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Looking at letters 
 
Name(s): ____________________________ 
 

 
 
 
 

Ref 
no. 

What is it? 
(Form) 

Where is it from? 
(Source) 

What is it for? Why was it 
written? (Purpose) 

Who is it aimed at? 
(Intended audience) 

Notes: Language? Style? 
Formal? Informal? 
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Looking at letters – tutors’ notes 
 
This activity was first used in an Entry 3 - Level 1 literacy class. The students had looked at wide 

range of texts in a previous session, where they had been introduced to six purposes: description, 

instruction, explanation, entertainment, information and persuasion. Details on this, along with 

OHTs, cards and worksheets, can be found in our purpose of text resource at:  

http://www.skillsworkshop.org/genlit/purpose.pdf 

 

Looking at letters helps students identify the purpose of letters and understand that clues about 

purpose can be found by looking at the form, style, layout and language.  It can also be used to 

show that letters, just like other texts, may have more than one purpose or even a ‘disguised’ 

purpose. The session was introduced by displaying one of the new embedded learning activities 

(Using Language to Suit Purpose) on a large monitor and working through it as a group. This 

activity can be found at: 

http://www.dfes.gov.uk/readwriteplus/learning_material/portal/using-language-to-suit-purpose_lit_1/m02/t12/index.htm 

 

Instructions 

1. Gather together a selection of real letters, notes, emails. The selection can be 

varied to suit your students’ abilities and interests. Encourage learners to bring in 

their own examples. We used the following: 

 

• Thank-you letters handwritten by 

children (to aunts, uncles, etc.). 

• A selection of postcards (written by 

children, teenagers, grandparents, etc.). 

• Letters from newspapers – local 

papers, free papers, broadsheets, etc. 

• A letter the class had written to a local 

councillor. 

• An open letter to villagers about 

collecting supplies for a tsunami appeal. 

• A letter to the Inland Revenue (asking 

for information). 

• A character reference. 

• A book club letter with a ‘free offer’. 

• A ‘prize-winning’ junk letter. 

• A formal letter of complaint (from a 

Level 1 literacy exam paper). 

• A letter from a college confirming a 

student’s enrolment. 

• A postcard from a library saying a 

reserved book was now in stock. 

• An invitation. 

• A spoof wedding ‘invitation’ (written in 

copperplate script on high quality card)  

that was actually an advertisement for 

painting and decorating services. 

• An email of confirmation from 

tesco.com regarding a food delivery. 

• An informal email from a friend. 

• A spam email asking for money. 

http://www.skillsworkshop.org
http://www.skillsworkshop.org/genlit/purpose.pdf
http://www.dfes.gov.uk/readwriteplus/learning_material/portal/using-language-to-suit-purpose_lit_1/m02/t12/index.htm


To print your own copies of this document visit: http://www.skillsworkshop.org
Mar-05  

Adult literacy, text focus. Language, purpose and audience: Rt/ E3.3 L1.2 L2.2 Wt/L1.4 L1.5 L2.4 L2.5  
- 3 - 

2. Number each text using a round coloured sticker (for the ref. no. column). 

 

3. If your students are working at different levels, place suitable selections of letters  

into different coloured polyfiles (e.g. E3 – postcards, short letters; L1 – letters from 

local newspaper, emails; L2 – persuasive letters with more than one purpose, etc.). 

However, many of the documents suggested on page 2 would be suitable for all 

levels. Aim to have at least 7-8 texts in each set. 

 

4. Ask students to work in pairs. Give each pair a copy of the worksheet on page 1. 

Encourage plenty of discussion about the physical appearance of each letter, the 

language, layout, etc. 

 

5. We completed our session by asking each student to pick their most interesting 

letter and talk about it for one minute to the rest of the group.  

 

Note: we call this a ‘magic minute’ and time the task (the timing being done by a 

volunteer, not the tutor). Having a fixed time helps students focus on the key features 

and keep to the point. It also makes a great speaking exercise and plenary. Although 

it is always optional – everyone wants to have their one minute’s say! 

 

Follow up work 

In the next session the focus switched to writing letters. Formal and informal 

language was discussed in detail, along with layout and the correct use of ‘yours 

sincerely’, ‘yours faithfully’, etc.  The tutor then led a guided writing session where the 

entire student group composed a letter together on the whiteboard. (We chose to 

write to the district council about local recycling issues. A response was received, 

along with the offer of a guest speaker coming into the college to speak about local 

waste management.) 

 

Students then looked at a range of Level 1 exam questions about form and purpose of 

text – some chose to take further questions home for homework. 12 exam questions 

are available at http://www.skillsworkshop.org/l1lit/l1-purpose.pdf 

 

In the final session students were given a choice of individual writing tasks. A step by 

step guide to planning, drafting and proof reading a letter can be found in our letter 

writing ideas pack at: http://www.skillsworkshop.org/genlit/letters1.pdf 
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Summary and planning suggestions 

Week 1 – Purpose of text. Looking at a wide range of texts – posters, books, letters, 

menus, recipes, etc. Looking at exam questions about purpose and form of texts. 

Week 2 – Embedded learning activity. Looking at letters (this resource). 

Week 3 -  Shared / guided writing, preferably writing a letter that (a) is of interest to 

all students and (b) will provoke a response from the recipient. Looking at exam 

questions about letters. 

Week 4  - Individual letter writing. 

 

Please note other topics were also covered in each weekly 2 hour session; these will 

eventually be detailed in an interactive scheme of work on our site. Topics included 

speaking and listening, spelling, dictionary work and dictation. 

Main Curriculum Links 
Literacy Entry 3 
Rt/E3.2 Recognise the different purposes of texts at this level (a) understand that different 
texts have different purposes, e.g. to inform, explain, instruct, entertain, describe, persuade (b) 
understand that texts of the same form can have different purposes, e.g. a letter. 
Literacy Level 1 
Rt/L1.2 Recognise how language and other textual features are used to achieve different 
purposes (e.g. to instruct, explain, describe, persuade) (a) understand that choice of language and 
textual features reflect the purpose of a text (b) know that different types of text use different sorts 
of language, structural and presentational devices (c) understand that readers can choose different 
sorts of texts to read for pleasure, depending on their tastes and interests, e.g., imaginative texts: 
stories, novels, poems; factual texts: biographies, travel writing, information texts. 
Wt/L1.4 Use language suitable for purpose and audience (a) understand that writers can 
select language at different levels of complexity, formality and specialism, and depending on 
context, audience and purpose (b) understand that some types of written communication have 
specific language associated with them, e.g. invitations, estate agents’ leaflets (c) write different 
texts using the language appropriate to the form of communication and situation, e.g. an advert for 
a shop window or local paper, a letter of application for a job. 
Wt/L1.5 Use format and structure for different purposes (a) understand that there are 
different ways of organising and presenting text, depending on its type and purpose, e.g. 
paragraphs, numbered lists, bulleted points, charts, tables, sub-headings (b) understand that 
diagrams, sketches, drawings can be used alongside writing to make meaning clearer, e.g. 
instructions, explanations (c) understand that a lot of workplace writing uses pre– set and outline 
formats, e.g. accident report forms, timesheets, job sheets, memo headings. 
Literacy Level 2 
Rt/L2.2 Identify the purpose of a text and infer meaning which is not explicit (a) understand 
that different kinds of text have different purposes, that texts can have more than one purpose, and 
that the real purpose of some texts can be different from the explicitly stated purpose (b) under-
stand that format, structure, vocabulary and style provide clues to the purpose of a text (c) 
understand that the relevance of a text depends on the reader's purpose as well as the purpose of 
the text. 
Wt/L2.4 use format and structure to organise writing for different purposes (a) understand 
which format, structure and layout are best for which sort of task, e.g. a table to organise 
information for reference or comparison, numbered points to separate stages in a process, 
paragraphs to develop an argument (b) understand that some forms of writing follow standard 
formats and structures, e.g. memos, business letters, agenda and minutes of meetings. 
Wt/L2.5 use formal and informal language appropriate to purpose and audience (a) under-
stand that formality of language is a continuum, from informal speech with friends and family 
through to formal official written language (b) know how to judge the appropriate level of formality 
suitable for different types of writing tasks and contexts, e.g. letter to a friend, safety report. 
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