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Letter

Contributed by Stephanie Allen

Sacramento Public Library

Introduction

Writing a letter may seem like a lost art since so much written communication is accomplished through e-mail today. However it is still a skill that is useful in certain situations: in business (like a cover letter to a resume') or any time you would like to be more formal. There are many different types of letters, each appropriate for different purposes.

Many of us hesitate to write a letter, feeling that we may not know where to begin, or the ‘proper’ or ‘correct’ way to write it. It can feel intimidating, but shouldn’t be, since it is simply putting your thoughts down on paper. Think of a letter as simply your thoughts in written form.

Getting Started

Before you get started, you’ll need to decide what kind of letter you want to write. You’ll need to think about three main things: 1.) the type of letter (personal or business); 2.) the intended audience; and, 3.) the purpose of the letter.

Two of the easiest letters to start with are a personal (friendly) letter and a thank-you letter. Other common types of letters include recommendation and cover letters.

Once you’ve decided on the type of letter you want to write, you’ll need to think about the parts of that letter. Depending on the type of letter, it can be very simple, such as a short personal note or thank-you letter. Others, such as reference or recommendation letters, will be a bit more complex.
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Books & Resources

Books

Writing to Others – Will give you practice with everyday writing in real-life situations. Includes lessons on writing notes and invitations, business letters and resumes, want ads, e-mails, blogs, and more! Published by New Readers’ Press.

Letter-Writing Made Easy Vols. 1 & 2 -- Includes hundreds of ready-to-use samples for personal and business letters. Published by Santa Monica Press.

Websites

www.bestsampleletters.com
www.letterwritingguide.com
Key Vocabulary

Vocabulary may vary depending on the type of letter you are writing, but here are some of the most common terms used to describe the different parts of a letter:

· Heading: The heading can include the address and the date. In casual, friendly letters, your address is usually not necessary.
· Salutation (Greeting): The salutation usually starts with Dear and is followed by the person’s name and then a comma.
· Body: The body is the main text of your letter. It contains the thoughts and ideas you want to share.
· Closing: The closing is a way to end the letter and to say good-bye. Common closing expressions include Sincerely, Love, or Your Friend.
· Signature: The signature is the final part of a personal or friendly letter. It is your name written directly beneath the closing. It is usually written in cursive writing.
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Parts of a Friendly or Personal Letter
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	The HEADING can include your address

	
	
	and the date. In casual, friendly letters

	
	
	your address is not necessary.

	The SALUTATION is a greeting. It usually begins
	

	with Dear_________. The blank is for the name of
	

	the person you are writing.
	After you write the
	

	person's name you put a comma ( , ) .
	123 Elm Street

	
	
	Elmsville, CA

	
	
	12345
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Dear Jane Doe,

The body of the letter contains the thoughts and ideas you want to share with the person to whom you are writing.

Sincerely,

The BODY of the letter contains all

of the information you are writing John Doe in your letter.

The SIGNATURE is your

name.
It goes under the

closing
and
should
be

written in cursive.

The CLOSING is a way to end the letter. Skip a line and write your closing. The first word is capitalized and you put a comma after the last word. Here are some examples of common closings:

Love,

Sincerely,

Yours Truly,

Your Friend,
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Reading Practice

· Sampler. Learn by reading sample letters. There are numerous sample letters available online. Check out www.bestsampleletters.com or www.letterwritingguide.com and print out a selection. See if you can figure out 1.) the type of letter (personal or business); 2.) the intended audience (private? public? other?); and, 3.) the purpose of the letter.

· Newspaper. Try reading the ‘Letters to the Editor’ section in your local newspaper. Why was the letter written? Did the writer have a concern? a complaint? a compliment? or some other reason? If you were the editor, how would you respond?
· Historic Letters. At your local library, you can find books containing collections of letters written by famous people in history. Here is one suggestion: Posterity: Letters of Great Americans to Their Children by Dorie McCullough Lawson. Consider writing a letter to a special child in your life. What would you say?
· Writer to Writer. Ask your local literacy program or literacy network for a copy of a ‘Writer to Writer’ booklet. The Writer to Writer booklets are collections of letters written by adult learners to authors, sharing the impact of those authors' books on their lives. Many of these letters as well as video footage of adult learners reading their letters is available at the California Library Literacy Services webite: http://libraryliteracy.org/w2w/index.html.

Writing Practice

· Language Experience Letter. If you are a beginning writer, a good way to get started writing letters is by using the Language Experience Approach (LEA). When using this method, you tell your tutor what you want your letter to say, and your tutor will do the actual writing for you. Then you will re-read the letter together and make adjustments as needed.
· Journal. Another good way to get started writing letters is by using a journal. Simply write your journal entry in the form of a short personal letter. You and your tutor can both keep journals and write letters to each other (at home or in the tutoring session) then swap the journals and respond to the other person's entry. This is called a dialogue journal.
· Friendly Letter. Once you’ve gotten a little bit of practice writing letters, you may want to try writing a short friendly letter to a friend or family member. Remember, writing a letter is simply a way of putting your thoughts on paper. (See the samples on page 5.)
· Enter Writer to Writer. Think about participating in the Writer to Writer Challenge by writing a letter to the author of your favorite book, telling him or her about the impact the book has made on your life. Ask the Literacy Coordinator of your local library literacy program for details about how to get started or go to http://libraryliteracy.org/w2w/index.html.
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· Getting Started. Once you’ve decided what kind of letter to write, start small. Your first letter doesn’t need to be lengthy, just a few short sentences will do.
Here is a sample of a very simple personal, hand-written letter:


June 30

Dear Sue,

How are you? I am writing to tell you about my vacation. I went to Hawaii with my cousin. It was really fun. We went swimming every day. The weather was great! Next week, I am going to San Francisco with my family. I hope you are having a fun summer, too.

Your friend,

John

Here is another simple letter – a thank-you letter:


May 21

Dear Lisa,

Thank you so much for the red scarf. It means so much to get a handmade gift. It looks great with my jeans and white shirt. It will keep me nice and warm this winter. It was very thoughtful of you to remember my birthday.

Your friend,

Jennifer
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