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Introduction to notes and letters

1.

It is important to give students a clear idea of the differences between notes and letters in style
and content, including the style of layout and language, and the kind of message to be transmitted.
Apart from the obvious differences between the layouts of a note and a letter, friendly notes tend
to be loose in sentence structure (incomplete) while friendly letters are always composed with
standard sentences (complete). It is necessary to let students know that not any message can be
put into a note. For example, we can’t simply leave a note to a friend to borrow money, a new
ten-speed bicycle, or an expensive tape recorder. Usually, we talk in person with a friend if we
need to borrow such “big” things.

Even though what we are talking about are personal notes and letters (in contrast to business
letters), there is still the need to consider how familiar our expressions should be. The degree of
formality is determined by the degree of familiarity between the writer and the addressee. The
samples in the texts are designed to show the differences between very informal notes/letters
and less informal ones. Some of the samples are rather formal, for example Sample 6 in Unit 1
and Sample 6 in Unit 5; students in their first year are not expected to be able to write in such a
formal style and those samples only provide a comparison between informal, more formal and
quite formal styles so that students may pay more attention to their style of writing.

In a friendly letter, the return address can be omitted if the letter is written to a close friend or
family member.

The date is not always necessary for a note, ‘especially when the writer is familiar with the
addressee’s schedule. For example, when we know the person we want to talk to will come to
the office at ten but we can’t wait till then, we may leave a message without notifying the person
of the date. However, when students take tests, for instance, the Graded Test for English Majors
(TEM 4), they are expected to include the date when they write the note. Students should be
reminded of the difference between examination requirements and actual situations.

In a friendly letter, the common expressions in the closing are:
Sincerely, (also used in formal letters)
Sincerely yours,  (also used in formal letters)



