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MEMO 
DATE:  January 16, 2007 

TO:  UW20 Students 

FROM: Professor Zeff 

RE:  How to Write a Memo 

You have been asked to write a memo for your first assignment in this course.  A memo is 
an internal communication whereas a letter goes to an external audience.  In a 
professional setting, a memo is the most common form of written communication next to 
the email.   To produce a proper memo, you need to conform to the general standards of 
this genre of writing in terms content, format, structure, and language use.  

Content  
The most important thing to remember in writing a memo is that you need to make 
your point immediately—in the first sentence if possible.  This requires that you know 
what you want to say before you start writing.  A memo is a brief piece of writing that 
gives an overview of something.  This is not the place to include all your thinking on a 
topic.  Rather, in a memo you are giving the reader an overview of  key points in a 
short and succinct fashion. 

Format  
This memo models how a memo should be formatted.  Notice the top heading 
material that includes the date, the recipient of the memo, the author, and the 
subject of the memo.  Just like with emails that have subject headings, the subject 
line of a memo should clearly represent content.   

Another formatting element of a memo is the use of headers.  Headers serve as 
signals to the reader of the topic of the content below.   

Structure  
The typical memo is only a few paragraphs long.  It is often one page, but it can be 
longer.  For this assignment you have up to 750 words, which usually translates into 
2-3 pages of single-spaced text.  The ordering of paragraphs in a memo has a specific 
structure. The first paragraph summarizes the entire memo.  In fact, if the reader 
were only to read one part of the memo, the first paragraph would suffice.  The rest 
of the paragraphs explain what was covered in the opening paragraph.  The last 
paragraph is a conclusion.  However, the purpose of a memo’s conclusion is not to 
summarize, but to focus on what needs to happen next. 

Language Use  
The language of a memo is less formal than an academic paper, but more formal than 
an email.  You should try to be as professional as possible at all times and avoid being 
overly casual. 

 

 

University Writing Program 
The George Washington University 
801 22nd. St., NW, Rome Hall 553 | Washington, DC 20052 
Tel: (202) 994-0208 | Fax: (202) 994-3196 
http://www.gwu.edu/~uwp/ 
 

 


