Planning Correspondence and E-mail 

CHAPTER OBJECTIVES

The objectives of this chapter are to

· Explain the general context, style, and tone of business correspondence, including e-mail and international correspondence.

· Explain how to complete correspondence planning (audience and purpose analysis). 

· Explain the purpose; typical contents and organization; and strategies for inquiry letters; and replies to inquiry letters, complaint letters, and adjustment letters.

TEACHING STRATEGIES

You’ll want your students to leave your technical writing course knowing the basic components of daily correspondence. An important element of this is understanding how to choose the best style for your audience, purpose, and format. Application, complaint, adjustment, and inquiry letters are certainly good ways to accomplish this. 

And these types of business letters constitute one more way that technical information is channeled through specific sorts of communication structures. Written reports channel technical information in one set of ways, oral reports in another. Complaint, adjustment, and inquiry letters do so in still another. At the center of letters like these can be—and should be in a technical writing course—substantive technical matter that is challenging to explain. By keeping students challenged to communicate technical information in every writing project during the entire course, we build a strong unifying thread that binds the course and all its activities and projects tightly together.

It’s useful to have the correspondence unit early in the semester because the business letter, memo, or e-mail message can form the basis of many subsequent projects. Using these frameworks lends greater realism to the course and plants the audience squarely in students’ field of vision. For example, writing a recommendation report with merely a title centered at the top of the first page is not very compelling. Integrating that report into a business letter addressed to a hypothetical client is.
WORKSHOP ACTIVITIES

Here are some ideas for the business correspondence unit.

Traditional Classroom

1. Discuss good and bad examples of business letters. Collect a set of business letters, preferably in separate sets of inquiry letters, complaint letters, and so on. Put them on an overhead projector for the class, and get students to analyze them for problems. Or have students bring examples of letters—even mass-mailed marketing mailings—they have received.

2. Rank collections of examples of business letters. Select three examples of a business letter type (for example, complaint letter)—one bad, one good, and one in between. Have your students rank these letters and explain the rationale they used to rank them. 

3. Articulate the tone and style of a sampling of business letters. Get a sampling of letters that are distinctive for the tone and style that they project. Challenge students to find words to describe that tone and words or phrases that create the style. You may need to set up a spectrum of descriptors, such as positive–negative, frivolous–sober, informal–formal, and so on. Draw students’ attention to the fact that individual stylistic choices determine or contribute to tone. 

4. Group-brainstorm and group-compose a business letter or memo. Present a situation to the class that would call for one of the types of letters covered in this chapter. Group-brainstorm the overall strategy of the letter as well as its tone, content, organization, and other such details. You can stop there and have students write the letter in or out of class. If you can wheel in a computer and projector, you can go on and group-write a draft of the letter.

Computer Classroom

1. Browse through corporate Web sites to identify different indicators of corporate culture. If you don’t know your audience, how can you analyze it? And how can you choose your writing style? This exercise will help students understand that they have the power to begin understanding the culture of their future fields, a step that will aid in the audience analysis process. Have pairs of students look up three Web sites that reflect differing corporate cultures—level of formality, level of technicality, size, even means of relating to the public. After comparing these and discussing what they’ve found, apply the exercise to document planning. Discuss how a similar document, such as a complaint letter or inquiry, may need to be subtly altered, depending upon which type of company it’s planned for. 

2. Consider how the movement of traditionally paper documents to online documents may affect their tone, style, and overall effectiveness. Have students draft a letter of complaint, letter of inquiry, or letter of application in the form of an e-mail message addressed to another student in the class. Make sure the complete writing process is done within the e-mail program, not transferred from a word processor. As they draft, ask them how the e-mail format seems to affect (or trys to affect) their tone, style, etc. When the drafts are complete, have them send the messages to each other. Then give them a little context by describing the busy day of a professional, complete with distractions, frustrations, and other interferences beyond their control. Then have them check their e-mail and explain how receiving the complaint, inquiry, or application in this manner was different than receiving it as a printed document.

3. Explore the rules of netiquette. As e-mail became a standard for communication, both personal and professional, users began to realize that it presented unique communication challenges, and the Internet community began to normalize an online etiquette that has become known as netiquette. Have your students do an online search for the rules of netiquette. Once this is done, discuss how or why certain guidelines seem necessary—what communication problems they address, and if perhaps certain guidelines would be more applicable in either a personal or a professional context. You may also wish to have the class draft a set of guidelines that the students should follow in their e-mail communications for the class.
 

WRITING PROJECTS
Here are some ideas for writing projects related to Chapter 12.
Traditional Assignments

1. Write the letter to the international copyright violator. Textbook Exercise 6 is a good one for attempting to achieve the proper tone and for applying the principles of international communication presented in Reporting Technical Information. The exercise suggests doing some cultural research in preparation for this letter. Consider having students write the letter first without any international considerations and then writing a second version with those considerations applied.

2. Write an unsolicited inquiry letter. As suggested in textbook Exercise 1, have students write an inquiry letter, preferably one related to a technical report they are writing for your course. Encourage them to do the necessary library research to find a company or organization that would meet their information needs. Encourage your students to ask for specific information and to find some way to make the recipient’s job of responding to the request easier.
3. Write a complaint letter. As suggested in textbook Exercise 2, have students think of an experience with a bad product or bad service about which they can write a complaint letter. This is a great project for students to do a little venting!
4. Write an answer to a complaint letter. As suggested in textbook Exercise 3, you can have students write a response to their own complaint letter or that of another student.

5. Construct business-letter cases. Search your files or those of a colleague for a good complaint or inquiry letter, and then convert it into a case study. Spend some class time presenting the information on the case to your students, and then have them write the letter, either in or out of class.

Distance Learning Assignments

1. Do any of the above in-class assignments via e-mail or a discussion board. With a little planning and organization, any of the above exercises can work online. If you plan to have students exchange letters and respond to each other, make sure to set a first deadline for submission and a second deadline for responding.  

2. Explain a correspondence situation that did not go as you had planned. Analyze what went wrong, and discuss it with your peers. Using a discussion board, have students post a message describing how a seemingly less significant communication went awry. This may involve a written document, such as a letter, memo, or e-mail, or it may involve oral communication. After describing the situation, each student should analyze what led to the mishap and how it was or should have been corrected. After posting the “confessions,” students should then respond to each other’s experiences by asking questions, agreeing/disagreeing, or adding insights.

3. Interview a professional on post-Internet communication practices in your field. Have students brainstorm questions about how the Internet has affected daily correspondence for professionals. After generating a list of six to ten questions, have each student contact a professional in his or her field. The results of these interviews can be posted either on a discussion board or through e-mail to you. Make sure students go beyond just transcribing the interview by drawing conclusions about the effects of technology on communication and by guesstimating how technology might change communication practices in their fields five or ten years from now.


RELEVANT LINKS

· Guffey Business Communication Resources: Tips for Writing International Correspondence (http://www.westwords.com/GUFFEY/intnat.html)

· EServer TC Library: Articles>Business Writing>Correspondence [this is a bibliography of online articles]( http://tc.eserver.org/dir/Articles/Business-Writing/Correspondence)

· Washburn University Writing Center: Strategies for Writing Persuasive Letters (http://www.wuacc.edu/services/zzcwwctr/persuasive-ltrs.wm.txt)

· A Beginner’s Guide to Effective E-mail (http://www.webfoot.com/advice/email.top.html?Yahoo)

· The Management Assistance Program for Nonprofits: Formats for “Bad News” Correspondence (http://www.mapnp.org/library/writing/badnews.htm)

WORKSHEETS

You may wish to reproduce the following worksheets for use in class or as homework.

Complaint Letter Assignment

Part of good professional communication is being able to clearly identify your audience and purpose before you start writing. Doing this effectively will help you convince the audience to follow through with your requested action or to understand and rely on your information as credible. Many documents require such persuasion or authority. This assignment will exercise your use of professional pre-writing skills and analysis.

Instructions and Specifications
Please follow these carefully:

1. Choose a real product or service that you have been displeased with. 

2. Find the real address to the company responsible for the product or service. (You may need to find the company’s Web site or call a local /1-800 number.)

3. Find the name of the person or department who would receive your letter.

Audience Analysis Memo to Instructor
4. Prepare and write me a memo using the memo format described in class; make the memo “To:” me (your instructor).

5. Organize the memo using the general outline described in class and in the packet.

6. In the body of this memo to me, clearly 

· identify your future complaint letter’s primary, secondary, and ghost audiences, 

· describe the primary and secondary audiences using the characteristics from class, 

· name and explain a clear short-term purpose for your letter (requested action), 

· name and explain a clear long-term purpose for the letter, and

· describe how you expect your audience to use your letter (what you expect him/her/them to “do” with the letter). 

7. Finally, explain how the needs of the audience and the outlined objectives would be fulfilled by your letter:

· What information would you be sure to include? 

· What information might you exclude? 

· Would you need to reword or carefully word any part of your letter? 

· How do you think you would organize your letter? Why? 

8. Use excellent grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

Complaint Letter
9. Write your complaint letter using the organization and other information you planned in your memo to me.

10. Use a formal tone and good mechanics (pay attention to punctuation!).

11. Use a correct, formal letter format.

12. Make sure to sign your letter before turning it in. 

I encourage you to send your complaint letters. Students in the past have received responses that serve as interesting and sometimes good examples of professional writing.

I’ll grade this according to how well you incorporate the lectures, handouts, and these instructions and requirements. If you have any questions regarding this assignment, please contact me.

Claim Letter—Sample Assignment 1

Assignment: Your claim letter documents a problem with a specific product or service you have purchased and shows that you deserve recompense. In this assignment, request specific action to solve the problem.

Audience: Write to the manager who will review your case and who has the authority to act on it.

Goal: To use facts to persuade your reader to give you what you want.

Remain factual in your claim letter. Don’t get angry or emotional, since facts, not feelings, get results.

In paragraph 1, give the facts by briefly describing the purchase. Give the date, place, item, and cost. Add information about the salesperson, delivery, and installation as needed to support your claim.

In paragraph 2, explain what went wrong in a factual way that shows that you were not to blame. If you are requesting damages, be sure to include estimates and documentation.

In the next paragraph(s), be very specific (but reasonable) about what you want and when you want it. If you want a full cash refund and additional money for damages, say so. Don’t let the reader decide what you should receive. Close your letter in a brief but positive way.

Document your letter with a list of receipts, warranties, estimates, photographs, or other evidence to support your claim. You do not need to provide such materials; only list them on the enclosure line. You should also refer to your evidence in the letter itself.

Important issues:

· Be sure to attach an audience analysis to this letter. 

· Use letter format correctly. 

· Avoid sexist (“Dear Sir” or “Dear Madam”) or nondirective (“To Whom It May Concern”) salutations. 

· Keep your writing style simple. 

· Avoid rudeness, sarcasm, flattery, or threats. Avoid praise of the company or flattery to your reader. 

· Provide all specifics about the case. 

· Proofread to correct all errors. 

· Sign your letter. 

Claim or Inquiry Letter—Sample Assignment 2

After you’ve studied the appropriate sections of the business-correspondence chapter, prepare a claim or inquiry letter of your own (not both!), using the guidelines and criteria discussed below:

For this assignment, you can write either a claim letter or an inquiry letter. Whichever type of letter you choose to write, be sure to use one of the standard business-letter formats as described in the textbook. 

Claim Letter 

If you write a claim letter:

· Begin the body of the letter with a genuine introduction; don’t just dive into a tirade about all the problems you’ve had. 

· In the body paragraphs, provide specific details about the problem with a product or service you have experienced. Include details such as date of purchase, model number, cost, and so on. 

· Assume that you are writing to a nonspecialist audience. 

· Though your technical discussion should be technical, specific, and detailed, make it brief enough so that the reader gets a clear, sharp picture of the problem. 

· Avoid the typical problems associated with this type of letter—for example, getting angry, emotional, defensive, blaming, or threatening. Maintain a professional and positive tone throughout the letter (but also firm). 

· Make it clear what you expect in compensation for the problems you’ve had; make sure your request is logical and fair and that you present it as such. 

· Document your letter with evidence such as receipts, warranties, photos, and independent estimates. You don’t need to include these with your letter; just indicate them as enclosed. 

Unsolicited Inquiry Letter
If you write an unsolicited inquiry letter: 

· Begin the body of the letter with a genuine introduction; don’t just dive into a discussion of your project or the information you need. 

· Include information on who you are, what you are working on, why you need the information you are going to request. 

· Use some easy-to-answer format such as a numbered list of questions to make the recipient’s job of answering easier. 

· Offer to compensate for any expenses the recipient may have in providing you with the information you request. 

· Reassure the recipient that you have investigated all the regular sources of information and have not been able to get the information you are requesting. 

· Avoid scattershot requests for information (for example, “please send all available information on the World Wide Web”). 

· Express gratitude for any help the recipient can provide you; find some tactful way to show how the recipient will also benefit by helping you. 

General Requirements
For either letter you write: 

· Use one of the standard business-letter formats shown in the business-correspondence chapter. 

· Use headings and lists, tables, or other graphics in this letter, if appropriate, just as you would in a written report. 

· As with all writing assignments in this course, use the standards of good writing style, grammar, punctuation, usage, and spelling. 

Have some fun with this assignment—design your own business-stationery logo! Give yourself a title! Make up a company—of which you are the boss! 

OVERHEADS

The figures on the following pages may be reproduced as overhead transparencies or simply shown on a computer. The following set of discussion questions associated with each of the figures may be used to elicit student reflections on the concepts.

Discussion Questions for Figure 12-1

· What kinds of situations can you think of in which letters are still the most acceptable way to correspond?

· Are there any ways today in which paper correspondence would be inappropriate—in other words, in which only e-mail is appropriate?

Discussion Questions for Figure 12-2

· Have you ever received a correspondence written in the direct or the indirect style that would have been more effective if written in the other style? Why would the correspondence have been more effective if written the other way?
· Does your writing style differ between when you write letters (or perhaps memos) and when you write e-mail? Why or why not?
Discussion Questions for Figure 12-3

· How might your impression of a company affect the way you write this letter? 

· What would make you, as the reader, respond to an inquiry quickly?

· What would make you hesitate or even ignore an inquiry?

Discussion Questions for Figure 12-4

· How will an unsolicited inquiry differ from a solicited inquiry in terms of tone, style, and organization? 

· How can you use your attitude when writing an unsolicited inquiry? 

· What might motivate the reader of an unsolicited inquiry to act? 

Discussion Questions for Figure 12-5

· What would you do if you didn’t know the answers to the reader’s questions? 

· How specific should you be when referring the reader to additional sources? 

· How else can you help ensure that the reader doesn’t have to contact you again?

· How would you respond to perceived anger or frustration from a writer? 

Discussion Questions for Figure 12-6

· Where should you put the news in your complaint letter? Might this vary, depending upon context? 

· Would different corporate cultures affect the way you would write a letter of complaint? If yes, then how? If no, then why not?

· As the complaint receiver, what is the one thing that a complainer could do that would make you not want to help him/her?

Discussion Questions for Figure 12-7

· Have you ever received an adjustment letter after you complained about a problem? How was it written? Did it follow these guidelines? If the writer was declining your request, was the letter written in such a way that it conveyed its message, yet kept your goodwill?
· How might an international audience for an adjustment letter affect the way you write it, or would it?
Discussion Question for Figure 12-8

· Thank-you letters—or notes—or e-mails seem simple enough. Can you think of any situations that might prove a challenge for saying thank-you?
Discussion Questions for Figure 12-9

· Would you add any items to this list of considerations? Why?

· What about emoticons (faces created out of keyboard characters. Ex: ()? Are they ever appropriate in a professional context?

Discussion Question for Figure 12-10

· Have you ever had to correspond with a person from another culture? What challenges did writing for your reader present? Were you aware of guidelines such as the one presented here? If so, did you use them? If not, would having a list like this have made your task easier?

Composing Letters, Memos, and E-mail

When choosing the type of correspondence to use, consider the following questions:

· What is the usual practice of your organization?
· What is the relative efficiency or practicality of each communication medium?
· What is your rhetorical situation?
· Audience?
· Purpose?

Finding the Appropriate Style

· Direct Style
· Appropriate if audience will be pleased with the news
· Appropriate for situations of urgency
· Preferred style in the United States
· Indirect Style
· Appropriate when you anticipate a negative reaction to your news
· Often the preferred style for international audiences
· Conversational Style
· Use short paragraphs
· Use lists
· Use simple sentence structure
· Use common words
· Avoid fancy language
· Avoid passive voice
· Avoid clichés
Always focus on the human being!

Solicited Inquiries

· Identify the advertisement
· Identify yourself; establish your need
· Request the information
· Specify the precise product or service
· Identify the company area that may expect to make a sale to you (why it is in the company’s best interest to answer your inquiry promptly) 

Unsolicited Inquiries

· Identify yourself
· State clearly and specifically the information or materials you want
· Establish your need for the requested information or materials
· Tell the recipient why you have chosen him or her as a source for the information or materials
· Close courteously, but don’t say “thank you in advance” 

Responding to an Inquiry

· Answer the questions in the order they appeared 

· Refer to the questions as needed to clarify which ones you are answering 

· Be as complete as possible 

· Refer reader to additional sources as needed 

Complaints

· Take a firm but fair attitude; avoid being discourteous 

· Be specific about the problems you’ve had
· Provide any necessary product identification such as serial numbers 

· Motivate the reader to make a fair adjustment

· If you can, specify the adjustment that you want; otherwise, allow the reader to decide

Adjustments: Offering and Declining

Offering
· Express regret over the problem, or state that you are pleased to hear from the customer, or both 

· Adopt the you-attitude; stay positive and cheerful 

· Explain the circumstances that caused the problem 

· State specifically what the adjustment will be 

· Handle any special problems that may have accompanied the letter; then close 

Declining
· Begin with a friendly opener—establish empathy; express regret over the situation 
· Avoid being discourteous, even if the customer has been downright abusive 

· Explain the reason for the refusal (and at some length, which indicates that you’ve considered the problem seriously) 

· After the explanation, state the actual refusal (as inoffensively as possible) 

· If possible, offer a partial/substitute adjustment 

· Close the letter in a friendly way

Thanking the Audience

· Be brief
· Be explicit
· Specifically identify to audience’s contribution 

· Describe the positive impact

· Close politely 

Special Considerations for E-mail

· Be polite
· Never write a message you wouldn’t want others to see
· Respect the privacy of e-mail messages
· Answer your e-mail promptly, especially requests for information
· Keep your messages brief
· Send one message per topic
· Keep your paragraphs short
· Edit and proofread carefully
· Include your contact information in every message
Special Considerations for International Correspondence

· Use indirect style

· Use a formal style

· Avoid criticizing individuals or groups

· Address business issues from a wider human, social, and organizational perspective

· Avoid rushing people to make decisions

· Keep your language common and simple
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