And why does their recommendation mean that this
toothpaste is the best for your family? Overgeneralizing is
easy for most of us to do. We need to be on guard against it
in our own writing. Here are some additional examples:

Both of my dogs have broken loose and chased deer. You
can’t keep dogs in the country. (Maybe this writer needs a
better fence or chain.)

I’ve never had any trouble with my Chevrolet. It’s the best
car buy around. (Other cars may be just as good. This
writer probably hasn’t owned enough other cars to make
such a sweeping statement.)

Testimonial or Transfer

The only soft drink that I ever drink is Apex brand. It’s
the best there is.
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Television ads by the dozen are filled with testimonials such
as those. Famous people have endorsed all sorts of products
in advertisements. Similarly, experts support certain ideas,
and groups endorse certain candidates. When you’re impressed
that a famous person or expert has given a testimonial about
something, ask yourself what you have in common with that
person. Don’t let anybody else do your thinking for you.
(Transfer resembles testimonial in that a famous person is
associated with a product or idea in name or by face. However,
the celebrity isn’t quoted talking about that product. For
example, a famous athlete may be shown in a magazine
advertisement wearing a particular kind of clothing.)

Before moving on to study about creative writing, review what
we've covered so far by completing Self-Check 1.
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Self-Check 1

At the end of each section of The Writing Process, Part 2, you’ll be asked to check your
understanding of what you’ve just read by completing a “Self-Check.” Writing the answers
to these questions will help you review what you’ve learned so far. Please complete
Self-Check 1 now.

Questions 1–6: Place a check mark next to each sentence that would make a strong thesis
statement for a brief composition (approximately five paragraphs). If the sentence is too
broad, briefly explain why.

______ 1. Censorship is a bad thing.

______ 2. The brief history of television is punctuated by major changes in technology.

______ 3. World history is a fascinating topic.

______ 4. Although fitness experts agree that weight lifting is beneficial, they disagree over the

ideal regimen.

______ 5. Only a nincompoop would smoke cigarettes in the face of all the medical research that

proves the countless detrimental effects of smoking on health.

______ 6. My sister could easily be mistaken for my mother.

Questions 7–9: List the three main sections of a composition, and briefly describe what
should be accomplished in each section.

7. _____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

8. _____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

9. _____________________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

(Continued)
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Self-Check 1

Questions 10–17: Match each example with the type of propaganda it uses.

______ 10. The people running that campaign are a bunch of yuppies.

______ 11. Never trust anyone you meet in a bar. They’re all sleazy.

______ 12. Quality Construction builds only the best!

______ 13. Everyone who’s anyone wears Dandy denims.

______ 14. Hi, I’m the highest home-run hitter in the history of baseball, and I eat Poppy Popcorn.

______ 15. If you support gun control, you don’t believe in the Constitution.

______ 16. My cat has fleas. I have an itch. My cat must have or given me fleas.

______ 17. Abraham Lincoln read by firelight and wrote with charcoal on a shovel, so why should I

work in a factory all day just to pay school taxes for today’s students?

a. Bandwagon

b. Circular reasoning

c. Either/or

d. Emotional appeal

e. Faulty cause and effect

f. Name-calling

g. Overgeneralization and hasty generalization

h. Testimonial/transfer

Check your answers with those on page 107.
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CREATIVE WRITING

To some extent, all writing is creative. Every time you write,
you have to create sentences that didn’t exist before. You
have to give meaning and shape to your ideas to end up with
a new creation. But the term creative writing usually refers
specifically to imaginative writing that exists more to give
pleasure and inspiration than to give instruction or informa-
tion. Common forms of creative writing are fiction, poetry,
and drama. We’ll talk briefly about fiction and poetry here,
connecting them to other types of writing you’re probably
more likely to do at home and work.

To become a good writer, by the way, the best thing you can
do is become a good reader. We recommend that you find the
kind of reading you enjoy and that you read often.

Poetry

Children have a natural love of poetry. They can listen end-
lessly to Mother Goose rhymes, Dr. Seuss books, or nonsense
verses by Edward Lear. Many popular picture book classics,
such as Goodnight Moon by Margaret Wise Brown and Where
the Wild Things Are by Maurice Sendak, are poems in dis-
guise. However, many people lose their love of poetry
somewhere along the way to adulthood.

You may have fond or not-so-fond memories of learning
poetry. Some people can happily recite the poems they’ve
memorized, while others groan at the very mention of the
word poem. But there are so many different types of poetry
that you’re sure to be able to find some poems that interest
and entertain you.

Do you think that poetry has to rhyme? If so, you share a
common misconception. Poetry doesn’t have to rhyme. But if
that’s true, then how can you know what poetry is? A poem,
whether it rhymes or not, has a musical rhythm that only
appears here and there in fiction. One of the primary differ-
ences between poetry and fiction is that poetry tends to be
condensed. It often uses sensory language (sight, taste, touch,
sound, and smell) to create an emotional response in the
reader or listener. The point of a poem is to combine mean-
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ing, sound, and rhythm to achieve a beauty of expression.
Poets describe the world. They notice details that most people
don’t, and they bring these things to our attention.

Even if you aren’t a poet, you can use elements of poetic style
to improve your writing. Being able to describe something in
poetic language is a skill that will be much appreciated by
those who receive your letters. Being able to write something
in a condensed style—not at all wordy—will be much appreci-
ated by those who read your workplace writings. Most
important, slowing down to pay attention to details and con-
template what they mean, as a poet does, will make you a
better thinker. And the better you think, the better you’ll
write.

Why not browse through some poetry collections the next
time you’re in the library? Take home and read some poems
that suit your tastes. Then, try your hand at writing some
lines of your own. Perhaps you might try imitating the style
of a poet you admire. 

Before we continue to learn about creative writing, pause for
a moment to complete English in Action 2.

A library can be an
excellent place to
find poetry.
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English in Action 2

Look around you. Notice something you’ve never noticed before. How does noticing this
thing make you feel? For instance, suppose you noticed the silver underside of the leaves
blowing in the wind outside your window. Perhaps the leaves inspire you with their
beauty: they make you feel more aware of the joy of being alive. On the other hand, the
leaves may depress you because you realize that the beauty is going to exist only briefly.
The leaves will fall when the weather turns cold, and this makes you all the more aware of
being mortal.

Write a few lines of poetry describing the thing you’ve noticed. Make sure to use vivid
nouns and verbs. Try to make the reader see, hear, smell, taste, and touch what you expe-
rience. In this way, try to make the reader feel what you feel without explaining what you
feel. For instance, if you use the leaf example, you may want to make the reader feel joy at
being alive, without using those words.

This is a self-directed exercise. Do not send your practice writing to the school.
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Fiction

Whether you occasionally skim through a magazine story in
the doctor’s waiting room or read the latest best seller, you
probably do read some fiction. Most people do. There’s a type
of fiction for every taste: literary classics, mysteries, romances,
detective stories, sagas, horror stories, science fiction, maga-
zine stories, and children’s books. These different sorts of
fiction are called genres, from the French word for “kind.”

Just as studying poetry can help improve your thinking and
writing skills, so can studying fiction. Reading often, and
thinking about what you read, will improve your language
skills—both your usage and your comprehension. Further -
more, the techniques that fiction writers use to communicate
with readers can help you to do likewise, even if you’re writ-
ing technical reports and proposals.

We’ve already talked about a similarity shared by many types
of composition—the three-part structure. In fiction, the order
of events is called a plot. Plotting is much like planning an
outline. Becoming skilled at plotting may help you to write
better letters, reports, and other compositions. Think of their
contents as a series of events that should be plotted so that
the reader learns all the details in logical order.

Fiction writers use dialogue to show the reader the characters
as they speak. This gives the reader a sense of being in the
scene and observing the action, as in a movie. You can use
the same technique to liven up your letters to family and
friends. Here’s an example:

Dear Kara,

When I opened the morning paper and read “Kara
Smith to Dance on Broadway,” I could hardly contain my
joy. I immediately called John and proudly announced,
“She did it! She did it! She got the part. Kara got the
part!” This is wonderful news. I’m eager to hear all the
details about your successful audition.
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In addition, fiction writers frequently use vivid nouns and
verbs to show what their characters are doing. Even if you
don’t have any characters in your writings, you can use lively
nouns and verbs to make your points direct, concise, and
clear.

In the next section, we'll learn about personal writing. But
first, take a few minutes to complete English in Action 3 and
Self-Check 2.
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English in Action 3

Why do most people read fiction? To find out what happens next to the characters in question. So if
you wish to try your hand at fiction of any genre, keep these two goals foremost in mind:

1. Create interesting characters so readers will want to know more about them.

2. Give one or several of your interesting characters some sort of problem or obstacle to over-
come. The problem or obstacle may be internal (from inside themselves) or external (from
outside themselves), or both.

For instance, here’s an interesting character: a man who’s so brave and good at everything that he’s
almost perfect, except for one thing. He has a paralyzing fear of spiders. That’s an internal problem,
and one that makes the reader like him (because who likes a perfect person!). But the fear of spiders
becomes an external problem one day when the character gets home from work to find that his
house has been invaded by—you guessed it—spiders. Black widows, in fact. He’ll have to overcome
both his fear and the spiders themselves in the course of the story, and the plot will focus on his
internal and external struggles. Remember that fiction is frequently about struggles, and you’ll be
able to plot successfully.

Plot a short story in which an interesting character has to overcome a conflict within him-
self or herself so that the character can overcome a problem outside of himself or herself.
In one or two sentences, describe the character. In several more sentences, describe the
main events of the story.

If you wish to write the story you have planned, go ahead!

This is a self-directed exercise. Do not send your practice writing to the school.
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Self-Check 2

Questions 1–5: Indicate whether the following statements are True or False.

______ 1. The best thing you can do to become a creative writer is to study the rules of grammar.

______ 2. Children neither appreciate nor understand poetry.

______ 3. Poetry must rhyme.

______ 4. The better you think, the better you’ll write.

______ 5. Fiction usually has a three-part story structure.

Questions 6–10: Fill in the blanks in the following sentences.

6. Creative writing is usually done to _______ and _______.

7. Three forms of creative writing are _______, _______, and _______.

8. Three kinds of fiction writing are _______, _______, and _______.

9. To give readers the sense that they’re listening to characters as they speak, writers of fiction
sometimes use _______.

10. To show what their characters are doing, fiction writers frequently use _______ nouns and
verbs.

Check your answers with those on page 107.
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PERSONAL WRITING: SOCIAL
LETTERS

Many people enjoy keeping journals or diaries to record their
experiences and thoughts. Perhaps you’ve begun to do so
yourself. Journals and diaries from the past are often inter-
esting to read. Consider the following excerpt from Thomas
Jefferson’s travel journals:

CHAMPAGNE [France]. March 3 [1787] . . . I observe
women and children carrying heavy burdens, and laboring
with the hoe. This is an unequivocal indication of extreme
poverty. Men, in a civilized country, never expose their
wives and children to labor above their force and sex, as
long as their own labor can protect them from it. I see few
beggars. Probably this is the effect of a police.

If you like telling others about your travels or interesting
experiences in your life, you might consider writing an auto-
biographical journal for your family to enjoy. Your purposes
will be purely your own, so you don’t need to worry about
conforming to the formal rules of grammar and composition.
However, much of the writing done in the day-to-day social
and business world does conform to formal rules of grammar
and composition.

There are two main classes of letters: social letters and
 business letters. The social letter is informal; it’s more con-
versational and more personal than the business letter. The
social letter is written for a more friendly purpose than a
business letter. The social letter makes and keeps friends.
The business letter transacts business. We’ll divide social
 letters into three groups: friendly letters, courtesy letters,
and formal invitations.

Friendly Letters

Chatty, newsy letters of friendship are fun to write, and they
also bring pleasure to the receiver. Letters can make and
keep friends for you. They’re like visits to scattered members
of your family.
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Begin your friendly letter by sitting quietly for a few minutes
and picturing the person to whom you’re going to write.
Recall his or her family and friends, interests and hobbies
and, of course, the work he or she does. Then decide what he
or she would like to hear. Imagine the dismay of the grand-
mother who received a letter beginning, “Dear Gram, There’s
nothing to write but I’m sending you a letter anyway because
it’s my turn to write.” Don’t give your reader the impression
that you’ve written in haste, or that you dislike writing let-
ters. Your reader may take this personally.

Tone

Friendly letters should be conversational, cheerful, and
 sincere. Use the kind of language you use in everyday conver-
sation. Pretend you’re talking with your friend instead of
writing to him or her. How would you open a conversation
with your friend if you were together? You would be glad to
see him or her and would probably speak first of something
that interests your friend. Do the same in your letter: Speak
of something that has to do with the person to whom you’re
writing, or which you know will interest him or her. Don’t
talk about yourself right away.

Placement

Position your letter of friendship on the page with the same
care that you would mount a picture in a frame. Make the
margins at the top and bottom about one inch. Keep an even
margin of one inch on the left side of your page. Indent each
paragraph to show where it begins. Since you should begin a
new paragraph when you introduce a new topic, paragraph
indentation will make your letter easier to understand as well
as improve its appearance.

Appearance

Some correspondents prefer to type everything they write,
including chatty letters to friends. It’s usually fine to type
friendly letters, although some people do think that with
friends and family, there’s no substitute for the personal
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touch of a neatly handwritten letter. If you elect to handwrite
and your handwriting is poor, practice to improve it. It’s a
waste of time to write a letter that can’t be read.

Whatever your reason for writing it, a letter always repre-
sents you and says something about you, not only by what
it contains but also by its form and appearance. Since first
impressions are important, a neat letter may make your
reader receptive. On the other hand, a letter with a poor
appearance may make your reader reject you and what you
have to say. Of course, people who care about you may be
glad to receive any letter from you, even if you’ve scribbled it
on a napkin with a pencil. But most people prefer receiving
letters on good-quality stationery, written neatly with a pen.
If you like, your stationery may be imprinted with your name
and address, or with your monogram, but it doesn’t need to be.

Letters reflect the personality of the writer, which begins with
appearance. The paper and ink for any social letter should be
appropriate and of good quality. The stationery used by most
people for social letters is white. Use either blue or black ink.
Never use pencil. Pencil smears and will soil your letter, giv-
ing it a careless appearance. Avoid erasures.

Form

There’s a wide range of forms for friendly letters. Figure 1
shows a friendly letter that has much the same form as a
business letter.

Heading. The heading is placed between the center and the
upper right-hand corner of the first page of the letter. The
first line of the heading is the street address of the sender;
the second line, the city, state, and ZIP or postal code; the
third line, the date. In this heading the only acceptable
abbreviation is that for the state. The inside address (the
address of the person to whom you’re writing) that you would
use in a business letter is left out of a friendly letter. If you
know the person well, and that person already knows your
address, you can also leave out your return address.
However, you should always date the letter.
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Salutation. The greeting, or salutation, is placed a short
distance, or two typewriter spaces, below the heading, an
inch from the left edge of the paper. The form of greeting, or
salutation, is governed by tradition and etiquette. These and
similar salutations are correct:

Dear Peg,

Dearest Pauline,

Dear Aunt Edith,

Dear Aunt and Uncle,

Dear Mom and Dad,

1886 Campine Drive
Lamona, WA 99144
December 12, 20—

Dear John,

Your suggestion that we spend one day of our family vacation this year at the state
fair was an excellent idea. We all had a wonderful time! On our way to the fair, we
decided that we would all go our separate ways once we had entered the fairgrounds.
That way, we could all focus on the exhibits, rides, and attractions that interested us. We
agreed that we would meet at 1:00 P.M. in front of the Mary Rose Floral Pavilion and have
lunch together; also that we would meet at the main gate at 11:00 P.M. and call it a day.

Edith, Mark, Laura, and Nick headed directly for the amusement park section of the
fair and spent most of their time there. They ran into lots of their friends, had a great
time on the rides, attended a demolition derby, and bought some stylish clothes in the
western gear outlets.

Elizabeth and I went directly to the vegetable hall and spent a couple hours there. We
then went our separate ways: she, to the arts and crafts pavilion, the farm museum, and
the floral pavilion; I, to the poultry building, the cattle barn, and the horse barn. 

At lunch, we agreed that we would all meet at the ferris wheel at 8:00 P.M. and then
attend the international horse show in the amphitheater. What a day! We all had a great
time. On the way home in the car, we agreed that next year we would spend several days
of our family vacation at the state fair. Thanks again for the excellent vacation idea.

It would be good to see you again. If you can, please visit us for a couple days over
the holidays.

Best regards,

Robert

FIGURE 1—The Form of a Friendly Letter
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Notice that a comma, not a colon, is used after the salutation
in a friendly letter.

Body. The body of any letter is its most important part. The
body begins two lines below the salutation. Although the
rules of good sentence structure, capitalization, and punctua-
tion hold as always, you choose what you’re going to say, and
you choose the words in which you say it. End your letter
with a light, cheery thought.

Closing. The closing is placed two spaces below the body of
the letter. It should begin at the same distance from the mar-
gin as the heading of the letter. Correct closings include

Affectionately yours,

Cordially yours,

Devotedly yours,

Faithfully yours,

Fondly,

Gratefully,

Lovingly yours,

Sincerely yours,

Your devoted mother,

Your devoted daughter,

Your loving cousin,

Your son,

In a friendly letter, choose a salutation and a closing accord-
ing to your relationship with the person to whom you’re
writing. Most people are usually informal in their salutations
and closings.

The format of a friendly letter can also be less formal than
the one we’ve just examined. Also, some writers regard virtu-
ally any paper or writing instrument as appropriate for
friendly letters. Ultimately, of course, it’s a question of per-
sonal style.
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Courtesy Letters

Letters of courtesy include letters of acknowledgment, bread-
and-butter letters, letters of congratulation and replies to
them, notes of good cheer, notes of condolence and sympa-
thy, letters of apology, and informal invitations and replies.

Letters of Acknowledgment

Recognition of a greeting, letter, or gift shows that you’re con-
siderate and well-mannered. Courtesy, as well as duty,
requires you to write a letter to acknowledge a gift, a favor,
an invitation, an unusual kindness, an offer, or any similar
act of thoughtfulness. Failure to acknowledge a kindness can
label you as ungrateful, selfish, lazy, or ignorant. However,
personally written notes should be sincere. In your note,
mention the gift received and the occasion for receiving it. A
sample letter of thanks for a gift is shown in Figure 2.

If a favor has brought you pleasure or given you help, you
should say so in a written note of appreciation like the one
shown in Figure 3.

Sunset Lane
Mobile, AL 36611
December 18, 20—

Dear Janet, 

Your thoughtful gift helped make Christmas just wonderful this year. Given the cold
floors of this old house, you couldn’t have chosen a more welcome gift than your hand-
knitted socks. It’s hard to believe they were made by hand—they’re done so perfectly. The
pattern is unusual, the colors bright and cheerful. 

Thank you very much, Janet! And may you have a happy, healthy, and prosperous
New Year. 

Sincerely, 

Mary

FIGURE 2—Letter of Thanks for a Gift
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Bread-and-butter Letters

The bread-and-butter letter says a sincere thank-you to your
hosts after you’ve visited at their home overnight or longer.
It should be written immediately after you return home, or
within three days at the longest. A sample bread-and-butter
letter is shown in Figure 4.

123 Access Road 
Louisville, KY 40220 
October 21, 20— 

Dear Bill, 

You certainly have some excellent research material. In lending your books to me, you
saved me a trip to the Louisville Library. Best of all, I was able to spend the weekend at
home with Mary and the children. 

Thank you. You have been a helpful friend and a fine neighbor. 

Sincerely yours, 

Ed

FIGURE 3—Note of Appreciation

127 Hillcrest Drive Lake 
Mary, FL 32746 
July 15, 20— 

Dear Aunt Susan, 

Thank you for the delightful week I spent in your new home. That house almost has
me thinking about architecture as a career. Yours is the most convenient and modern
home that I have ever seen. I do hope my enthusiasm is reflected in my drawing
(enclosed) of the house. 

I appreciate your kindness in taking me to all the nearby recreational spots. And I
wish you’d break down and tell me the secret ingredient of your delicious chili! It’s the
best I’ve ever had. 

The week I was with you was one I will long remember. It was most thoughtful of you
to invite me. 

Affectionately yours, 

Marilyn

FIGURE 4—A Bread-and-butter Letter
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Letters of Congratulation

The letter of congratulation expresses sincere pleasure for
your friend, colleague, or acquaintance in his or her new suc-
cess. A sample letter of congratulation is shown in Figure 5.

Replies to Letters of Congratulation

The considerate person, besides writing the congratulatory
letter, should also reply to such a letter as soon as possible
after receiving it. A sample of a reply to a letter of congratula-
tion is shown in Figure 6.

Notes of Good Cheer and Sympathy

Illness, misfortune, and deep sorrow come to everyone at
some time or another. There are many times when a note of
good cheer, sympathy, or condolence will help a troubled per-
son. An example of a note of good cheer is given in Figure 7.

Crest View Coast 
Bangor, ME 04402 
May 22, 20— 

Dear Phil, 

Congratulations! A few days ago, through our friends the Coxes, I heard of your recent
promotion. I’m delighted for you and hope that your new position will bring you greater
satisfaction than ever. 

At our last get-together, as I remember, most of the gang agreed that if you weren’t
successful, there just wasn’t hope for the rest of us. You have fulfilled our expectations. 

Because I know success won’t change you, I’m going to act like the proud parent. I
recognized your ability long ago and had faith in you. 

Again, congratulations! 

Sincerely yours, 

Bud

FIGURE 5—A Letter of Congratulation
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A sample note of sympathy is shown in Figure 8. Notes of
sympathy aren’t written only at the time of a death. They’re
also written to express your sympathy to a person who is
about to undergo or who has undergone a difficult personal
experience.

2147 Holly Lane 
San Antonio, TX 78261 
June 1, 20— 

Dear Bud, 

One satisfaction that comes with a promotion is hearing again from an old friend.
Thank you for your congratulations and good wishes. I hope always to be able to live up
to your expectations. 

Give my best regards to Ruth and the boys. If our plans materialize, Connie and I will
tour the New England coast in the summer. We will let you know about our dates later
on. 

Sincerely yours, 

Phil

FIGURE 6—A Reply to a Letter of Congratulation

2134 Henderson Avenue 
Gary, IN 46402 
March 27, 20— 

Dear Michael, 

So you’re not taking a rest cure after all, but have a perfectly good reason for being in
the hospital! Try to get well in a hurry, for everyone here misses you very much. We need
you badly to keep us posted on the changes in the weather. Our picnic would have been
less of a calamity if we had been warned to take our boots and raincoats. 

Cordially yours, 

Edith

FIGURE 7—A Note of Good Cheer
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Notes of Condolence

Although notes of condolence are the most difficult of all
notes to write, they’re deeply appreciated by the recipient.
They need not be long—it’s better, in fact, to keep them
brief—but they must be tactful and sincere. An example of a
note of condolence is shown in Figure 9.

3429 Oakmont Park 
Doylestown, OH 44230 
April 23, 20— 

Dear Melanie, 

Rudy just called to tell me that you have decided to enter Tri-County Hospital on
Thursday. I believe that you are taking the sensible step in having the operation per-
formed now. With all the aids of modern medical science to help you, you will probably be
on your way home very soon. 

We are all thinking of you. You have my prayers and best wishes for a complete and
speedy recovery. 

Fondly, 

Peg

FIGURE 8—A Note of Sympathy

3267 Belmont Terrace 
Hurley, NM 88043 
May 23, 20— 

Dear Jim, 

The news of your father’s death was a shock to me. I have many fond memories of his
patience and of the kindness he showed us as boys when we had little space to play. He
understood our problems and, what was more important, he did something about them. 

There is little that any of us can say at a time like this, but do not hesitate to call
upon me if I can be of help. My thoughts are with you. 

Yours sincerely, 

Vic

FIGURE 9—A Note of Condolence
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A more formal note of condolence is shown in Figure 10.

Letters of Apology

You write a letter of apology when you have made a mistake,
have completely forgotten an engagement, or have acciden-
tally damaged someone’s personal property, just to mention
a few examples. If there’s an explanation for what has hap-
pened, you should certainly explain. But if there’s no
explanation, admit it. Make your regrets sincere. Offer to pay
for any damages and make immediate arrangements for any
needed repairs. Figure 11 is an example of a letter of apology.

Informal Invitations and Replies

Today, social occasions are often informal, both in the
 manner of extending invitations and in the manner of enter-
taining. There’s a growing custom of extending invitations by
telephone to small, friendly gatherings held in the home.

Like phoned invitations, all written invitations must include
the necessary information about the gathering. Your invita-
tion should tell what kind of gathering you’re having, where
it’s to be held, what the date will be, and what time the
guests are expected. Invitations should be received by the
guests at least one week before the event. Traditionally invi-
tations have been handwritten on notepaper, but today many
people use greeting cards or create attractive invitations by

425 Madison Avenue 
Gilette, WY 82716 
June 3, 20— 

My dear Mr. Jones, 

May I add my sincere sympathy to that of the many other members of this community
who knew and loved your father. His numerous acts of kindness and thoughtfulness
endeared him to all of us. We sympathize with you. We have lost a leading citizen. 

Sincerely yours, 

Mara O’Hara

FIGURE 10—A Formal Note of Condolence
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computer. Regardless of form, however, the invitation, like
the one in Figure 12, must always include the essential facts
of kind of party, date, place, and time.

Although acceptance of an invitation, or regret, is often given
by telephone, the written note is still good form. Written invi-
tations should be answered in writing (unless a telephoned
reply has been requested). An example of an acceptance of an
invitation is given in Figure 13.

3267 Belmont Terrace 
Hurley, NM 88043 
May 23, 20— 

2859 Wilshire Boulevard 
Farmington, NH 03835 
October 22, 20— 

Dear Rita, 

Thank you for the lovely gathering on Sunday afternoon. We all enjoyed the music
and good company. 

You must realize, though, how upset I have been since I broke your Haviland cup. I
certainly wasn’t paying attention when I knocked it from the table. 

This morning I wrote a letter describing the pattern and giving the manufacturer’s
name to the Fine China Company in New York. As soon as they answer, I will call you. 

I am very sorry to have caused you this inconvenience, and sincerely hope I shall be
able to replace the cup. 

Affectionately yours, 

Joseph

FIGURE 11—A Letter of Apology
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Formal Invitations

The formal invitation differs greatly from all other kinds of
social letters and notes:

• The formal invitation is always written in the third per-
son. No I statements are used.

159 Barberry Lane 
San Francisco, CA 94125 
July 27, 20— 

Dear Anne, 

We are planning a barbecue on Saturday, the third of August, with hopes that you
and Hal will join us. Dinner will be served at seven o’clock. 

We are entertaining our new neighbors, Helen and Jack Bancroft. If you can come a
half hour early, there will be time for introductions before dinner. 

Sincerely, 

Millie

FIGURE 12—An Invitation to a Social Gathering

159 Barberry Lane 
San Francisco, CA 94125 
July 27, 20— 

42 Hopewell Drive 
Phoenix, AZ 85027 
January 13, 20— 

Dear Lois, 

I’m happy to accept your kind invitation to lunch when you’re passing through the
area. It’s been a long time since we’ve had a chance to chat in person; I look forward to
catching up January 17! 

Fondly, 

Gwen

FIGURE 13—A Letter of Acceptance to an Invitation
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• The only abbreviations permitted are Mr., Mrs., Ms., Dr.,
and R.S.V.P. (The abbreviation R.S.V.P. stands for répon-
dez s’il vous plaît, which is French for “please reply.”)

• All numbers except street numbers are written as words,
for example, January seventeenth (not January 17).

• The formal invitation has no heading, no inside address,
no salutation, no closing, and no signature.

• The formal invitation may be either engraved or written
by hand—often in calligraphy—on formal personal sta-
tionery. It’s never typewritten.

• The formal invitation should arrive at least a month
before the date of the event.

• The wording and spacing of formal invitations are always
the same.

1. The first line of the invitation contains the names of
the host and hostess.

2. The second line contains words such as “requests
(or request) the pleasure of.”

3. The third line names the invited guest or guests.

Does this format sound familiar? You may have seen it on
invitations to weddings, graduations, and other important
occasions. But it’s also used for formal dinners, anniversary
parties, and other special celebrations. Figure 14 is an exam-
ple of a formal invitation.

If you need further help on problems of social usage, you
should consult a book on etiquette. Such books may be
found in any public library.

FIGURE 14—A Formal
InvitationMr. and Mrs. William John Oldson

request the pleasure of 
Mr. and Mrs. Paul Newson’s 

company at dinner on Tuesday,
the second of December, at seven

o’clock 823 Vine Boulevard 

The Favor of a reply is requested. 
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Thinking You and Being Yourself

When writing friendly or social letters, you can find help in
this list of reminders:

• Be yourself.

• At the same time, while always being yourself, keep your
correspondent foremost in your mind and in your letter.
Think You, not I.

• Be cheerful, kind, and courteous. Avoid malicious gossip
and mention of anything that may depress your reader.

• Avoid giving any impression that you’re in a hurry, or
that you find writing the letter difficult or distasteful.

• Plan your letter before you begin to write it. If you plan
first, you won’t need to add postscripts, which give the
impression of haste.

• Make your letter clean, neat, and attractive in appear-
ance. It should look as good as you would like to look
yourself if you visited in person instead of sending the
letter.

• Answer all letters promptly. You know, of course, that an
invitation should be answered immediately, and that a
bread-and-butter letter should be written as soon as
you’ve returned home. However, all letters you receive
should be answered within a week.

• Reread every letter you write before you put it in the
envelope.

• Remember that all the elements of good writing remain
important in letter writing: grammar, sentence structure,
choice of words, spelling, and punctuation. Practice con-
stantly to increase your letter-writing ability.

Take every opportunity to write to friends. Doing so will make
you a better friend as well as a more competent writer.

Before moving on to workplace writing, take the time to com-
plete English in Action 4 and Self-Check 3.
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English in Action 4
Write a friendly letter or some sort of courtesy letter to someone you know, using the
guidelines for content and form we’ve discussed in this section.

After you’ve finished your letter, apply the following self-test. Grade yourself (good, fair,
or poor) on each of the following qualities. If any two qualities of your letter rate no
higher than poor, rewrite the letter. Rate yourself honestly. (You might also have someone
else—partner, mother, father—evaluate your letter. This evaluation should be a good test
of the validity of your self-test.)

Appearance: What first general impression do you get from your letter when you look at it? 

Neatness: Does the paper look clean and fresh? Are there any noticeable erasures, blots, or corrections?

Margins: Does the letter—both the white spaces and the writing—present a well-balanced appear-
ance? Is the letter as a whole centered on the page?

Contents: Are the contents of the letter interesting? Can you say that the letter is so good that it
was worth your time, and that it will be worth the reader’s time?

Wording: Is your choice of words good? Have you used a variety of words, or have you overworked
just a few, especially adjectives? How many times have you used the pronoun I?

Tone: Have you been courteous and tactful?

Sentences: Are your sentences grammatically correct? Do they vary in length and construction?

Punctuation: Have you used correct punctuation throughout the letter?

Legibility: Will your friend be able to read your handwriting easily?

When your letter satisfies those requirements, send it to the person to whom it has been
written. Do not send your letter to the school. This is a self-directed exercise.
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Self-Check 3

Indicate whether the following statements are True or False.

______ 1. Journals and diaries from the past aren’t interesting to read unless they’re written by

important historical figures.

______ 2. Formal rules of grammar and composition should be followed in all business

 correspondence.

______ 3. The heading of a friendly letter is usually placed at the upper left-hand corner of the

first page of the letter.

______ 4. A colon should be used after the salutation of a friendly letter.

______ 5. A courtesy letter can be used to reply to an informal invitation.

______ 6. A bread-and-butter letter can be written any time during the two-week period following

your return home from an overnight visit.

______ 7. Formal invitations should be typed or engraved, never handwritten.

______ 8. The use of calligraphy in formal invitations is now considered inappropriate.

Check your answers with those on page 108.
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WORKPLACE WRITING:
 BUSINESS LETTERS

There are many types of business letters. Each has certain
features that help it perform a specific task. We’ll talk in
some detail about several types of business letters.

Types of Business Letters

Information Letters

Information letters are the most common type of business
 letter. They’re used for actions such as making purchases,
approving contracts, providing information about employee
benefits, sending gifts, and inviting participation in a luncheon.

• If the message is positive, an information letter probably
won’t cause a writer much trouble. The purpose is clear,
and usually little supporting detail is necessary. If the let-
ter awards a contract, the writer usually includes a date for
the next step to take place, but beyond that, one assumes
that the contract will contain other necessary details.

• If the message is negative, an information letter may be
more difficult to plan and write. If, for example, the letter
is rejecting a bid or proposal, is an explanation of the
decision necessary? In most instances, it’s best simply to
state the decision, thank the person for bidding or for
proposing the project, and close the letter. An explanation
usually raises more questions than it answers, and, in
some instances, you may put yourself and your company
at some legal risk by providing too many details about the
decision. Be sure to consult your company’s policy man-
ual, and possibly a lawyer, if you have any question
about how to handle the writing of rejection  letters.

Thank-you Letters

The biggest problem most people have when writing busi-
ness-related thank-you letters is saying too much. Just
provide a sincere statement thanking the person. Add a 
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one-line personal statement appropriate to the circumstance,
such as wishing the person well or stating that you hope to
work with him or her again, and close the letter.

Congratulatory Letters

As with thank-you letters, many writers hurt themselves by
trying to say too much. Brief usually is better.The body of a
congratulatory letter might read:

“I read about your promotion to vice president in the 
business section of today’s newspaper. Congratulations. 
You really deserve it. Best wishes, and good luck.”

Is there really anything else to say?

Cover Letters

Usually brief, a cover letter transmits another letter or docu-
ment to someone. If that’s the complete task, the cover letter
can be one or two sentences long. If you want to take a posi-
tion or make a recommendation about the contents of the
document being transmitted, do so without repeating the
information in the original document. The following is how
the body of a cover letter might read:

Attached is Jim Williams’ feasibility study for providing
each department with a computer terminal that permits
word processing. I support Jim’s conclusion and recom-
mendation.

Inquiry Letters

When writing an inquiry letter, consider what information
you would need if the roles were reversed and you were to
receive the inquiry. If you’re requesting information about
dishwashers, it’s relatively easy to be precise. However, many
letters of inquiry aren’t that simple.

We need to know the difference we should expect if we
use your product X rather than your product Y to cut the
grass at Rolling Hills Tennis Club. Will one product allow
us to complete the job more quickly than the other? Does
one give a smoother lawn surface than the other? Is one a
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mulching mower? Does one have a longer expected life
than the other?

Please provide responses to our questions, plus any addi-
tional information you think is important, by the 25th of
this month. We will order the equipment on that date.

In this example, the letter writer provided the details neces-
sary to get the desired information: the types of machines
and the models being inquired about. The writer asked spe-
cific questions. In addition, the writer asked for a response
by a particular date and provided a brief explanation for
needing the response by then. This writer probably will get a
prompt and thorough reply.

Responding to Inquiry Letters

At some point in your employment career, as you acquire
more responsibility, you may need to respond to a letter of
inquiry. Most businesses receive numerous letters of inquiry.
Sometimes a form letter is devised to make responding easy.
If, however, you must compose the letter, you may feel
uncomfortable about how to go about it. The best rule is to
do so simply and without fanfare. Here are examples of how
the body of the letter might read:

The 1/2 horsepower electric motor about which you
inquired costs $75. It’s available in your community at
_______. (Be sure to thank the person for the inquiry in a
separate paragraph.)

Thank you for your inquiry about dishwashers. XYZ
Corporation has three models available. Enclosed is infor-
mation about each model. XYZ dishwashers are available
at the following stores: _______.

Complaint Letters

The most effective complaint letter is an unemotional one.
Unfortunately, many people find it difficult to write unemo-
tional complaint letters. It’s detrimental, however, to write an
angry, threatening letter. The recipient of an angry letter may
become defensive and uncooperative. You’ll be more success-
ful if your letter follows these guidelines:
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• In the opening paragraph, state your problem as clearly
and specifically as possible, while trying to be brief. In
that way, you’ll be more inclined to stick with facts
rather than to digress and become angry. Provide impor-
tant details, such as the order date, promised delivery
date, model number, purchase order number, and spe-
cial handling instructions.

• Describe any problems created, again in a factual man-
ner. No amount of emotion can make the following
statement clearer: “Failure to receive the products on
time forced us to cancel a presentation to twelve poten-
tial customers and also resulted in the cancellation of
two orders written previously.”

• In your final paragraph, request a specific action by a
specific date if possible.

Responding to Complaint Letters

If you must respond to complaint letters, you may have to
endure rude, offensive, and angry comments. Since you’re
just as human as people to whom you send complaint letters,
you may have to force yourself not to be defensive and return
rudeness for rudeness or anger for anger. As with all other
written communications, you must determine what the pur-
pose of your letter is. Your purpose clearly isn’t to strike
back, even if that’s what you feel like doing. Your ultimate
purpose is to handle the complaint in a way that will retain
the person or institution as one of your company’s cus-
tomers. To do that, you may need to correct an error or,
conversely, to clarify the matter for the customer if he or she
is in error. Here are some additional guidelines:

• If you’re able to provide a positive response to the com-
plaint, do so in the first sentence. Remember that a
simple apology can go a long way to make most people
happier. Apologize for the error and the inconvenience it
caused. Reiterate that the customer is valued and that
you hope to continue doing business with the person or
company in the future.

• If you must give the person a negative response, try to
find a way to begin the letter on a positive note. Although
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you should try to begin with a positive message, make
sure that you clearly let the reader know that the
response is negative.

Example: We are pleased that you, as a long-time cus-
tomer, have communicated directly with us about your
problem. Regrettably, the warranty has expired and a
replacement cannot be provided.

• Provide relevant facts and information to support the
statement you made in the first paragraph (such as
when the product was shipped, when it will arrive, when
an out-of-stock item will be available, which account will
be credited, or how much is the amount of the adjust-
ment check being sent). Be concise yet thorough.

Business Letter Format

Business letters have a different, more formal format than
social letters. Conventional business formats have two advan-
tages: they’re functional and familiar. They help you write
effectively and efficiently, and they help the reader read effec-
tively and efficiently. By knowing an established format for
conveying messages, you can put together a good letter
quickly. You can even revise an old letter to fit a new situa-
tion. By knowing an effective format for receiving messages,
a reader can understand information quickly. For instance,
anyone who has received business letters knows exactly
where to look for the main point, where to find the sender’s
name, and where to locate the return address.

Readers and writers both recognize standard parts of busi-
ness letters, including letterhead, dateline, inside address,
subject or attention line, salutation, body, complimentary
close, signature block, reference initials, enclosure or copy
notations, and postscripts (Figure 15).

Letterhead

People in business don’t usually just type the return address
in the top right-hand corner of the page. They have their
name or the name of their business and their address and
phone number printed at the top of good-quality stationery.
An eye-catching symbol, called a logo, frequently accompa-
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nies the name and address of the business. This embossed or
imprinted stationery is called letterhead. To ensure a profes-
sional image and to assure the recipient that the letter is
authentic, letterhead should be used for all official business
correspondence (Figure 16). Since letterhead is expensive, it

FIGURE 15—The Parts of a Business Letter
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should be used for only the first page of the finished product
that goes in the mail.

Of course, your work isn’t the only reason you’ll ever have to
write business letters. When conducting personal business by
mail, use the most professional approach you can—right
down to the letterhead. If you don’t own any, you may be
able to use a computer word processing program to create
attractive letterhead. If you don’t own a computer, it’s still
good form to use the time-honored typewriter. Type a return

FIGURE 16—Preprinted Letterhead
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address at the top of the page. The return address should
include the following:

Line 1: Complete street address

Line 2: City, state or province, and ZIP code or postal code

Line 3: Phone number (optional)

If you’re not using letterhead, type the return address and
place the date on the next line after the address, with no
extra space.

Muncy Building, Suite 7

460 Washington Avenue

Akron OH 44301-7698

May 26, 20—

Notice that the sender’s name doesn’t appear in a typewritten
return address, even though it does sometimes appear on
company letterhead if the person writing the letter is an offi-
cer of the company. The reader knows to find the name in
the typed signature line.

Dateline

Every letter should be dated. Although dating the letter may
seem like a minor detail in a letter to your mother, in a busi-
ness document the date is extremely important. Type the
dateline at least two or three spaces below the letterhead—it
can be as much as 17 spaces down the page in a short letter.
Spell out the month in full, whether you use the traditional
style (September 22, 20—) or the British and military style
(22 September 20—). When choosing between the two styles,
note the difference in comma usage. You won’t be confused
if you remember that a comma is used to separate, and in
a written date a comma separates two numbers (date and
year).

Special Notations

Several types of notations (such as those indicating who did
the typing, and whether there are enclosures) go at the bot-
tom of a letter. However, some special notations belong two
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lines below the date. They’re the sorts of notations that
require immediate attention. The following are some
 examples:

CONFIDENTIAL

PERSONAL

via REGISTERED MAIL

Refer to Policy DVF-822

Inside Address

Business letters require an inside address—the address of
the person being sent the letter. (The “inside” address isn’t
formatted exactly the same as the address on the outside of
the envelope.) It always appears after the date and before the
“Dear ———,” flush to the left margin of the letter. The inside
address contains the addressee’s complete name. Use the
proper courtesy title (Ms., Mrs., Mr., Doctor, Professor,
Colonel) or follow the name by the professional degree (M.D.,
Ph.D., D.D.S.). Never use both the title and the degree with
the name.

Correct: Dr. William Joseph

Correct: William Joseph, M.D.

Incorrect: Dr. William Joseph, M. D.

Note the use of a comma to separate the name and the degree.

If the letter is being sent to two people, place each name on a
separate line.

The inside address also contains the following:

• Organizational title, if appropriate (Vice President of
Research, Director of Marketing, Editor-in-Chief)

• Company name, if appropriate (Acme Corporation, Mercy
Clinic, Bantam Doubleday Dell Publishing Group). Type
the name exactly as it appears on the person’s letter-
head, in the phone book, or in a professional directory.

• Street address or post office box number

• City, state or province, and ZIP code or postal code. Use
the full nine-digit U.S. ZIP code if you know it.
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Subject or Attention Line

If you’re drawing attention to the subject of the letter, or if
you’re directing the letter to an individual’s attention but not
addressing the letter directly to that person, use an attention
line. The line usually goes two lines after the inside address
and two lines before the salutation. In many cases, the head-
ing of a subject line is RE:, short for “regarding.”

Jacob Esau, Ph.D.
Principal
Central High School
101 Harmont Street
Aberdeen, MD 21001-5587

RE: Summer Reading List

Dear Dr. Esau:

If you have the name of a real person to send the letter to,
why use an attention line at all? Usually it’s best to address
the letter to its target reader. However, sometimes that target
reader will be acting as part of a larger group. An attention
line will ensure that the letter moves through the proper
channels to receive attention from the group.

Arcady Music Festival
600 Beethoven Lane
Santa Rosa, CA 95403-6112
ATTENTION: Mr. Mark Sazuki, Director

Ladies and Gentlemen:

Remember, the attention line doesn’t mean the letter is being
written to Mr. Sazuki. The greeting, then, is given to the
larger group.

Salutation

The word salutation is a fancy word for a greeting. Most busi-
ness letters begin the salutation with the conventional Dear.
After that, it can get tricky! If you know the name of the
 person you’re addressing, you need to decide the level of for-
mality to use. Even in business letters, it’s possible to use an
informal salutation—but only when the letter writer is on
familiar terms with the recipient.
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Dear Jake,

Thanks again for that delightful surprise party. We’ve
never had a more enjoyable anniversary celebration. But
what I’m really writing about is the condition of the com-
puter equipment in the school. . . .

An informal salutation ends with a comma, but a formal
salutation uses a colon. In a formal salutation, you’ll also
write out titles such as Doctor instead of abbreviating (Dr.).

The trick in writing salutations is deciding how to address
recipients whose gender you don’t know. Now that women are
prominent at all levels in all sorts of businesses, you can’t
just type Gentlemen or Dear Sir. Always try to use a name in
the address and salutation, but if you can’t do so, you can
rely on an old standby.

To Whom It May Concern:

However, many readers feel that this old standby is too old-
fashioned and stiff. Here’s a nonsexist salutation with a
slightly more personal tone.

Dear Sir or Madam:

Groups can be addressed as follows:

Ladies: (when the group is composed entirely of females)

Gentlemen: (when the group is composed entirely of
males)

Ladies and Gentlemen: (when the group is composed of
both genders, or when you don’t know the composition of
the group)

Body

The body of a business letter, which begins two lines after
the salutation, is the actual text or message being conveyed.
The beginning gets right into the author’s reason for writing
(and the reader’s reason for reading): the main point of the
letter. The middle discusses, explains, or develops the main
point that was introduced in the beginning. The end usually
looks to the future, with a polite tone that promotes good-
will—even if the subject of the letter is bad news. In most
letters, this organization falls naturally into just two or three
short paragraphs (double space between paragraphs). Often,
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the beginning and end paragraphs of a letter can each be
accomplished in one sentence. Just make sure the end one
isn’t a fragmented -ing ending.

Instead of: Hoping to hear from you,

Write: We hope to hear from you soon.

Also avoid the ending that thanks the reader for something
he or she hasn’t done yet.

Instead of: Thanking you in advance,

Write: Your attention to this matter will be much appreciated.

The body of a business letter should be as focused and short
as possible without seeming blunt and rude. You don’t want
the reader to be put off by a letter’s tone any more than you
would want the reader to be confused by wordiness and
lack of focus. Always remember that readers have feelings.
Readers respond not just to what you say but also to how
you say it. The letters in Figures 17 and 18 both report on
the same information. Which letter would you rather receive?

The first letter (Figure 17) is overfamiliar, and its tone implies
that Mrs. Ladd’s complaints aren’t real or important. Most
people would rather receive the second letter (Figure 18),
which is respectful and caring.

Did you notice that even though the second letter is short—
only three sentences—it still has a beginning, a middle, and
an end? The beginning sentence establishes the point, the
middle sentence develops that point, and the third sentence
ends the letter with a sincere gesture of goodwill.

Dear Barb, 

The results of the tests done on your cat FiFi all came back negative. I told you there was
nothing to worry about. But make another appointment to see me if you still aren’t
 convinced. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Richard Brennan 

FIGURE 17—A Blunt Business Letter
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Second-page Heading

Most business letters fit on one page. In fact, if a letter goes
to two pages, you should usually try to edit it down to one
page. But in some letters, especially reports with much infor-
mation, you’ll need one or more subsequent pages. On each
new page, type a heading that includes the name of the per-
son receiving the letter, the page number, and the date.
Never number the first page.

Dr. Esau 2 January 3, 20—

Leave three spaces between the heading and the continuation
of the letter.

Complimentary Close

The salutation is the letter’s “hello,” and the complimentary
close is the “good-bye.” Select a close that matches the salu-
tation in tone and level of formality. Place the close two
spaces beneath the body of the text, aligned with the date.
Capitalize only the first word in the close, and follow the
phrase with a comma.

Most formal: Yours truly, Yours respectfully, Very truly
yours,

Formal: Sincerely yours,

Standard: Sincerely,

Informal: Warm regards, Cordially, Best wishes,

When in doubt, choose the simple and useful Sincerely.

Dear Mrs. Ladd: 

Enclosed are the results of FiFi’s urinalysis and blood tests. I am pleased to report that
the results are all normal. However, do call me if you have any questions or if FiFi contin-
ues to experience problems. 

Sincerely, 

Dr. Richard Brennan 

FIGURE 18—A Polite Business Letter
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Signature Block

The signature block contains the letter-sender’s name written
twice—once in type and once in handwritten ink. The letter-
sender’s typed name belongs four spaces beneath the
complimentary close. Under the sender’s name, type his or
her formal title, if appropriate.

Sincerely yours,

Katherine Schnell

Katherine Schnell 

Director of Recreation

Reference Initials

Use reference initials in business letters that are composed
and sent in one person’s name, but typed by someone else.
Two spaces below the typed signature line, flush to the left
margin, type the reference initials. If you’re typing the letter
for someone else who either dictated it or gave you a hand-
written draft, type that person’s initials first in capital letters.
(Or, if someone else is typing your letter for you, put your ini-
tials first in capital letters.) Follow those initials by a slash or
a colon, and then by the typist’s initials in lowercase letters.

KS/lrf

or

KS: lrf

or

lrf

The reference initials are proper but not necessary in busi-
ness letters you type and send in your own name.

In any case, be careful not to type initials that may (uninten-
tionally) be funny or offensive. For instance, Patricia Ingrid
Green may not want to include her middle initial.
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Enclosure Notation

It’s important in formal business communication to indicate
whether enclosures are accompanying the letter. The enclo-
sure notation allows you (or another sender) to double-check
and make sure the package is complete before it’s sent. The
enclosure notation also helps the recipient know that he or
she has received everything the sender intended. When there’s
more than one enclosure, note the number. Even better, list
the enclosures. This information will also help you select the
right size envelope to use. Here are some sample notations:

Enclosure

2 Enclosures

Enc.

Enc. (2)

Check enclosed

Enclosed: Urinalysis results

Blood work results

Copy Notation

If copies of the letter will be distributed to more than one per-
son, you should type the notation cc: (for “carbon copy” or
“courtesy copy”), pc: (for “photocopy”), or just c: (for “copy”),
followed by a list of the recipients’ names. You can place the
names in order of rank—but in most cases, the easiest (and
safest) ranking to figure out is alphabetical. Place a check
mark beside the name of the person receiving that particular
copy.

lrf

cc: R. Brennan

J. Esau

S. L. Robel 
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The P.S.

P.S. is an abbreviation for postscriptus, which is a Latin
phrase meaning “something written after.” Any P.S. belongs
at the very end of the letter, two spaces below the last en -
closure or copy notation. Be careful not to use a P.S. for
information that really should have been worked into the
body of the letter. If you’ve overlooked an important point,
don’t just tack it on later—instead, revise the letter. On the
other hand, it’s fine to add an afterthought that’s not crucial
to the main point of the letter.

P.S. Thanks, by the way, for the surprise party. We’ve
never had a more enjoyable anniversary celebration.

Another acceptable way to use a P.S. is to emphasize an
important point that might be lost in the middle of a letter.

P.S. After May 15, please use my Maine address.

Before we continue to the section on letter styles, review what
we've just covered by completing English in Action 5 and Self-
Check 4.
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English in Action 5

Write a business letter. Make it a letter of complaint. The complaint can be real or imag-
ined. Follow the guidelines in this study unit.

This is a self-directed exercise. Do not send your letter to the school.
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Self-Check 4

On a separate piece of paper, place the following information in business letter format.
Align all parts of your letter at the left margin, as in Figure 15. Use a plain sheet of paper,
and write or type the information. Save this exercise. You’ll use the information to do 
Self-Check 5.

From Dr. Helen Cesare, who is a medical doctor, to Dr. Su Chang, who has a Ph.D. in psychology.
Dr. Cesare is located at the Medical Arts Building, Suite 4, on 300 Penn Avenue in Clifford, PA 18413.
Dr. Chang is located at 550 State Street in Harford, PA 12345-6789. The doctors have never met.
This highly confidential letter is about their mutual patient, Paul Kent.

Dr. Cesare has dictated the following (you’ll need to paragraph the material):

It has come to my attention that my patient Paul Kent has been seeing you for psychotherapy once a
week for the past three years. He has been seeing me off and on during the same period, usually for
the treatment of injuries such as lacerations and broken bones, which are work-related injuries. Mr.
Kent’s physical injuries have become increasingly serious during the past three years. With his per-
mission, I enclose a copy of Mr. Kent’s file. I hope this information will assist you in treating the
patient. Yours truly. . .

Label the parts of your letter. When you’re done, save your letter. Don’t fold it. You’ll need
it flat for Self-Check 5.

Check your answers with those on page 109.
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LETTER STYLES

Several letter styles are correct, and the right ones to use in
business correspondence will often be up to office policy. Some
offices even use an individual letter style that has been cre-
ated to suit their needs. Don’t worry, then, if a supervisor
asks you to format a letter in a way that seems to contradict
the rules you’re learning here. As long as the style is consis-
tent, attractive, and practical, the reader isn’t likely to object.
Of course, if the style is confusing, ugly, and difficult to type,
then you might want to suggest an alternative. (Suggest alter-
natives tactfully, of course!)

Full-Block Style

In the full-block style, begin all lines at the left margin
(Figure 19). If you’re not using letterhead, type the return
address heading also at the left margin. The full block style
is efficient. You don’t have to spend time figuring out where
to center, set tabs, or indent items. But a letter in this style
can also look lopsided and unattractive, depending on the
location of the letterhead and the size of the paragraphs. This
style has gained more acceptance since the widespread use of
computers.

Modified-Block Style

When using the modified-block style (also called the semi-
block style), align the following items at the center of the
page or slightly past center, about two-thirds across the
page (Figure 20).

• Dateline

• Complimentary close

• Signature block

All other parts begin at the left margin. You may use a varia-
tion of the modified-block style in which the first line of each
paragraph is indented. Usually, you use five spaces for the
paragraph indentation. That’s why most word processing
software has a preset five-space tab indentation.
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ARTEMIS EXERCISE EQUIPMENT COMPANY 
2000 Bayview Parkway West 

Exeter, CA 93221-9987 

May 1, 20— 

Mr. Jonathan McWilliams
2884A Mulberry Avenue 
Flaxton Park, CA 12337-7778 

Dear Mr. McWilliams: 

We were pleased to receive your recent resume and application for employment.
We hope that your move to California will be rewarding. 

Your qualifications and experience are admirable. However, at present, we have
no opening for someone of your caliber. We would like to add that this does not
mean that an opening will not occur soon. We anticipate expansion of our facili-
ties within the next year. We will keep your information on file, and when this
expansion occurs you will be considered a candidate for employment. 

Again, we wish you well in your move and hope to discuss employment opportu-
nities with you in the near future. 

Sincerely yours, 

Margo Naughton 

Margo Naughton 

President 

MN/srp 

FIGURE 19—The Full-block Style
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ARTEMIS EXERCISE EQUIPMENT COMPANY 
2000 Bayview Parkway West 

Exeter, CA 93221-9987 

May 1, 20— 

Mr. Jonathan McWilliams 
2884A Mulberry Avenue 
Flaxton Park, CA 12337-7778 

Dear Mr. McWilliams: 

We were pleased to receive your recent resume and application for employment.
We hope that your move to California will be rewarding. 

Your qualifications and experience are admirable. However, at present, we have
no opening for someone of your caliber. We would like to add that this does not
mean that an opening will not occur soon. We anticipate expansion of our facili-
ties within the next year. We will keep your information on file, and when this
expansion occurs you will be considered a candidate for employment. 

Again, we wish you well in your move and hope to discuss employment opportu-
nities with you in the near future. 

Sincerely yours, 

Margo Naughton 

Margo Naughton 
President 

MN/srp 

FIGURE 20—The Modified-block Letter Style
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Simplified Style

The simplified style is even more efficient than the full-block
style. Not only does it begin every line on the left margin, but
it also leaves out the formal salutation and the complimen-
tary close (Figure 21). Instead, you type the following:

• An uppercase subject line three lines below the inside
address (Begin the body three lines below the subject
line.)

• A typed signature with a written signature above the
typed one.

As you might guess, many professionals prefer not to use the
simplified style because of its impersonal tone.

Interoffice Memos

Letters are used to send messages to readers outside of your
office or company. When you need to communicate with
someone who works in the same company, you may prefer to
use the format designed exactly for that purpose: the interof-
fice memo, short for memorandum (Figure 22).

Why a Memo?

Why and when should you write a memo? The answer
depends on your purpose and your audience. Some people
send too many memos, forgetting that there may be other,
better ways to communicate. For example, a memo frequently
isn’t the best way to deliver bad news—it’s usually better to
do so in person. Memos shouldn’t be used to confront,
threaten, or accuse people. If a problem exists, it’s better to
explore solutions in person. If you’re angry, try not to com-
municate in writing (the words may come back to haunt you).
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ARTEMIS EXERCISE EQUIPMENT COMPANY 
2000 Bayview Parkway West 

Exeter, CA 93221-9987 

May 1, 20— 

Mr. Jonathan McWilliams 
2884A Mulberry Avenue 
Flaxton Park, CA 12337-7778 

SUBJECT: RECENT EMPLOYMENT APPLICATION 

We were pleased to receive your recent resume and application for employment.
We hope that your move to California will be rewarding. 

Your qualifications and experience are admirable. However, at present, we have
no opening for someone of your caliber. We would like to add that this does not
mean that an opening will not occur soon. We anticipate expansion of our facili-
ties within the next year. We will keep your information on file, and when this
expansion occurs you will be considered a candidate for employment. 

Again, we wish you well in your move and hope to discuss employment opportu-
nities with you in the near future. 

Sincerely yours, 

Margo Naughton 

Margo Naughton 
President 

MN/srp 

FIGURE 21—The Simplified Letter Style
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On the other hand, memos are good communication tools for
these purposes:

• To congratulate people on promotions or for a job well done

• To reach many people when you can’t do so in person

• To get a message to a person who is hard to reach by
phone

• To be sure a number of people receive precisely the same
information

• To provide a record of communication

COMMUNITY HOSPITAL 
Interoffice Memo 

TO: Timothy Middleton, M.D. 

FROM: Janice Glaser, Medical Records Technician  JG

DATE: August 15, 20— 

SUBJECT: Transcription Procedures 

Welcome to the staff. We in the Medical Records Department look forward to
assisting you with the documentation of patient care here at Community
Hospital. Please let us know if we can help you in any way. 

We hope that you will find the enclosed Transcription Procedures Manual useful in
your orientation to hospital policies. Pages 12–18 outline the physician’s respon-
sibilities to the Medical Records Department. 

If you have any questions, don’t hesitate to call me (x378). Again, welcome. 

JG/srp 

enclosure

FIGURE 22—An Interoffice Memo
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You should have only one specific purpose per memo. If you
need to send two messages to the same person, write sepa-
rate memos. More than one message in a memo confuses the
reader and lessens the importance of each of your messages.
In addition, the recipient may want someone else to review
one memo but not the other. Combining the memos may
delay review and response.

Memo Format

Many of us have learned generally accepted formats for
memos in school, from following our employers’ formats, or
from observing the memos we receive. In addition, sample
memo formats are presented in many books that are avail-
able at your local library. We won’t, therefore, present all the
possible formats here—just the basics.

Most companies make preprinted memo forms available to
employees. Word processors can also help you make attrac-
tive memo forms.

A memo has a distinctive heading that provides the same
function as some of the parts of a letter. This heading is
made up of four subheadings. They can be formatted in list
form:

TO:

FROM:

DATE:

SUBJECT:

Or they can be formatted in two parallel columns:

TO: DATE:

FROM: SUBJECT:

When typing a memo, be sure to align the headings along with
the information itself. Don’t just type the information one or
two spaces after the colons. If you do, it will look unattractive.
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Unattractive:

TO: All Office Personnel

FROM: Charlotte Perkins

DATE: March 28, 20—

SUBJECT: Office Procedures Manual

Better:

TO: All Office Personnel

FROM: Charlotte Perkins 

DATE: March 28, 20—

SUBJECT: Office Procedures Manual

Headings can be either double-spaced or single-spaced.
Usually a line at least partway across the page separates the
heading of the memo from the body.

Memo messages can be as informal as a quickly scribbled
note to be discarded after reading, or as formal as a carefully
edited report to be filed as a permanent document. Begin the
body of the memo three spaces after the headings. The body
of a memo is much like the body of a letter. Most writers
start each paragraph on the left margin, but indenting each
paragraph is also correct. Just remember to remain consis-
tent within any given document. You may find it useful to
highlight important information with descriptive headings,
especially if the memo is long.

Instead of using a complimentary close as in a letter, the
sender of a memo will simply initial his or her name in the
heading (the usual practice) or sign the bottom. In either
case, when you initial a memo or sign a memo or letter,
whether or not you’ve typed it, it’s an acknowledgment that
you approve it. So, if you initial a memo or sign a letter with-
out reading it over, you’re responsible for it—errors and all.
The memo, like a letter, includes the typist’s initials (two
spaces below the end of the body) and may include enclosure
notations and/or a distribution list.
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Using Headings

Headings serve as useful guides to the reader. Headings, like
outlines, can also help writers organize complex material. But
there’s a trick to using them. You can’t just throw in an
underline here and a few capital letters there. For headings
to guide the reader accurately, they must have parallel struc-
ture—the same sort of parallel structure that applies to
sentence grammar. Headings of equal importance are most
effective when they have the same tone, part of speech, and
style of punctuation.

Headings and subheadings can be thought of in levels or
ranks (Figure 23).

Tips for Writing Business Letters and
Memos

• Remember that written communications can be seen by
more people than you may intend. You should assume
that the recipient of any memo or letter you write may jot
a note on it and forward it to someone else to look at or
handle. Be particularly careful if you’re angry or feeling
negative when you’re writing. Edit your letter or memo
closely. Remember that facts are difficult to refute but
negativity is easy to attack.

• Personnel-related memos have a long life. They may
remain in an individual’s personnel file for years. A
hastily written, poorly crafted memo that’s intended to
provide constructive criticism may, in fact, haunt the
recipient for a long time. Be sure any such memo says
precisely what you intend both in words and in tone.

• Don’t resort to writing memos because you want to avoid
confronting employees about problems. Memos can never
replace open discussions. Conversely, if your boss usu-
ally communicates with you in person or by phone but
suddenly starts communicating by memo, he or she may
for some reason be uncomfortable around you. Take the
initiative to determine what the difficulty is and get it
resolved before it balloons into a major problem.



The Writing Process, Part 270

• Are you having trouble beginning a letter or a memo?
Pretend that you have one minute to explain the subject
to your boss as she or he passes by on the way to catch
a taxi to the airport. What are the two or three points

THIS IS A FIRST-LEVEL HEADING 

Usually, the first level is in all capital letters. All around the
heading is plenty of space to make these words the most
prominent ones on the page. A typical report or proposal
has four first-level headings that identify the introduction,
body, conclusions, and recommendations. Beneath each
first-level heading there may be subheadings that specify
the subtopics under discussion. 

This is a Second-level Heading 

The second level of heading is usually at the left margin
and has a line of its own, though it may instead have a
colon followed directly by text. It may be capitalized, under-
lined, or both. Every second-level heading is a subheading
(identifying a subtopic) of the preceding first-level heading. 

This is a Third-level Heading 

These headers are usually at the margin, with only the first
letter of important words in capital letters. Often these
headings are underlined. 

This is a fourth-level heading. The fourth level of heading
will sometimes be indented. It may be capitalized, under-
lined, placed in italics, or formatted in some other way to
make it different from a first-level, second-level, and third-
level heading. It’s usually directly followed by text. The
fourth-level heading is a subheading of the preceding third-
level heading. 

FIGURE 23—You can use headings to organize your writing.



The Writing Process, Part 2 71

you would stress? Quickly write these down on a piece of
paper. You now have the topic sentences or main points
you wish to make in your letter or memo. Add the sup-
porting arguments or details, and your rough draft is
completed.

• Here’s another trick for getting started. Close your eyes
and picture the person to whom you’re writing. How
would you approach the subject about which you’re writ-
ing if you were to discuss it in person? Write your
opening sentences that way—quickly, before the
thoughts escape. If the writing seems too casual, you can
always edit to get it right. But you’ll have quickly gotten
the rough draft on paper, with minimum difficulty.

• Don’t fall into the institutional writing trap. Although
most memos and letters need to be somewhat more for-
mal than spoken communications, you’re still
communicating with other people. Don’t let your writing
sound as if it’s developed by a machine or, worse yet, by
a committee.

Too stiff: It’s important to note that the fully costed 
proposal in final form must be received by 3:00 P.M. 

Friday.

Less formal: It’s important that I receive the fully 
costed proposal in final form by 3:00 P.M. Friday.

This subtle change makes the message less threatening and
more motivating.

• Memo and letter writers sometimes fail to specify what
action should be taken, or to ask that the action be com-
pleted by a specific time or date. Don’t be shy. After all,
there’s a reason you took the time to write the letter or
memo. Requesting certain actions by a specific deadline
is reasonable.

• Remember the ABCs of business correspondence:

Accuracy

Brevity

Clarity
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Addressing Envelopes

Personal letters or business letters addressed in cursive pen-
manship (most business letters wouldn’t be addressed by
hand) still reach their destinations (if the mail carrier can
read your writing, that is). But now that postal services use
computer scanning to sort mail, letters can reach their desti-
nations much more quickly. You just have to address the
envelopes so that the optical character recognition (OCR)
equipment can read them. Figure 24 shows a “business-size”
(#10) envelope. Notice that the OCR read area begins one-half
inch from the left edge.

Substantially the same format is recommended by the
Canada Post Corporation for the optical scanning of letters
in Canada. For efficient processing, all addresses should be
flush left, written or typed in capitals with no punctuation.
Additional information, such as Attention, account numbers,
and Confidential should appear before or on the line above
the addressee information. The postal code must be sepa-
rated by two full character spaces from the two-character
province symbol.

There are several differences between traditional letter-
addressing etiquette and what the Post Office considers
proper today. For additional information, see the Canada Post
Corporation’s Addressing Standards Handbook. For complete
guidelines, you can write to Canada Post Corporation or the
U.S. Postal Service in Washington, DC, for their free publica-
tion, Guide to Addressing. Until it comes in the mail, follow
these tips:

• To ensure that the print is scannable, always type rather
than address the envelope by hand.

• Type, or use a letter-quality printer.

• Don’t use italic or script fonts (type styles). OCR can’t
read them.

• If the envelope doesn’t fit into your typewriter or printer,
use an address label.

• Type the entire address in uppercase letters.
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FIGURE 24—A Properly
Addressed Business
Envelope
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• Place information in this order:

Line 1: Recipient’s name or attention line. (If an attention
line is necessary, Canada Post and the U.S. Postal
Service recommend that you always put it first.)

Line 2: Company, department, title, or other important
subinformation. (You may divide this line into two and
end up with a five-line address, or omit this line and end
up with a three-line address.)

Line 3: Street address or PO Box number, and any defin-
ing information such as room, suite, or apartment
number. (All of this information should go on one line,
and that line should be second from the bottom.)

Line 4: City, state or province, and ZIP code or postal
code. Avoid putting the ZIP code on its own line—but if
you must use another line to stay in the OCR read area,
begin the new line flush with the other lines, rather than
indenting. Use the two-letter state or province abbrevia-
tions (both capital letters with no period after the second
letter) on all letters.

• Don’t use punctuation, even if leaving it out seems incor-
rect to you—don’t use periods after abbreviations, or
commas between cities and states or provinces.

• Leave just one space between each word or number—no
extra space is needed between the state and the ZIP code
or the province and the postal code.

• If you don’t know a ZIP code or postal code, look it up in
the U.S. Postal Service ZIP Code Directory or Canada’s
Postal Code Directory. Business offices often have their
own copy. The U.S. directory can be ordered from the
Superintendent of Documents, Government Printing
Office, Washington DC 20402.

• When sending mail in the United States, use the stan-
dard abbreviations that follow, especially when spelling
out the word would cause the line to go beyond the OCR
read area.
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• Place any special markings in the appropriate corner,
outside of the OCR read area and Bar Code read area.
For instance, a notation for the person who mails the let-
ter, such as SPECIAL DELIVERY or REGISTERED MAIL,
should go in the upper right, beneath the postage. A
notation for the recipient, such as HOLD FOR ARRIVAL
or PLEASE FORWARD should go in the lower left corner
of the envelope.
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Canada

Newfoundland NF

Nova Scotia NS

Prince Edward 
Island PE

New Brunswick NB

Quebec PQ

Ontario ON

Manitoba MB

Saskatchewan SK

Alberta AB

British Columbia BC

Yukon Territory YT

Northwest 
Territories NT

United States

Alabama AL

Alaska AK

American Samoa AS

Arizona AZ

Arkansas AR

California CA

Colorado CO

Connecticut CT

Delaware DE

District of Columbia DC

Federated States of
Micronesia FM

Florida FL

Georgia GA

Guam GU

Hawaii HI

Idaho ID

Illinois IL

Indiana IN

Iowa IA

Kansas KS

Kentucky KY

Louisiana LA

Maine ME

Marshall Islands MH

Maryland MD

Massachusetts MA

Michigan MI

Minnesota MN

Mississippi MS

Missouri MO

Montana MT

Nebraska NE

Nevada NV

New Hampshire NH

New Jersey NJ

New Mexico NM

New York NY

North Carolina NC

North Dakota ND

Northern Mariana 
Islands MP

Ohio OH

Oklahoma OK

Oregon OR

Palau PW

Pennsylvania PA

Puerto Rico PR

Rhode Island RI

South Carolina SC

South Dakota SD

Tennessee TN

Texas TX

Utah UT

Vermont VT

Virginia VA

Virgin Islands VI

Washington WA

West Virginia WV

Wisconsin WI

Wyoming WY

Standard Abbreviations

Alley ALY

Annex ANX

Apartment APT

Arcade ARC

Attention ATTN

Avenue AVE

Bayou BYU

Beach BCH

Bend BND

Bluff BLF

Bottom BTM

POSTAL ABBREVIATIONS
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Boulevard BLVD

Branch BR

Bridge BRG

Brook BRK

Burg BG

Building LDG

Bypass BYP

Camp CP

Canyon CYN

Cape CPE

Causeway CSWY

Center CTR

Circle CIR

Cliffs CLFS

Club CLB

Corner COR

Corners ORS

Course RSE

Court CRT

Courts CRTS

Cove CV

Creek CRK

Crescent CRES

Crossing XING

Dale DL

Dam DM

Department DEPT

Divide DV

Drive DR

East E

Estates EST

Expressway EXPY

Extension EXT

Fall FALL

Falls FLS

Ferry FRY

Field FLD

Fields FLDS

Floor FL

Flats FLT

Ford FRD

Forest FRST

Forge FRG

Fork FRK

Forks FRKS

Fort FT

Freeway FWY

Gardens GDNS

Gateway GTWY

Glen GLN

Green GRN

Grove GRV

Harbor HBR

Haven HVN

Heights HTS

Highway HWY

Hill HL

Hills HLS

Hollow HOLW

Hospital HOSP

Inlet INLT

Institute INST

Island IS

Islands ISS

Isle ISLE

Junction JCT

Key KY

Knolls KNLS

Lake LK

Lakes LKS

Landing LNDG

Lane LN

Light LGT

Loaf LF

Locks LCKS

Lodge LDG

Loop LOOP

Mall MALL

Manor MNR

Meadows DWS

Mill ML

Mills MLS

Mission MSN

Mount MT

Mountain MTN

Neck NCK

North N

Northeast NE

Northwest NW

Orchard ORCH
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Oval OVAL

Park PARK

Parkway PKY

Pass PASS

Path PATH

Pike PIKE

Pines PLNS

Place PL

Plain PLN

Plains PNES

Plaza PLZ

Point PT

Port PRT

Prairie PR

Radial RADL

Ranch RNCH

Rapids RPDS

Rest RST

Ridge RDG

River RIV

Road RD

Room RM

Route RT

Row ROW

Run RUN

Rural R

Shoal SHL

Shoals SHLS

Shore SHR

Shores SHRS

Spring SPG

Springs SPGS

Spur SPUR

South S

Southeast SE

Southwest SW

Square SQ 

Station STA

Stravenue STRA

Stream STRM

Street ST

Suite STE

Summit SMT

Terrace TER

Trace TRCE

Track TRAK

Trail TRL

Trailer TRLR

Tunnel TUNL

Turnpike TPKE 

Union UN

Valley VLY

Viaduct VIA

View VW

Village VLG

Ville VL

Vista VIS

Walk WALK

Way WAY

Wells WLS

West W
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Now you’re ready to put the letter in the envelope. If you’re
using an envelope that’s smaller than the stationery, be sure
to fold the letter carefully (Figure 25). Keep the edges lined
up straight so the letter won’t be wrinkled and the creases
won’t give the letter a lopsided look when the reader opens it.
Also, crooked creases can lead to damaging the letter on the
way in and out of the envelope. Be aware that a sharp letter-
opener can cut a carelessly folded letter along with the
envelope.

You can’t iron the wrinkles out of badly folded letters, and
you don’t want to have to retype the whole letter at this
point, so make sure to line the paper up before you crease it.
If you follow one of the conventional folding methods in
Figure 25, you’ll have perfect creases every time.
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FIGURE 25—Folding and Inserting Letters

To fold a letter for insertion into a
small envelope: 

1. Fold upward from the lower edge of the
letter. Leave a 1/2" margin at the top. 

2. Fold from right to left. Make the fold a
little less than one-third the width of
the sheet. 

3. Fold from left to right. Leave a 1/2"
margin at the right. 

4. Insert the left creased edge into the
envelope. This will leave the 1⁄2” mar-
gin near the envelope flap. 

To fold a letter for insertion into a
large business envelope: 

1. Fold upward from the lower edge of
the letter. Make the fold about one-
third the length of the sheet. 

2. Fold down from the top. Leave a 1/2"
margin at the first fold. 

3. Insert the second fold into the enve-
lope. This will leave the 1/2" margin
near the envelope flap. 

To fold a letter for insertion into a
window envelope: 

1. Place the letter face down with the
top edge toward you. 

2. Fold the upper third down from the top. 

3. Fold from the bottom third up so the
address is showing. 

4. Insert the letter with the letterhead
and address toward the front of the
envelope. 
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Self-Check 5

Questions 1–3: Explain the placement of letter parts in each letter style.

1. Modified-block style

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

2. Full-block style 

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

3. Simplified style

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

4. List the four items in a memo heading.

__________________________________________________________

5. Using the information you know about Dr. Cesare’s letter to Dr. Chang in Self-Check 4,
address an envelope for OCR reading. The letter is to be sent via Registered Mail.

6. Fold your letter from Self-Check 4, and place it in your addressed envelope. Seal the enve-
lope.

Check your answers with those on page 110.
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FACTUAL WRITING

Three important kinds of factual statements that most of us
have to prepare at one time or another are reports, job appli-
cations, and resumes (pronounced reh za mays). Just as
with social and business letters and correspondence, there
are certain guidelines that can be followed to ensure that
your presentation is effective.

Reports

The need for exchanging information has created a great
demand for reports of all kinds. The board of supervisors of
a small village may ask for a report on its water supply. For
similar reasons, an agency of a national government may ask
for a detailed report before proceeding with plans for a hydro-
electric power facility on a major river. Both want the facts
and both may need expert advice and a clear interpretation
of the facts before going ahead. Businesses, large and small,
require a steady stream of reports. A new plant, a new line of
goods, a new process, a new machine, a new accounting sys-
tem, or a change in selling policies would require a decision
by an executive who doesn’t, and often can’t, know all the
facts in advance. So the executive asks someone who knows
the facts, or who can get them, to prepare a report.

In business and industry, day-to-day progress may be impor-
tant. How much money came in during the week or month?
How well are the controls on the chemical process working?
What’s the reaction of the trade to the change in price?
What’s the attitude of the workers on the piece rates? How
long will the present stock of steel last? The executive who
needs to know the answers to all these questions may require
responsible subordinates to submit reports of progress.

Businesses don’t always operate smoothly. Sometimes the
unexpected happens. Why did Smith and Company quit buy-
ing? What caused the accident in the machine shop? Where
did the fire start? Who struck the first blow? Again, the man-
ager who must know must ask others who were there to
supply the facts.
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Reports and letters are not the only important business doc-
uments. For instance, you may be asked to write a proposal,
which is a document submitted to a potential client or
employer to identify work that needs to be done and how you
or your company can complete that work. Learning to write
reports will help you to put together effective proposals,
should you be required to do so.

What Is a Report?

A report is an account of a matter specifically investigated. It
is often an official statement of facts. The account may be
written or oral. It may be long or short. It may be as simple
as a message by telephone, or as fully developed as the
account of a federal investigation. It may be prepared by any-
one who knows the facts.

The full meaning of the word report becomes clearer when
you realize that it derives from a Latin word meaning “to
carry or bring back.” Reports are carried or taken back to
someone who has asked for them, or who wants them for
immediate or future use. Generally, we may assume that
someone is waiting to read these reports with a specific pur-
pose or objective in mind.

Careful writing of reports
can be essential for good
business decisions.
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Reports are generally written and presented to inform readers
on a matter in which they have a special interest. In an office
or firm, the subject of the report may be a financial statement
to the stockholders, a market survey for the sales manager, a
series of chemical tests for the general manager, or an investi-
gation of an accident for the plant superintendent.

Whatever the subject of the report or whatever its form, read-
ers must be able to understand the report, and the report
must give them the information they need. All the facts must
be accurate and complete. They must be arranged for easy
finding and reading. Conclusions must be based on the facts
presented, and they must be clearly stated so that the read-
ers for whom the report is written can promptly make any
decisions required.

Reports cover a wide range of subjects, but many of the prin-
ciples that are useful in one kind of report writing are useful
for other kinds of report writing.

Certain points are important to keep in mind when you’re
writing a report. You must never lose sight of your readers
and their needs. The arrangement, interpretation, and word-
ing of the facts you gather will be influenced by how you’ll
use them and how well your readers will understand them.
We can expand our first definition as follows:

A report is the result of the gathering, arranging, examin-
ing, interpreting, and recording—in a way understandable
to the reader—of useful and practical information con-
cerning a definite condition or problem.

Report Writing

Let’s imagine that you’ve been given the assignment of writ-
ing a report. As you’re given the assignment, be attentive to
instructions. Listen to what’s being said. If you don’t under-
stand, ask questions until you find out specifically and
exactly what’s wanted.

Next, begin gathering the facts. To obtain the needed facts,
you must be keenly observant, thorough, persistent,
resourceful, and accurate. If you must depend upon others
for some facts, you need to be cooperative, considerate, and
willing to learn. At the same time, be wide awake to see that
mere prejudices and opinions aren’t passed on as facts.
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Then, examine and arrange the facts that you have gathered.
You must be orderly, analytical, decisive, and practical as
you sort through the facts. Discard irrelevant facts, put ques-
tionable facts aside for further investigation, and mark key
facts for special emphasis.

Next, you must interpret the facts. Here again you must be
analytical and decisive. But, above all, be honest and free
from your own or others’ prejudices.

Finally, plan, write, and rewrite the report. Now, besides
exercising all the qualities we’ve just mentioned, you must
remain considerate of your reader’s time, knowledge, reading
habits, and ability to grasp ideas. The constant use of these
qualities in meeting the demands of report writing will
increase your employment value.

Report Format

Whether the report will be short or long will depend on its
use. You should study the form, style, and makeup of various
reports. Keep each of your own reports pointed toward its
objective. Remember that the purpose of any report, whether
it be a technical report, a progress report, an annual report,
or any other kind of report, is always to inform.

Most reports (and proposals) are divided into three or four
principal parts:

1. Introduction

2. Body

3. Conclusions

4. Recommendations

The words Conclusions and Recommendations often appear as
headings in reports, in fact. However, headings in the intro-
duction and body will usually be more specific to identify the
subject matter.

Introduction. In the introduction, present your topic in as
much detail as appropriate. The following may be part of the
introduction: purpose statement; goals; deadlines imposed;
background information; research procedures followed; peo-
ple, groups, or organizations involved; factors limiting the
effort; and factors enhancing the effort.
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Body. The main part of the document, the body, contains a
summary of the research or analysis. Information should be
provided briefly but in detail. For example, you might include
one or more of the following: a breakdown of materials and
equipment involved, costs or charges, delivery or completion
times, and special terms or considerations.

Conclusions. As a summation of the research findings, con-
clusions from your study should be stated briefly.

Recommendations. Depending on the nature of the report,
you may be asked to recommend ways to resolve a problem,
equipment to buy, a course of action to follow, or ways to
make improvements. Regardless of what’s being recom-
mended, be specific and detailed.

If an extensive report seems overwhelming, think of its
 preparation as a series of smaller writing tasks. Follow the
suggested organizational procedures, but write the report or
proposal in logical increments. Instead of writing the whole
thing straight through without stopping, write each section
straight through without stopping. Then put it aside. When
you’re ready to write another section, skim through what
you’ve already written to remind you of the direction you’re
heading.

Writing a report isn’t significantly different from writing a let-
ter or memo. In many instances the report will be longer and
more thorough, and will possibly cover multiple topics, but
the task of organizing, writing, and editing is essentially the
same.

You’ll probably use many of the same writing process steps:

Prewriting and Planning

• Identify your audience.

• Determine the purpose or purposes of the report.

• Select the tone and format of the document. (Should you
use memo or letter form? Or will the document need to
be in a folder, bound, printed, or in some other way
made more formal?)

• Decide on the results you want.

• Make a list of the information that you want to include.

• Put the information into an outline.
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Writing

• Using your prewriting information, write without stop-
ping. Don’t worry about grammar and punctuation at
this point.

• Try to create a positive tone.

• Use lists to make reading easier and faster.

Revising and Editing

• Vary sentence lengths, and hold the average sentences to
10–20 words.

• Get rid of unnecessary words and information, and make
sure that all necessary information has been included.

• Add transitional words and phrases, where necessary, to
make connections clear.

• Replace dry, stilted, or cliche-laden language.

• Use active voice when possible.

• Change abstract, general words into specific, concrete ones.

• Check and double-check grammar, punctuation, and
spelling.

The degree to which other people can help you learn to write
reports is limited. The best thing you can do for yourself is to
obtain copies of reports that other people think are good and
that have successfully achieved their goals. Read the docu-
ments carefully. Analyze them. Think about the elements that
make them work, and then use the same elements in your
writing. Use good writing strategies until they become habit-
ual, and you’ll be a successful business writer.
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Job Applications

When you’re looking for a job, you’ll probably find leads in
various places. You’ll check bulletin boards where jobs are
posted, sign up at the public job placement service, read the
classified advertisements in your local newspapers, or search
online job postings. The manner in which you respond to job
advertisements may have an important bearing on whether or
not you obtain an interview. Your response can be in the
form of a letter of application, or it can be a cover letter with
a resume. Be sure to follow any requests in the advertise-
ment. For example, if the advertisement requests a letter of
application, then that is what you should send.

Writing Letters of Application

Follow these suggestions when writing a job application
 letter.

1. Respond to the advertisement promptly.

2. Use white, unlined paper—the 8½ � 11 inch size.

3. Write only on one side of the paper.

4. Type and print out your letter. If you don’t have access
to a computer, use blue or black ink and your neatest
penmanship.

5. Give all the information asked for in the advertisement.

6. If an advertisement is where you found out about the
job, spell out the word advertisement. Never use the
short form ad in a letter of application.

Usually, your letter of application will be no longer than three
or four paragraphs. In the first paragraph, give the source of
your information about the position or opening for which
you’re applying, whether it was an individual or an advertise-
ment. In the second and third paragraphs, give facts about
yourself that may help you to obtain the position. In the
fourth paragraph, suggest an interview or further correspon-
dence on the subject.
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When you write a letter of application, you’re seeking to sell
your services. Do your best to convince your reader that
you’re the person for the job. See that your letter is correct
and effective in every detail, as James Tully did in the letter
shown in Figure 26.

Before moving on to study about cover letters and resumes,
review what you've learned so far by completing English in
Action 6.

187 Bonnell Drive 
Kingston, PA 18704 
August 17, 20— 

Ms. Tina Davies 
Capital Records Company 
138 Brooke Street 
Scranton, PA 18516 

Dear Ms. Davies: 

Mr. Lance Wilson, foreman of your cutting and stamping department, has just
informed me that you wish to hire an experienced stamper for that department.
I would like to be considered for the position. 

I have been working as a stamper for Gingher Manufacturing Company for the
past six years. Mr. Carl Gingher, president of the company, is familiar with my
performance record and will be pleased to speak with you about my qualifications
for the job. His telephone number is 989-9976. 

After graduating from West Grove High School in Kingston, I served three years in
the United States Army, from which I was honorably discharged. 

I will be pleased to talk or meet with you at your convenience. My telephone
number is 487-6775. 

Sincerely, 

James Tully 

James Tully 

FIGURE 26—A Letter of Application
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English in Action 6

Write a job application letter. Follow the steps we’ve outlined, and model your letter after the one
that James Tully wrote to Tina Davies.

This is a self-directed exercise. Do not send your letter to the school.
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Writing Cover Letters and Resumes

Job applicants who have held many jobs or have educational
qualifications beyond high school usually prepare a resume
detailing their relevant experiences. By referring to the
resume in the cover letter, rather than explaining every quali-
fication, you can keep the letter short and uncluttered by
repetitive I’s. It’s a good idea to have a resume prepared in
advance and get enough copies made. This way, you can
promptly apply for job openings or leave one in the personnel
office of any potential employer. You should try to adapt
resumes to the specific jobs for which you apply. You can
adjust the wording and the formatting to appeal to an
employer in the field in which you’re seeking employment.
However, a conservative style is usually more acceptable.

In preparing a resume, as in doing other kinds of writing,
aim at neatness, legibility, exactness, and thoroughness. 
The resume should always be formatted in an acceptable
manner. In a library, you’ll find reference books that offer
specific guidelines about what to include in a resume and
how to organize it. Also, remember that a resume is never
sent without a cover letter.

Note: Because the word resume has been borrowed from the
French language, it’s sometimes written with one or more
accent marks. Resumé and résumé are alternate forms of the
word. When writing a cover letter, use the form that the
employer uses, if the word is mentioned in the advertisement.

Here’s what James Tully’s cover letter (Figure 27) and resume
(Figure 28) in application for the stamping job might look
like.

Resumes can have different formats. If one were to write a
resume with a specific objective in mind, for example, the 
format shown in Figure 29 would be a good one to follow.
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187 Bonnell Drive 
Kingston, PA 18704 
August 15, 20— 

Ms. Tina Davies 
Capital Records Company 
138 Brooke Street 
Scranton, PA 18516 

Dear Ms. Davies: 

Mr. Lance Wilson, foreman of your cutting and stamping department, has just
informed me that you wish to hire an experienced stamper for that department. 
I would like to be considered for the position.

As you will note from the enclosed resume, I have had considerable experience
with machines, both in the U.S. Army and at Gingher Manufacturing Company.

I would be pleased to talk or meet with you at your convenience. 

Sincerely yours, 

James Tully

James Tully 

Enclosure 

FIGURE 27—Cover Letter for a Resume
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James Tully
187 Bonnell Drive 

Kingston, PA 18704 
(570) 487-6775 

EXPERIENCE

2012–present: Stamper, Gingher Manufacturing Company 

2009–2012: Light Truck Mechanic, Specialist Fifth Class, U.S. Army Army
Commendation Medal; Unit Citation 

2007–2009: Attendant, Main Street Sunoco, Forty Fort, PA 

EDUCATION

2009: U.S. Army Auto Mechanic School 

2009: Graduate, West Grove High School 

INTERESTS

Boy Scout Leader 

Bowling, Fishing, Baseball 

REFERENCES

Reverend William Reilly 
624 Main Street 
Kingston, PA 18704 
(570) 487-2224 

Olivia Edwards, M.D. 
64 Second Avenue 
Kingston, PA 18704 
(570) 487-8740 

Carl Gingher 
314 Depot Street Scranton, 
PA 18508 
(570) 476-4071

FIGURE 28—A Sample Resume
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James Tully
187 Bonnell Drive 

Kingston, PA 18704 
(570) 487-6775 

OBJECTIVE

To obtain an entry-level position in the field of medical office records. 

EDUCATION

2009: Diploma, West Grove High School 

EXPERIENCE

2009–present: Reference Room Catalog Assistant West Grove Public Library 
2007–2009: Student Assistant West Grove High School Library 

INTERESTS

President, West Grove High School Library Club 
Volunteer, Kingston Community Builders’ Association 
Stamp Collecting 
Computer Networking 

REFERENCES

Reverend William Reilly 
624 Main Street 
Kingston, PA 18704 
(570) 487-2224 

Olivia Edwards, M.D. 
64 Second Avenue 
Kingston, PA 18704 
(570) 487-8740 

Carl Gingher 
314 Depot Street Scranton, 
PA 18508 
(570) 476-4071

FIGURE 29—An Alternate Resume Format
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English in Action 7

Following the guidelines presented here on writing cover letters, and using the sample let-
ter that James Tully wrote to Tina Davies, compose a resume and then write a cover letter
for a job—real or imaginary—that you would like to have. Remember to state a few signifi-
cant facts about yourself and your work experience in the cover letter, and refer the reader
of your cover letter to your enclosed resume.

This is a self-directed exercise. Do not send your resume and cover letter to the school.
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English in Action 8

In filling out job applications, one is frequently asked to write a summary statement that
summarizes important facts about yourself and why you are the person for the job for
which you’re applying. Use the job you applied for in the English in Action 7 cover letter.
Write a 150-word statement in which you summarize important facts about yourself and
why you are the person for the job.

This is a self-directed exercise. Do not send your factual statement to the school.
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Self-Check 6

Questions 1–2: Answer briefly in the spaces provided.

1. What must you never lose sight of when writing a report?__________________________

2. Name the four principal parts found in reports and proposals. ______________________

Questions 3–5: Indicate whether the following statements are True or False.

______ 3. There’s only one correct way to format a report.

______ 4. You should avoid using headings and lists in reports.

______ 5. Reports aren’t written just by technical writers; they may be prepared by anyone who

knows the facts.

Check your answers with those on page 111.
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PLAGIARISM
Since this course requires you to complete a written exam,
it’s important that you understand plagiarism. Once you
have a basic understanding of plagiarism, it’s less likely that
you will submit an exam that contains work that would be
considered plagiarized. Let’s start by taking a look at the
scenario below.

If you were in this situation, how would you feel? Do you
think Aubrey deserved credit for something she didn’t do any
of the work for? Would it be fair to say Aubrey stole some-
thing from Melody? If their boss found out about what
happened, should there be consequences?

Think carefully about your answers to these questions. You
would most likely be upset that you put in a lot of hard work
just to have someone else take the credit for it.

What is Plagiarism?
The Merriam-Webster online dictionary defines plagiarism as
“the act of using another person’s words or ideas without giv-
ing credit to that person.” Essentially, it’s using a piece of
published material, either print or online, and using it as
your original thoughts and work.

Melody created a new product for the company she
works for, and she’s almost ready to present it to her
boss. Her coworker, Aubrey, sneaks a peek at Melody’s
work, and immediately goes to their boss. Later that day,
Melody receive a company-wide email congratulating
Aubrey for the insight and work she put into coming up
with a great product. Imagine her surprise when she
read that what Aubrey presented was actually her idea!  
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Why is it Wrong?
There are several reasons why plagiarizing you shouldn’t
plagiarize:

• Taking information that’s not yours and saying it’s yours
is stealing the ideas of others.

• It shows a lack of responsibility for completing your school
work. Getting your diploma is a huge accomplishment.
You’ll have even a greater sense of pride if you put in all of
the hard work to reach your goal.

• It goes against the Penn Foster High School Academic
Integrity policy.

Are exams checked for plagiarism?
Yes! Instructors review all written exams for plagiarized content.
Not only do we check for it; we’re excellent at detecting it.

What happens when an exam is plagiarized?

If an instructor finds that content of an exam was taken from
another source, a grade of 1% is automatically awarded.
The instructor feedback file for the exam will include
information explaining the results. The information will
include the web address or addresses where the instructor
found the work you copied or you used to develop your
answers. 

You will also be required to complete the retake assignment.
You will not be able to finish the Practical English course until
you submit an exam that isn’t plagiarized.

How can plagiarism be avoided?

Submit your own work. When you look at the exam ques-
tions, you’ll see that you’re often given a choice of writing
prompts. We do this so you can select the topic you’re most
comfortable writing about. You’re not to use any type of
research to complete this particular exam; we want to read
your answers, not what someone else wrote! 
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Writing Process, Part 2

EXAMINATION NUMBER

98609801

Page 102 contains the examination questions for The Writing
Process, Part 2. To complete this examination, follow these steps:
1. Use a word-processing program, preferably Microsoft Word,

to complete the examination.

2. At the top of every page, include your name and student
number.

3. Be sure to save your work.

If you do not have access to Microsoft Word, you must properly
format your document by clicking on SAVE AS, naming it 
using the student number_exam number format
(e.g. 12345678_986098), and choosing FILE TYPE: Rich Text
Format. This exam MUST be sent as a .doc or .rtf file to be
graded electronically.

Submitting Your Exam

1. Log onto the Student Portal.

2. Click on Take Exam next to the assignment you’ve completed.

3. Follow the instructions provided to submit your exam.
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Examination Questions

1. Write a composition using one of the topics listed below. Your
composition needs to be three to five paragraphs long. It must
contain an introduction, a body, and a conclusion.

a. Argue for or against the limitation of speed limits.

b. Explain why a certain sport is your favorite.

c. Compare and contrast driving in the winter and driving in 
the summer.

d. Analyze the best way to buy a car, mow a lawn, or prepare 
a meal.

e. Describe a memorable day in your life.

2. Write a letter of complaint. Follow the rules for a business letter,
and use the full-block style. The complaint may be about anything
you wish (such as malfunctioning equipment, poor building main-
tenance, or disruptive noises from a nearby business). You can
base your letter on a true experience, or you can make up all the
details you need.

Please note that a form letter or a template cannot be used
in constructing your response to question 2. When a form
letter or template is used, you are giving little to no thought
to wording or formatting, and you are not actually creating
your own complaint; you are simply filling in the blanks of
someone else's work. For this reason, a grade of 1% will be
issued if a form letter or template is used.
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(Question 1) Introduction: Establishes a specific
topic and approach, as well as setting an appropri-
ate tone/mood for the composition. Engages the
reader and creates interest.

5 4 3 2 1 0

(Question 1) Conclusion: Provides adequate 
closure and reinforces the meaning/significance
established in the introduction. Effectively wraps up
the composition.

5 4 3 2 1 0

(Question 1) Coherence and Unity: Ideas flow
clearly and logically as composition develops. Each
paragraph contains one main idea (with adequate
detail to develop that idea clearly and logically) and 
a connection to the ideas that precede and follow it.
Clear transitions are present between sentences as
well as between paragraphs. Student remains focused
on one topic throughout the composition.

10–9 8–7 6–5 4–3 2–1 0

(Question 1) Spelling, Word Choice,
Punctuation, and Capitalization: The composition
is free of spelling errors. Appropriate language has
been chosen for the topic. The composition is free 
of errors such as comma splices, misplaced commas,
and inappropriate end punctuation. All punctuation 
is used correctly and does not interfere with compre-
hension.  

10–9 8–7 6–5 4–3 2–1 0

(Question 1) Grammar: The composition utilizes 
correct and consistent verb tenses, subject-verb
agreement, clear pronoun/antecedent agreement,
and so on. Grammar errors do not interfere with
comprehension.

10–9 8–7 6–5 4–3 2–1 0

(Question 1) Sentence Structure: Sentences are
varied in both structure and length. Sentences are
complete, expressive, clear, and to the point. No run-on
sentences or sentence fragments are included.  

10–9 8–7 6–5 4–3 2–1 0

(Question 2) Quality of Letter: The topic is one
that is best addressed in writing and/or by mail.
The student has stated a clear complaint and
addressed that complaint to the person/department
able to remedy the problem. The tone of the letter
has been kept relatively unemotional.

5 4 3 2 1 0

(Question 2) Parts of a business letter: 
The student has included and correctly utilized all 
necessary parts of a business letter (a return
address/letterhead, date line, inside address, 
salutation, complimentary close, and full signature
block). If additional aspects are included, they are
used correctly.

20–18 17–15 14–12 11–9 8–6 5–0

Continued
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(Question 2) Spelling, Word Choice,
Punctuation, and Capitalization: The letter is free
of spelling errors.  Appropriate language has been
chosen for the situation, fitting the requirements of a
complaint letter.  The letter is free of errors such as
comma splices, misplaced commas, and inappropri-
ate end punctuation.  All punctuation is used
correctly and does not interfere with comprehension.
Punctuation and capitalization are both used appro-
priately in conjunction with the requirements of a
business letter.  

10–9 8–7 6–5 4–3 2–1 0

(Question 2) Grammar: The letter utilizes correct
and consistent verb tenses, subject-verb agreement,
clear pronoun/antecedent agreement, etc.  Grammar
errors do not interfere with comprehension.

10–9 8–7 6–5 4–3 2–1 0

(Question 2) Sentence Structure: Sentences are
varied in both structure and length. Sentences are
complete, expressive, clear, and to the point. No run-
on sentences or sentence fragments are included.
Construction contributes to and complements the 
message of the letter.

5 4 3 2 1 0

Totals
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Self-Check Answers 1
1. Too broad. The topic of censorship needs to be narrowed

down to one negative aspect.

2. 

3. Too broad. The statement should be narrowed down to
one aspect of world history or one reason why it’s
fascinating.

4. 

5. Too broad. If all the medical research proves countless
effects, then there’s too much to say in a brief
composition.

6. 

7. Introduction (beginning)—piques reader interest and
establishes the main topic, or thesis

8. Body (middle)—develops the points that support the
 thesis

9. Conclusion (end)—restates the thesis and summarizes or
synthesizes key points

10. f

11. g

12. b

13. a

14. h

15. c

16. e

17. d

Self-Check Answers 2
1. False

2. False

3. False

4. True

5. True
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6. give pleasure, inspiration

7. poetry, prose, drama; also prose essays

8. literary classics, mysteries, romances; also detective sto-
ries, sagas, horror stories, science fiction, magazine
stories, and children’s books

9. dialogue

10. vivid

Self-Check Answers 3
1. False

2. True

3. False

4. False

5. True

6. False

7. False

8. False
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Self-Check Answers 4
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Self-Check Answers 5
1. About two-thirds across the page, align the following

items: dateline, complimentary close, and signature
block. All other parts begin at the left margin. There is a
variation of the modified-block style in which the first
line of each paragraph is indented, usually five spaces.

2. Begin all lines at the left margin.

3. Begin every line at the left margin. Omit the formal salu-
tation, the complimentary close, and the handwritten
signature; instead, type an uppercase subject line three
lines below the inside address and an uppercase typed
signature on the fifth line below the body.

4. To, From, Date, Subject

5.

6. Open the envelope and remove the letter. Check to see
that it comes out smoothly, and that the creases are
neat and even.

HELEN CESARE MD
MEDICAL ARTS BUILDING SUITE 4
300 PENN AVE
CLIFFORD PA 18413

REGISTERED MAIL

SU CHANG PHD
550 STATE STREET
HARFORD PA 12345-6789



Self-Check Answers 6
1. Your readers and what they need to know

2. Introduction, Body, Conclusions, Recommendations

3. True (They may also be prepared more formally—printed
and bound professionally, for instance.)

4. False

5. True
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