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CHOOSING THE FORMAT 
 

General Rules 
 
 

1. Use the INFORMAL/ Memo format when the addressee is within the Department of 
Agriculture, Agricultural Research Service. 

 
2. Use the FORMAL LETTER format: 
 

a. when the addressee is OUTSIDE the Department of Agriculture. 
b. to congratulate, extend condolences, or reprimand ARS employees. 

 
 
       IF THE ADDRESSEE IS: USE FORMAT   
 

 Someone in ARS INFORMAL/Memo 
 

 Someone in another USDA agency INFORMAL/Memo 
        or USDA office 
 

 Someone OUTSIDE of USDA, i.e., private citizen or FORMAL Letter 
Organization, foreign citizen or organization, 
White House officials, Members of Congress, 
Supreme Court officials, or other Federal 
Departments 

 
 Someone in ARS for congratulations, condolences, FORMAL Letter 

or disciplinary actions 
 

bholt
Text Box
6-2



Correspondence Preparation Notes 
 
1.  Letterhead.  Be sure the letterhead is appropriate for the signer. 
2.  Do not use “justified” margins. 
3.  Always use title (Dr., Mr., Mrs., Ms.) in letters.  Do not use two titles on the same line 

(Dr. John Doe, President – is not acceptable). 
4.  Do not abbreviate the State name in the inside address.  Always show the zip code 

in the address. 
5.  Do not use titles in the “TO:” line in memos. (TO:  Dr. John Doe – is not acceptable). 
6.  When writing correspondence of a single paragraph and 10 lines or less, double 

space the body of the letter. 
7.  Acronyms.  The first time referring to a word to be abbreviated, write it out with the 

acronym following in parentheses.  For example: Agricultural Research Service (ARS); 
Office of Scientific Quality Review (OSQR). 

8.  Federal Government – always capitalized. 
9.  State is capitalized when referring to states in the United States (State of Maryland; 

State, Federal, local).  Do not capitalize when used in a general sense (state of 
mind; a foreign state). 

10. The two-letter abbreviations (i.e., AL for Alabama) were created by the U.S. Postal 
Service and should be used only with ZIP codes in addresses.  Use the more 
traditional abbreviations of state names (i.e. Ala. for Alabama) in other situations 
where abbreviations are appropriate. 

11. Dates.  A comma is needed after the year when you have the complete date in a 
sentence (In your letter dated April 22, 2003, you requested information…).  When 
only the month and year are used in a sentence, no commas are used (April 2003). 

12. Agency is capitalized when referring to our Agency (ARS).  When referring to other 
agencies, put in lower case. 

13. When showing possession, use ARS’ (not ARS’s). 
14. We do not use “the Department” in outgoing correspondence. The USDA acronym 

is to be used. 
15. Use a comma (,) before a conjunction in a compound sentence. 
16. Use a comma (,) after each member within a series of three or more words, 

phrases, letters, or figures when using “and”, “or”, or “nor.” 
17. “Agencywide” is one word, not “Agency wide.” 
18. Try to avoid typing part of a personal name at the end of a sentence.  If you must 

divide a name, the title, first name, and middle initial should be on the same line. 
19. Always include a legend line on file copies. 
20. Periods and commas always go inside the quotation marks whether the quoted 

material is a sentence, a group of words, or a single word. This may not be logical, 
but it’s the rule. 

21. Place semicolons and colons outside the quotation marks (i.e., The client said, “the 
check is in the mail”; however, it wasn’t.). 

22. Use quotation marks around titles of articles in magazines and chapters in books.  
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Informal Memo Preparation 
General Information 

 
GENERAL.  The informal memorandum will be used for most day-to-day 
communication in the transaction of business within USDA. 
 
EXCEPTIONS.  Do not use the informal format when preparing letters addressed to an 
ARS employee stating congratulations, condolences, or disciplinary action. For these 
letters, use the formal format. 
 
DATE.  The date should be placed two lines below the last line of the letterhead and 
flush with the left margin.  Type the name of the month in full and the day and year in 
numerals.  Do not use endings such as “st” and “th” with the numbers for the day.  
Military style is not acceptable.  
 
“SUBJECT” LINE.  The subject line of a memo is a brief statement of what the memo 
is about, and is usually not more than 10 words.  Type the caption “SUBJECT” in all 
caps three lines below the date line and flush with the left margin.  Limit the length of 
each line to approximately five inches.  If more than one line is needed, type the 
remainder of the subject beneath the first line in block style.  Capitalize the first letter of 
each word except for articles, prepositions, and conjunctions. 
 
“TO” LINE.  The caption “TO:” is typed in all caps with the colon in line with the colon 
after the word “SUBJECT:”.  Indent two spaces after the colon and begin typing the 
address.  When run-over lines are required, indent two spaces. 
 
The name of the State MUST BE spelled out if the memorandum or letter is to be 
signed by the Administrator/Associate Administrator or above the supervisory chain of 
command.  If the memo is to be signed by the Area Director or below, the two letter 
State abbreviation is acceptable. 
 
“ATTENTION” LINE.  Avoid using the attention line by using as specific an address as 
possible.  If an attention line is used, type the caption “ATTN:” followed by the name of 
the person whose attention is being requested, on the next line directly below the first 
line of the address. 
 
“THROUGH” LINE.  A through line may be necessary if an official other than a 
clearance official, needs to see and concur with the memo before it is received by the 
addressee. 
 
Type the caption “THROUGH:” in all caps, two lines below the last line of the “TO:” 
addressee and flush with the left margin.  Indent two spaces and begin typing the 
names, titles, and offices of the addressees which the memo is to be routed –  
IN REVERSE ORDER OF THE ROUTING. 
 
“FROM” LINE.  The caption “FROM:” is typed in all caps and should be in line with the 
colon in the “SUBJECT:” line.  Indent two spaces and begin typing.  Do not repeat the 
organizational names, such as the Laboratory or Area, if it already appears on the 
letterhead.
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Informal Memo Format Sample – 1 Page 

 
 

Conservation and Production Research Laboratory  Southern Plains Area 
P.O. Drawer 10 (Shipping:  2300 Experiment Station Rd.)  Bushland, TX  79012-0010 

Telephone: 806-356-5724  FAX: 806-356-5750 
 Email: bholt@cprl.ars.usda.gov 

An Equal Opportunity Employer 

 
 

United States Department of Agriculture 
 

Research, Education, and Economics 
Agricultural Research Service 

 
Month dd, 2007 
 
 
  SUBJECT:  This is the Format for an Informal Memo 
 
             TO: Dan R. Upchurch, Area Director, SPA 
 
       FROM:  William R. Searcher, Research Soil Scientist 
 
 
This is the format for an informal memo generally used for all correspondence within 
ARS; the formal letter format may also be used, but normally this is only done when a 
more formal tone is appropriate.  This format may also be used for routine, informal 
correspondence with other USDA agencies or offices.  The letterhead format is 
standard as shown.  The bottom section may include personal information of the sender 
or the sender’s office. 
 
A 1-inch left and right margin should be used.  The top and bottom margins are 
determined based on the letterhead; but generally speaking, the date line should fall just 
inside the 2-inch range.  The second and following pages are not on letterhead and 
these top and bottom margins should also be set to one inch.  Leave two blank lines 
between the date and “SUBJECT” and also between “FROM:” and the body of the 
memo.  Memo writers may initial or sign beside their name.   
 
Memos with 10 lines or less, or consisting of only one paragraph, must be double-
spaced; paragraphs should not be indented.  Tabs should be set so that the colons on 
the SUBJECT/TO/THROUGH/FROM lines are aligned.   
 
Enclosure 
 
cc: 
L. Ocator, LAO 
 
 
 
APPROVED/DISAPPROVED: _____________________________      _____________ 
                                                Dan R. Upchurch, SPA Area Director               Date 
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Informal Memo Format Sample - 2 Pages 

 
 

United States Department of Agriculture 
 

Research, Education, and Economics 
Agricultural Research Service 

 
Month dd, 2007 
 
 
   SUBJECT: This is the Format for an Informal Memo with THROUGH Addressees 
    and Two Pages in Length 
 
              TO: Dan R. Upchurch, Area Director, SPA 
 
THROUGH: Arthur B. Smart, Laboratory Director 
  Ken E. Learn, Research Leader 
 
        FROM:  William R. Searcher, Research Soil Scientist 
 
 
If multiple people are indicated as THROUGH addresses, do not type THROUGH for 
each person.  List them in the order you would like your memo to progress, beginning 
from the bottom.  Use the THROUGH line when the memo needs to be reviewed and 
approved by a superior before it can be issued; otherwise, use “cc:” to provide an 
information copy of the memo to an individual. 
 
When there is a reason to break a paragraph into subparagraphs, they may be lettered 
and numbered as follows: 
 
 a.  Main paragraphs are typed in block style.  Subparagraphs are indented four 

spaces as shown in this example (begin typing on the fifth space). 
Subparagraphs are typed single spaced with double spaces between them. 

 
(1) When a paragraph is subdivided, it must have at least two subdivisions. 

 
(a) When paragraphs are subdivided, lettered, and numbered, they fall in 

the following sequence:  a, (1), (a), 1, a, (1), (a). 
 
(b) When a paragraph is cited, the reference numbers and letters are 

written without spaces; for example, “paragraph 3a(2)(c). 
 
 

 
 

Conservation and Production Research Laboratory  Southern Plains Area 
P.O. Drawer 10 (Shipping:  2300 Experiment Station Rd.)  Bushland, TX  79012-0010 

Telephone: 806-356-5724  FAX: 806-356-5750 
 Email: bholt@cprl.ars.usda.gov 

An Equal Opportunity Employer 
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Dan R. Upchurch                2 
  
 (2)  A paragraph is begun near the end of a page only if there is space for two 

or more lines on that page.  A paragraph is continued on a second page only 
if two or more lines can be carried over to that page. 

  
 b.  The arrangement shown here may be varied to meet special requirements, such 

as those for legal documents. 
 
Type the second and succeeding pages of a memo on plain bond paper which is the 
same quality as the first page.  Type the name of the addressee exactly as it is shown 
on the first page, beginning on the sixth line from the top of the page.  Type the page 
number on the same line, flush with the right margin.  Begin typing the text two lines 
below the name of the addressee.  Allow right and left margins of 1 inch and a bottom 
margin of 1 ½ inches. 
 
cc: 
R. Smith, LAO 
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Formal Letter Preparation 

General Information 
 

GENERAL.  The formal letter is used for other than routine work or business 
transactions, when it is believed that the addressee might expect, or should receive, a 
more formal or personalized.  It is always used for letters addressed to the following: 
 

a. The President, Vice President, members of the White House staff, Members of 
Congress, Justices of the Supreme Court, heads of departments and agencies 
outside USDA, State Governors, mayors, and foreign government officials. 

 
b. ARS employees for congratulations, condolences, or disciplinary actions. 

 
Note that a salutation and complimentary close are included in the formal letter.   
 
DATE.  The date should be placed two lines to six lines below the last line of the 
letterhead and flush with the left margin.  Type the name of the month in full and the day 
and year in numerals.  Do not use endings such as “st” and “th” with the numbers for the 
day.  Military style is not acceptable.  
 
ADDRESS.  For a letter that will be at least one full page in length, begin the address 
three lines below the date line.  For short letters, begin the address no more than eight 
lines below the date line.  When special instructions are used, i.e., sender’s reference, 
special postal service, or FOR OFFICIAL USE ONLY markings, begin the address two 
lines below these instructions.   
 
Type the address single spaced, block style with no terminal punctuation.  No line 
should be longer than 4 inches. When run over lines are required, indent two spaces 
from the left margin.  Limit the address to five lines.  See the Chapter 2, Formal Letters, 
in the ARS Correspondence Manual 261.2, for more information on addresses and 
special instructions. 
 
“ATTENTION” LINE.  Avoid using the attention line by using as specific an address as 
possible.  If an attention line is used, type the caption “ATTN:” followed by the name of 
the person who attention is being requested on the next line directly below the first line 
of the address.   
 
SALUTATION.  Type the salutation at the left margin, two lines below the last line of the 
address.  See Chapter 7, Models of Address, in the ARS Correspondence Manual 
261.2, for the forms of address. 
 
“SUBJECT” LINE.  A subject line may be used in formal letters when desired, except 
for letters to the White House, the Congress, and the heads of agencies and institutions 
outside USDA.  It is a brief statement, usually not more than 10 words, of what the letter 
is about.  Type the caption “SUBJECT:” in all caps, two lines below the salutation and 
flush with the left margin.  Indent two spaces and begin typing the subject.  If more than 
one line is needed, type the remainder of the subject beneath the first line in block style.  
Capitalize the first letter of each word except articles, prepositions, and conjunctions. 
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Formal Letter Preparation – continued 
 
BODY OF THE LETTER.  Begin the body of the letter two lines below the salutation, 
flush with the left margin.  Begin each main paragraph two lines below the last line of 
the preceding paragraph, flush with the left margin.  Double space letters of one 
paragraph (10 lines or less).  Single space the body of letters which are longer than one 
paragraph. 
 
SUCCEEDING PAGE.  Starting with the second page, type the name of the addressee 
exactly as it is shown on the first page.  It should appear on the sixth line from the top of 
the page and flush with the left margin.  On the same line type the page number flush 
with the right margin.  Continue the text two lines below the name of the addressee. 
 
CLOSING.  Type the complimentary close two lines below the body of the letter, flush 
with the left margin.  Use the closing “Sincerely,” in most cases.  An exception to this is 
to use “Very truly yours,” for disciplinary letters.  Also, when preparing foreign and 
controlled correspondence, refer to Chapter 7, Models of Address, in the ARS 
Correspondence Manual 261.2, for the appropriate complimentary close. 
 
SIGNATURE ELEMENT.  Type the signer’s name in all caps four to six lines below the 
last line of the complimentary close, flush with the left margin.  Type the signer’s title 
(initial caps only) on the next line.  DO NOT repeat organizational names such as the 
laboratory or Area if it already appears on the letterhead.  If more than one person will 
sign the letter, arrange the signature element at the center of the page.  Use the 
letterhead of the originating office or a common use letterhead designated for that 
organizational unit. 
 
ENCLOSURES.  When material accompanies a letter, identify it in the text or in the 
bottom notation as an enclosure, not as an attachment.  When identified in the text, type 
the word “Enclosure” flush with the left margin, two lines below the last line of the 
signer’s title.  For more than one enclosure, use the plural form and indicate the number 
of enclosures.  When an enclosure is not identified in the text, type the notation 
“Enclosure:” flush with the left margin, two lines below the last line of the signer’s title.  
Below the notation, flush with the left margin, list each enclosure on a separate line.  
Describe each enclosure by title or in as few words as are needed to identify it.  
Abbreviations may be used.  
 
DISTRIBUTION OF COPIES.  Routinely show the distribution of copies to eliminate 
duplicate copies being sent to those offices that have already received a copy.  This list 
should only be placed on the original and information copies going outside USDA when 
the list is of interest to the recipient.   
 
“cc:” NOTATION.  Type “cc:” flush with the left margin, two lines below the last line of 
the signature element or the enclosure or separate cover listing.  If there isn’t enough 
room in the position, type “cc:” on the line with the signer’s name, starting at the center 
of the page.  Below the “cc:” notation, list the name and office abbreviation or company 
name of the “cc:” addressee.  List “cc:” addressee’s one below the other. 
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Formal Letter Format Sample
 
 
 
 

United States Department of Agriculture 
 

Research, Education, and Economics 
Agricultural Research Service 

 
 
Month dd, 2007 
 
 
Ms. Phoebe Meyers 
Director of Research Developments 
Correspondence Improvements Institute 
Great Town, Texas 79111 
 
Dear Ms. Meyers: 
 
This is the format for a formal letter.  Use this format when corresponding with someone 
outside of ARS or for congratulations, condolences, or disciplinary actions of ARS 
employees. 
 
When preparing a formal letter, use a 1-inch left and right margin; the top and bottom 
margins depend upon the letterhead.  Refer to the ARS Correspondence Manual for 
additional information. 
 
The formal letter includes a salutation and complimentary close.  The date line should 
be just inside the 2-inch range, but the first line of the address can be varied to make 
the placement on the page look better.   
 
The text portion of a letter follows the same guidelines as for an informal memo.  The 
enclosure and carbon copy notations are the same except that they follow the signature 
block.  The writer’s name is written in all capital letters, and should begin six lines after 
the complimentary close.  It can be adjusted down to begin 4 lines after the closing to 
avoid another page. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
 
 
 
BETTY C. SMYTHE 
Agricultural Engineer  
 

 
 

Conservation and Production Research Laboratory  Southern Plains Area 
P.O. Drawer 10 (Shipping:  2300 Experiment Station Rd.)  Bushland, TX  79012-0010 

Telephone: 806-356-5724  FAX: 806-356-5750 
 Email: bholt@cprl.ars.usda.gov 

An Equal Opportunity Employer 

 

bholt
Text Box
6-10



Correspondence Guidelines for Email 
 
 
 

1. If a response or action is required, include the due date in the SUBJECT line so that 
the recipient can acknowledge it in a timely manner. 

 
2. Always state your target audience in the body of the message and be sure you know 

your target audience.  This way, even if the email is forwarded multiple times, the 
target audience will still be clear. 

 
3. Avoid attachments if at all possible.  Take a moment to cut and paste the attachment 

into the body of your message or drag it to a new message before you send it out.  
Some locations cannot read attachments that are nested multiple layers deep. 

 
4. If you must send an attachment, use the default file extension after the period in the 

file name (i.e., .doc, .jpg, .pdf).  The correct file extension helps email systems 
identify the application used to create the attachment.  You can also include 
information in the body of your message pertaining to the version you used in the 
attachment. 

 
5. When replying to an email, check to assure that your reply is actually being directed 

to the correct person.  This is especially true for forwarded messages.  Hitting reply 
will send the response to the person who forwarded the message – not the person 
who originated the message.  Also watch when replying to a message sent to a 
group.  Know the difference between replying to sender and replying to all. 

 
6. Recognize that not everyone is networked with instant email access.  Some people 

must still use a modem and phone lines.  Whenever possible allow at least 24 hours 
lead time. 

 
7. Respond if a response is required.  In many cases the sender does not know for 

sure if the message has been received or not.  If you cannot provide an immediate 
response, at least acknowledge that you received the message and that you are 
working on it. 

 
8. You should have a signature block set up that automatically attaches your name, 

address, phone and fax numbers, and email address to the end of your message. 
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PROOFREADER'S MARKS

Symbol Meaning Example

delete

close up

delete and close up 

caret

insert a space

space evenly

let stand

transpose

used to separate two or more 
marks and often as a concluding 
stroke at the end of an insertion

 

set farther to the left

set farther to the right 

set as ligature (such as æ) 

align horizontally

align vertically

broken character

indent or insert em quad space  

begin a new paragraph  
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spell out

set in CAPITALS

set in SMALL CAPITALS

set in lowercase

set in italic

set in roman

set in boldface

hyphen multi-colored

en dash 1965–72

em (or long) dash Now—at last!—we know.

superscript or superior

subscript or inferior

centered

comma  

apostrophe  

period  

semicolon  

colon  

quotation marks  

parentheses  
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brackets  

query to author: has this been 
set as intended?

 

push down a work-up

turn over an inverted letter

wrong font 

1The last three symbols are unlikely to be needed in marking proofs of photocomposed matter.

bholt
Text Box
6-15



Proofreader's Tips 
 

 
Proofreading errors are often found: 

• near beginnings or endings of sentences 
• in proper nouns 
• in long words 
• near the bottom of the page 
• in number combinations 

Watch for the following errors: 

• doubling small words (if, in, as, by, be)  
• omission of one of a pair of doubled letters (omitted)  
• substitution of one small word for another (an for on, in for on)  
• transposition of words within sentences  
• transposition of letters within words  
• omission of a closing quotation mark, bracket, or parenthesis 

Beat those proofreading blues by: 

• taking short breaks  
• exercising regularly  
• eating light meals as needed  
• asking for help when proofreading 

Proofreading "MUSTS": 

• accuracy is top priority  
• proofread each document at least three times  
• proofread numbers aloud  
• use straight edge  
• distance yourself from the document  
• use contrasting colors of ink when making corrections (blue, green, purple) 

NUMBERS, NAMES, AND PHONE NUMBERS 

NUMBERS 

 
• never assume a number is typed correctly 
• read once through your document just to verify numbers 
• check each number and make sure it is logical 
• when proofing columns of numbers, add the numbers in the original and then the 

final copy.  Your total should be the same. 
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NAMES 

• read through your document once just to verify names 
• check for possible alternate spellings of names 
• use appropriate courtesy titles 
• check the spelling of each part of a person’s name 

 

TELEPHONE NUMBERS 

• break the number into its parts (area code, first three digits, etc.) 
• read aloud with a partner to check phone numbers 
• anticipate and check for transpositions 
• line up columns of phone numbers and check hyphens, spaces, and digits 
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Correspondence, Communication, or Reprints with 
Restricted or Embargoed Countries 

 
 
1.  The Office of Foreign Asset Control (OFAC) within the Treasury Department issues 

the list of embargoed/sanctioned countries. 
 
2.  Use this link for an up-to-date list of embargoed/sanctioned countries: 
 
  http://www.treas.gov/offices/enforcement/ofac/programs/
 
3.  Use this link for information on compliance and responsibility: 
 
  http://www.treas.gov/offices/enforcement/ofac/faq/answer.shtml#9  
 
4.  The U.S. Postal Service also has restrictions on mail/packages when using their 

services.  For up-to-date information, check the USPS website for any mailing 
restriction that may apply to the country involved. 

 
  http://pe.usps.gov/text/imm/immicl/immiclab_toc.html
 
5.  Information which is in the public domain (i.e. reprints) is not under embargo.  You 

are not, however, under obligation to send the reprint.  This is particularly prudent if 
the information can be used as so-called “dual use technology”, i.e., a platform for 
harmful activities.  If you are uncomfortable in sending the reprint, simply state that 
the ARS Office of International Research Programs has cautioned against such, and 
advise them that they may obtain the information elsewhere as it is in the public 
domain. 

 
6.  The ARS Homeland Security Office discourages correspondence with 

embargoed/sanctioned countries.  This includes responding to Email.  When in 
doubt, contact the SPA Area Office. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
March 2007 

http://www.treas.gov/offices/enforcement/ofac/programs/
http://www.treas.gov/offices/enforcement/ofac/faq/answer.shtml#9
http://pe.usps.gov/text/imm/immicl/immiclab_toc.html
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