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Chapter One

Introduction to Letter Writing

What Is Letter Writing

As an important means of communication, letter writing is the expression of
ideas and thoughts in written form. Everyone has the need to communicate either
orally or on paper. A letter is a visit on paper, which is usually the first and fore-
most step for successful communication. Just as an executive states, “If the ideas
are not presented well on paper, the chances are that the writer will never get a
chance to present them orally. ” This is especially true in the present world where
interviews might take place only after effective letters of introduction or applica-
tion are received. Therefore, letter writing still remains a surviving skill whose
roles cannot be easily replaced by telephone or telegram, fax or telex.

In fact, letter writing is still playing an important part in personal affairs,
the social life and business transactions. In personal affairs, you write home and
expect family letters to bridge any distance. You receive and answer letters from
and of friends, relatives and teachers to ensure closer intimacy and further under-
standing. What’s more, you write love letters to win affection and inspire love.
In the social life, there are more occasions on which letters are written. For
example, letters of application and recommendation are written to hunt for jobs
or university seats. For another example, letters of thanks, congratulations and
condolences are written to show gratitude, pleasure and sympathy respectively.
For still another example, both formal and informal invitations and announce-
ments are made for various reasons on different social occasions. In business
transactions, letter writing is perhaps of the most importance. On the one hand,
a very large amount of the business of the present world is still conducted by
means of correspondence. On the other hand, letters are regarded as the most
authoritative and trustworthy written documents of reference. In a sense, a busi-
ness letter initiates or transacts business. It is written to establish business rela-

tions, to make inquiries or orders, and to ask for credit standing or raise
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claims, etc. .

Therefore, it can be safely said that in the present world of high-tech and
global communication, letter writing is still an essential skill to master for not
only English major students at school but also English learners in the society as
well. To obtain this essential skill and bring the functions of letter writing into
full play, you may start by familiarizing yourselves with the types, forms and

parts of English letters.

Types of English Letters

English letters may be classified into different types according to different
criteria. Generally speaking, English letters are divided into personal correspon-
dence and business correspondence. The former is made up of letters you write to
your families and relatives, friends and lovers, and teachers and seniors. The
latter refers to letters in-between companies, and between companies and individ-
uals, usually concerning big or small business affairs or significant social mat-
ters. From the point of view of uses or functions, English letters can be further
categorized into personal correspondence, social correspondence and business
correspondence, which will be dealt with in detail in the present text-book. As
far as the style is concerned, most personal correspondence and some social
correspondence are often informal while some other social correspondence and
most business correspondence are usually formal. Thus, English letters may be
grouped into either two types: personal and business or formal and informal or
three types: personal, social and business, according to the three different

criteria.

Forms of English Letters

In general, English letters take three forms: the blocked form, the indented
form and the modified form.

The blocked form includes the full-blocked form and the modified blocked
form. The former has all the letter” s elements flush against the left-hand
margin, and the first line of each paragraph is not indented. The latter is the
same as the former with three exceptions: the heading, the complimentary close

and the signature are placed on the right side of the page.
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" Example One

The full-blocked form:

School of English Studies

Xi’an International Studies University
Xi’an, Shaanxi 710061

China

10 February, 2004

Mr. Ronald Purvis
Department of Education
Michigan State University
East Lansing, MI 48824
USA

Yours sincerely,

(Signature)

The indented form has each line in the heading and the inside address

indented 2 to 3 letters. Besides, the beginning of each paragraph is indented 5

letters.

S]E
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The indented form:

School of English Studies

Xi’an International Studies University
Xi’an, Shaanxi 710061
China

10 February, 2004

Mr. Ronald Purvis
Department of Education
Michigan State University
East Lansing, MI 48824
USA

Yours sincerely,

(Signature)

The modified form is a combination of the modified blocked form and the
indented form. It takes the same form as the former in the heading and the inside
address, the complimentary close and the signature. And it is the same as the

latter in the body of the letter.



Ew-mp-an QO

CHappter One Jntroduotion lo Botter Writing E) (1)

" Example Three

The modified form:

School of English Studies
Xi’an International Studies University
Xi’an, Shaanxi 710061
China
10 February, 2004
Mr. Ronald Purvis
Department of Education
Michigan State University
East Lansing, MI 48824
USA

Yours sincerely,

(Signature)

Parts of an English Letter

The parts that usually appear in an English letter are 1) the heading, 2) the
inside address, 3) the salutation, 4) the body, 5) the complimentary close, 6)
the signature, 7) the enclosure, and 8) the postscript.

The heading is the section that tells the address of the writer and the date.
The inside address is the section telling to whom the letter is addressed. The sal-
utation is your complimentary greeting, such as “Dear sir,” or its equivalent.

The body of the letter is the message you are sending, which has as many
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paragraphs as there are topics concerning the message. The complimentary close
says “good-bye” with phrases like “Sincerely yours,” and “Yours truly”. The
signature includes the handwritten signature and the typed signature. The enclo-
sure indicates that the envelope contains additional material, and the postscript

refers to your afterthoughts.

Example

1201 Linwood Avenue

HEADING— Peoria, Illinois 61650
February 16, 2004

<~ Four Spaces
Wakey Products, Inc.
1401 A Grand Avenue < INSIDE ADDRESS
Detroit, Michigan 48239

<~ Two Spaces
Gentlemen: <~SALUTATION
<~ Two Spaces
BODY—
<~ Two Spaces
<~ Two Spaces
COMPLIMENTARY CLOSE— Sincerely yours,

<~Four Spaces
HANDWRITTEN SIGNATURE—
TYPED SIGNATURE— Mun C. Tsang
<~ Two Spaces

Enc. <~-ENCLOSURE
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How to Write Good English Letters

Having learned the types, forms and parts of English letters, you may then
want to try your hand at English letters of your own. But before anything else,
you should again get familiar with the general rules of English letter writing and
the specific steps to be taken to write each part. The general rules to be observed
here concern the physical appearance, the content planning and the language style
of English letters. The specific steps are the actual writing of each particular part
in an English letter and the ways to fold the letter. Last, but not the least, you

should also know how to address the envelope.
General Rules of English Letter Writing

1. The Physical Appearance

Although the content of a letter is of first importance, attractive appearance
is also necessary if the letter is to be effective. Good appearance requires that
margins and overall layout of the letter on the page should be pleasing to the eye.
The spacing and the arrangement of the parts should agree with the accepted
conventions of good taste. And the whole letter must be neat.

Attractive appearance calls for a margin of about 1-inch (2.5 cm) on all sides
of a letter. Margins will have to be increased all around for letters that do not
occupy a full page. A letter must appear in the middle of the page and not on one
side. However, a very short letter will have about 1/3 of the empty space at the
top and 2/3 at the bottom of the page.

Attractive appearance also calls for proper spacing in the letter. Usually,
each of the parts of the letter is single-spaced. Double-space or quadral-space is
used between the parts and between the paragraphs. This means that the lines of
the heading, inside address and each paragraph of the body are single-spaced.
There is double spacing between the inside address and the salutation, between
the salutation and the opening paragraph, between paragraphs, between the last
paragraph and the complimentary close, and between the typed signature and the
enclosure or postscript if either is included. Quadral spacing is used in two places
between the heading and the inside address, and between the complimentary
close and the typed signature (See the Example on page 6).

Nevertheless, very short letters may be double-spaced throughout. Very

formal letters that are more than one page long usually bear the name of the

S]E
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person or organization addressed, the page number, and the date at the top of the

second and later pages.

/ Example One

~ D~

Dr. Irvin B. Steadman October 3, 2003

2. The Content Planning

Planning the content of a letter helps you to remember what to write about.
You can make a simple plan by just jotting down a few topics. The following
questions will always help you to choose the right topics. 1) Why are you
writing 2) What facts support your reasons for writing 3) What would you like
the reader to do

By telling why you are writing the letter, you immediately let the reader
know what is on your mind and provide him with a signpost showing him where
to focus his attention. Giving important facts to support your reasons will
impress the reader that you are being thoughtful and reasonable. Describing what
you’d like the reader to do gives him something to act upon. You don’t need to
be too modest or beat about the bush. Otherwise, you may either confuse the
reader or fail to achieve the purpose of writing the letter.

If you are answering a letter, be sure to read it over again before you start
writing. The person you are writing to might have asked you to do something in
his letter. It is always annoying if you forget to answer his questions or fail to act

upon something he intended you to.

3. The Language Style

Since a letter is a visit on paper or a personal communication, you should
keep the language in your letter as interesting as that in a lively conversation.
The letter you are writing is actually part of you. If you want to give the correct
impression of your personality, you should, first of all, be yourself. To do so,

you may write in an easy and natural way by choosing plain, familiar words of
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everyday speech, writing simple, clear sentences and organizing short, meaning-

ful paragraphs.
Plain homespun words of everyday speech are usually more vivid and expres-

sive than long, flowery expressions. Compare the following pairs of words and

expressions;
do—accomplish always—at all times
write—correspond now—at the present time
give—furnish soon—the earliest possible time
begin—commence because—due to the fact that
as—inasmuchas enclosed—enclosed herewith

It is clear that the first word in each pair is more acceptable in letter writing
because it is more often used and carries a clearer meaning. However, this does
not mean you may choose any simple words at random. The simple words you
choose should have meaning, substance and life. Usually action verbs are expres-
sively forceful, which may bring movement and action to your writing.

The same rules apply to sentence writing in English letters. Short sentences
of simple structure with rugged verbs or specific nouns are more forceful and
effective than long, involved ones with abstract or general modifiers. Moreover,
letters nowadays are often dictated or written rapidly and mailed in a haste. Long
sentences are likely to become jumbled and misleading. Therefore, simple and
clear sentences with variety are more desirable. This can be easily seen from the

following three pairs of sentences.

1. My brother’s wife has two children.

—My sister-in-law has a four-year-old son and a baby daughter.

2. We express our regret at being unable to fulfil your order on this occasion
with our customary promptness.

—>We are sorry to be unable to meet your present order immediately.

3. Married to a former war correspondent who is now writing fiction, she is
living with him and his family in New York and studying voice and dancing prior
to going to Hollywood in the spring for a screen test.

—She is married to a former war correspondent who is now writing fiction.
They are currently living with his family in New York. She is studying voice and

dancing, and will go to Hollywood in the spring for a screen test.
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Short paragraphs give the reader courage to go on. As a general rule, you
should keep the typewritten paragraphs in your letter under ten lines and hand-
written paragraphs no more than six lines. A letter composed of simple, clear
sentences and short, meaningful paragraphs is not only pleasing to the eye, but
also easy to read and understand. You may surely agree with the idea here by

comparing the following:

This is the occasion of the third time I have written to you about a kit I or-
dered and subsequently received with three missing parts. My first two letters,
which outlined the problem in minute detail, were not answered, although I
sincerely requested prompt service. The missing parts, as noted previously, are
two wing-nut bolts, six brass screws, and a lockwedge, which the man at the lo-
cal hardware had never heard of. Notwithstanding the fact that I have already
lost three precious weeks because of your policy of refusing to acknowledge cus-
tomer complaints and your failure to answer my previous letters, I would appre-
ciate having the missing parts without even further delay so I don’t suffer the
loss of even more wasted time.

—This is the third time I have written to you about a kit I received with
three missing parts: two wing-nut bolts, six brass screws and a lockwedge. My
first two letters were not answered. I have already lost three weeks because of
your failure to answer my letters. 1 would appreciate having the missing parts

without further delay.
Specific Steps of English Letter Writing

1. The Heading

The heading includes the return address of the sender and the date of the
letter. Business letters are often written on printed stationery with the letter-
head, which already contains the name and address of the company. In this case,
only the date needs to be added. If you want to include your own return address.
you should write it in the following order:

(Room number, Building name)

House number and Street name

Town/City, Area/State/Province, Postal code

Country
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' Example Two g Example Three
Room 137, Building 25 Apt. 18, 211-25th Ave.
Shaanxi Normal University Seattle, WA 98105
Xi’an, Shaanxi 710062 USA
P. R. China Oct. 14, 2003

Sept. 12, 2003

You can indent the lines in the address as shown in Example 3, but a
straight edge as can be seen in Example 2 is more convenient to type and more
acceptable in the modern world.

The date line which appears directly below the return address can take one of

the following forms:

March 5, 2004

March 05, 2004

5 March 2004

5th March 2004
3-05-04(American style)
03/05/04 (American style)
05—03—04 (British style)
05/03/04 (British style)
Feb. 16, 2004

=~ w DN

© 0 NN O Ol

If you intend to abbreviate a certain month in the date line, you should do it
in the acceptable way. Here are the English months which are abbreviated: Jan. .
Feb. , Aug., Sept., Oct. , Nov. , and Dec. .

The heading is usually placed in the top right-hand corner, but in a letter of

full-blocked form it is put in the top left-hand corner for convenience.

2. The Inside Address

The inside address is usually found in formal business letters four spaces
below the heading flush left. Readers of business letters are sensitive about their
names, titles and firms, so special care should be paid here. The inside address

includes the full name and business address of the person written to. Make sure

11



