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The ability to write well is one of the most important skills students can 

learn for success in the business world. English has emerged as the leading 

language of business. Today almost two billion people speak English at a useful 

level. Being able to command the English language has become a valuable 

professional skill. The most difficult part of professional communication is 

effectively writing for your audience and expressing complexity in an easy-to-

understand way. Business writing is an essential skill for every working 

professional, yet writing competence in a foreign language tends to be one of the 

most difficult skills to acquire [5].  

Twenty years ago, the approach to writing was essentially genre-based. The 

teachers (and the course books) – generally started any lesson by presenting a 

model version of a text. So students are shown a copy of, for example, a letter or a 

report. Then the features of the text type are analysed in terms of layout, 

conventions, fixed expressions etc. And finally students are asked to try and 

reproduce a similar text type. The approach, which has been referred to as a genre-

based approach, has always served us well. It’s especially effective when teaching 

exam courses such as BEC because the written text-types are so clearly defined. 



However, in recent years it feels like the world of business writing has been 

thrown into a state of flux. We rarely write into a neat A4 sized template in the real 

world. Instead we write shorter messages by email or even shorter sentences and 

utterances if we use Twitter and text messaging [1]. 

So how to prepare students to cope with the current trends in writing? Given 

that it is hard even to predict what kinds of texts we might be writing in the future 

as technology changes so quickly, perhaps the best we can do is to help students 

develop certain sub-skills. Here are the sub-skills which should be focused on. 

Firstly, students need to express themselves in far fewer words. They need to 

be able to sum up a product in three or four words rather than in a longer 

paragraph. 

Secondly, every word a student chooses needs to count because there is no 

space for excess in a world where you are fighting for your reader’s attention 

among the deluge of messages. 

Thirdly, students also need to become even more flexible with regard to 

formality. In other words, after years of training students to use formal expressions 

in written texts, our emphasis should now be on knowing how to write less 

formally and more directly [1]. 

Such skills will require teachers to take an approach to writing that deals 

with language at word-level and sentence-level rather than taking the traditional 

approach of dealing with the whole text type – simply because we can no longer be 

certain that those texts will even exist next year. 

Many professionals process large amounts of written material daily and 

learn how to skim their mail quickly and effectively. There are really not enough 

hours in the day for a busy person to read each letter slowly, word for word. That 

is why it is of primary importance to teach students to avoid unnecessary 

complexity in business correspondence, reports and memos. There are some useful 

tips and rules for effective correspondence which should be explained to students 

at the beginning. First, it is necessary to state the purpose in the opening sentence 



of the letter. It is also best to use active voice instead of passive voice. Passive 

voice requires longer verb forms, building longer sentences that are tiresome to 

read. Second, a formal tone should be used.  Although it is important to write a 

letter that sounds natural and is not long-winded, the tone of a business letter 

should be more formal than normal, conversational English. Slang and idiomatic 

expressions should be avoided. If too many ideas are put into one sentence, the 

reader may become lost in the tangle of words. Third, spelling and grammatical 

errors must be checked and corrected. Even though someone may be skimming 

your letter, do not assume that he or she won't notice any spelling or grammatical 

mistakes. However, a spell check will not help if you spell the word correctly but 

use it incorrectly. For example, the words "affect" and "effect" are often 

mistakenly interchanged. Students should be encouraged to consult a dictionary if 

unsure of the word usage. The use of active rather than passive constructions is 

recommended. The active voice is stronger than the passive, and it therefore 

produces more powerful sentences [4].  

Simple samples of typical mistakes in business writing and the revised 

versions can illustrate to students the difference in length and style.   

Example 1. Not: The decision was made to sell the company. The seminar 

was postponed by the executive directors. But:  The stockholders decided to sell 

the company. The executive directors postponed the seminar. 

Students must learn to write concisely. In our culture of quick e-mails, text 

messaging, and IM, people don’t want to read long, verbose text. While writing 

business letters students should shorten the text whenever possible; use a sentence 

rather than a paragraph, a phrase rather than a sentence, and a word rather than a 

phrase when you can do so without losing meaning. Also check for repetitious or 

superfluous information that can be deleted [2].  

Example 2. Not: In spite of the fact that the deadline has been extended, we 

will still hold a meeting this morning for the purpose of discussing the estimated 



costs. But: Though the deadline has been extended, we will still meet this morning 

to discuss the estimated costs. 

In business correspondence it is essential to use clear and simple words and 

avoid flowery and pretentious language, because it is so easy to misunderstand it. 

Example 3. Not: It has been the practice of the company, in most overseas 

markets, to lend various amounts of money to dealers for the reconstruction of 

existing retail outlets. Up to the present the total amount loaned for this purpose is 

about $100 million. But: In most overseas markets, we have loaned money to 

dealers to rebuild retail stores. These loans total about $100 million.  

Another problem in business correspondence, especially for students 

majoring in IT, is jargon, technical or highly specialized terminology which is 

notorious in some sectors of the business world. Because such language tends to be 

exclusive, it is usually best to simply avoid jargon. If the writing is intended solely 

for others in your profession, including industry acronyms and abbreviations and 

other jargon may be appropriate, but still use caution [2].  

After the document is finished, students should be taught to read over it to 

make sure that it makes sense and that there is no necessary information that has 

been omitted and no gaps in logic. Readers should be able to easily grasp the main 

message or what is expected of them. For longer or more complicated documents, 

like reports or essays, it is always a good idea to have someone else read over the 

draft before submitting it to make sure that it is clear and that it contains all the 

information that it needs to and omits information that it doesn’t need [6].  

Although writing could be considered easier than speaking, from the point of 

the level of language required, it is unanimously regarded as more complex. The 

structure of sentences is complex, the register required is generally the formal one, 

a more refined selection of words and grammar structures needs to be made. 

Therefore, students’ command of the language should be significant. Some authors 

argue that all this challenge entangled by higher demands can lead students to 



neglect content, as they may fail to put into words exactly the ideas which they 

want to express [3]. 

Generally, the target audience of any Business Writing course at universities 

is represented by pre-experienced learners, i.e. students who have little or no 

experience of the business world. It should be mentioned that there are also a few 

general business-experienced students, but these are exceptional cases. As for  

students’ proficiency in English, they are generally intermediate to advanced 

learners, with good command of General Business English and one of more 

specialized thematic vocabulary, focusing on important areas in the business field 

(Marketing, Accounting, Auditing, Mergers and Takeovers, Funding the Business 

etc.). Consequently, the prerequisites for the course are represented by good 

linguistic competence (good command of grammar structure, of general and 

specialized vocabulary) and good discourse competence. The latter means using 

language in different context: socializing, networking, selling and buying, 

negotiating, writing, marketing, meetings and presentations [3].  
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