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What is a formal letter? 

The formal letter is a standard genre in professional and academic settings. While the function and purpose of the document 
may change based on the circumstances in which you are writing, many of the formatting and organizational conventions will 
be consistent. Be sure to read your assignment prompt carefully to determine the larger goal of the letter. In some cases, your 
purpose will be to inform or persuade, to apply for a job/position, or to introduce another document (or set of documents). 

How should the letter be organized or formatted? 

Typically, formal letters follow a consistent set of genre expectations. Again, be sure to note any specific request made by 
your teacher in the letter assignment. Common formal letter conventions include (see an example below): 

• Date 
• Inside Address 
• Salutation  
• Body 
• Closing 
• Signature 
• Enclosure (if applicable) 

Your tone should be formal and appropriate for the audience to which you are writing. Page layout will vary between writing 
contexts, but typically you want 1’ margins on all sides with line-spaces between each component of the letter. Further, 
letters are typically written in “block” format, meaning you do not indent new paragraphs. Rather, you add a single line space 
between paragraphs. 

Examples of assignments that might use the formal letter format include: 

• Job application cover letter (w/ Resume) 
• Graduate school cover letter (w/ CV) 
• Letter to the Editor 
• Reflective letter 
• Project proposal 

Tips for Writing the Cover Letter: 

The cover letter is one of the more common letter formats we use in academic and professional settings. Applications for jobs 
and admissions packets for graduate school are almost always framed with some form of a cover letter. Here are a few tips 
for writing a successful cover letter for a job or school application. 

Be goal oriented; we rarely write formal cover letters without a specific purpose in mind. Ensure that the objective is 
crystal clear for your reader. If they have to search to determine your purpose, they will stop reading. 

Think rhetorically; focus on the expectations of the job, position, or institution. Try to imagine what the reader will 
want to see and then write with that goal in mind. Use job ads, websites, and program recruitment materials to 
determine what a potential employer or academic program desires in an applicant. 

Break the letter into manageable sections; typically the formal cover letter works in three distinct parts: 

	  



For more information, see Chapter 52 of Rules for Writers by Diana Hacker and Nancy Sommer	  

• Section 1 (usually a single paragraph) identifies the position for which you are applying as well as where you 
heard about it; outlines your interest in the job and sets up your qualifications (why do you want the job and 
why should they want you for the job). 

• Section 2 outlines specific qualifications. These may be special skills/training, relevant experience, or goals and 
ambitions. Be specific and offer concrete examples. One way to think about the body of a cover letter is that it 
gives you the opportunity to elaborate on interesting elements of your resume (or curriculum vita). If you have 
problems with your resume—for example, gaps in work history—the body of your letter is a good place to 
address them; try to turn these potential problems into strengths.  

• Section 3 closes the letter (again, typically this is one paragraph). You want to be clear and direct, but also 
gracious. Thank your reader for their time, state your interest in talking with them about the position, restate 
your contact information.  

Sample Formal Letter: 
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