Writing Formal/Business Letters
By Rosie Erskine Lamrhari
Pitt Community College

Topic:
Business Letter Format and Content
Level:
Intermediate to Advanced ESL
Time:
My night class meets on Monday and Wednesdays from
six to nine o’clock in the evening.  I usually cover Formal/Business Letter Writing in one week.  We spend about one hour on the topic each night.

The First Class

I pass out three handouts.
1. 6 Parts of a Formal Letter

2. Writing a Formal/Business Letter 
3. Formal Letter Format
Copies are included at the end of this lesson plan.

We discuss these guidelines, and I particularly stress
· Format.  A letter leaves a first impression on someone, especially if it is a cover letter or letter of application.  The writer obviously wants to make a good first impression.

· Accuracy.  The writer must use good grammar, spelling, and punctuation.
· Content.  A business/formal letter should not be chatty.  It is written for a specific reason.  That reason should be stated up front.  A formal/business letter should never be more than three paragraphs or one page. 
I then have the students practice writing a letter.  They should refer to the guidelines when writing this first letter, which is their practice letter for writing a formal letter.

The first night I have students write a letter to me,  The purpose of the letter is to ask me to write a letter of reference for them for a job they have applied for in a new city.
I check each student’s work as he/she is writing, making corrections and answering questions as needed.  After finishing and correcting this first draft, I have students write a second, finished copy.

The Second Class

The second night, I pass out the handout Writing a Cover Letter. (A copy is included with this lesson plan.)  We discuss this together.  I then have students write a cover letter in class.  I follow the same procedure of checking work, making corrections, and answering questions during the writing, then having students do a second, finished copy.
Illustrative samples of student letters from my class are included at the end of this lesson plan.
6 Parts of a Formal Letter

(1)  Return address:  This is the address of the sender.  Do not include your name.  Your street address should be written on the first line.  The second line your city, state, and zip.  The third line should be the date you write the letter.  Do not abbreviate the month.  Do not use the numerical form.  Write out the date as follows:  November 20, 2006

(2)  Inside address:  This is the address of the person or business you are sending the letter to.  The first line of the inside address should be the name of the person if you know it or the name of the department.  For example, Dept. of Human Resources.  The second line should be the name of the company.  The third line should be the street address.  The fourth line should be the city, state, and zip.

(3)  Greeting:  All formal letters should begin with

 Dear Mr./Ms./Mrs./Miss/Dr. …and the person’s last name. If you do not know the name of the person you are writing to, begin the letter with

Dear Sir or Madam:

You should place a colon after the greeting in formal letters.

(4)  Body:  The body states your reason for writing.  A formal letter should be short and clear, not wordy.  It should not be more than one page or three paragraphs long.

(5)  Closing:  For most formal/business letters, use the closing Sincerely.  The closing should be followed by a comma.  If the person you are writing to is someone you know, for example, a teacher, it is OK to use Cordially.

(6)  Signature:  If you are typing the letter, type your name a couple of spaces below the closing.  If you are handwriting your letter, print your name clearly a couple of spaces below the closing.  In the space between the closing and your printed name, sign your name.

Writing a Formal/Business Letter

Formal/business letters include letters of complaint, cover letters, letters of request for information, reference letters, etc.  You may not know the person you are writing to.  So unlike a friendly/informal letter, you will address the person by their title and last name.

In the body of your letter, state the reason you are writing.  Be specific but brief.

The format of a formal/business letter is also different from a friendly/business letter.  You must include your return address in a formal letter and also an inside address.

Formal Letter Format







____________________________________



(1) Return Address

____________________________________





____________________________________






_________________________________

_________________________________

_________________________________

(2) Inside Address

_________________________________



_________________________________

(3) Greeting

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________





(4) Body


________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________________



(5) Closing


____________________________________







____________________________________



(6) Signature


____________________________________
Formal Letter Sample







2008 Treetops Close







Greenville, NC  27858







November 22, 2006

Dept. of Human Resources

Pitt County Memorial Hospital

2500 Stantonsburg Hwy.

Greenville, NC  27858

Dear Sir or Madam:

I am responding to the ad for receptionist which I saw posted on your employment website on November 20, 2006.

I enjoy working with people and worked for 2 years at a doctor’s office in Caracas, Venezuela, where I was born and lived until 1999.  I finished high school in Caracas and two years of secretarial school.

I would like to speak with you about the position and hope you will call me.  My phone number is (252) 915-3443.  Thank you for your time and consideration.







Sincerely,







Liliana Perez

Writing a Cover Letter

A cover letter should include the following points:

· The position you are applying for and where/how you heard about the position.  Be specific.  

· The skills and experience you have that would make you a suitable candidate for the job.

· A phone number where you can be reached and a “thank you for your consideration” to the potential employer.

Be brief.  Your letter should not be more than three short paragraphs/one page in length.  

Use the format for formal letters.

Be sure to use correct spelling, grammar, punctuation, and capitalization.  A cover letter is often the first contact you make with a potential employer.  So make it a good first impression.
Letter Requesting a Reference
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By Mikeas de la Cruz

Letter Requesting a Reference
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By Jaime Tejada

Letter Requesting a Reference
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By Rosa I.A. Zuniga

Letter Requesting a Reference
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By Clemente Sanchez
Cover Letter
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By Rosa I.A. Zuniga

Cover Letter
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By Jaime Tejada

Cover Letter
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By Irma R. Cruz
