
 

For each writing task you submit, your instructor will complete the following skills 

assessment to help you focus on those writing techniques you need to improve. Your 

instructor will also provide guidance to address these skills as you move through the 

subsequent tasks. By the time you complete all of the tasks, you will have attained 

measurable improvements in these important skill areas. You will also receive objective 

quiz scores for style and grammar in the latter portion of your course. 

 

 

 

 

Skill Gap Assessment - Memo 
Achieved/ 

Not Achieved 
Audience Targeting 

Comments: 

Since you had to deliver bad news, put yourself in the position of your reader. You need 

to issue a denial to a very important employee in your company with more focus and 

awareness of this particular audience…a relevant buffer is crucial, and you included this 

nicely and in the right place, but do try to tailor it more the individual reader. 

 

The audience targeting was so challenging on this exercise! You have to hit just the right 

wording and tone that acknowledges the value of this employee, but does not make them 

feel either justified to get whatever she asks for OR be penalized for doing such a great 

job that the department can’t run without her. Your rationales hit this balance very well 

(nice job on that as it’s not easy!), but the buffer needed more focus on this. 

 

Achieved/ 

Not Achieved 

Content appropriate to objectives 

Comments: Close. You denied the request clearly and gave inarguable reasons for the 

denial (your reasons made sense, but she is temperamental and may need firmer edges). 

Make sure to include alternative suggestions also, so your reader has other options to 

follow that he or she can envision. You had this conceptually, but bring your reader 

directly to action on this in the conclusion. 

 

This practice exercise is a great example of the need for clear audience awareness 

because you really need to try to gauge your reader’s likely response with this scenario. 

Envision an assertive, temperamental employee whose skill creates much department 

success.  If he or she were to receive a “no” answer to something wanted, think of the 

likely response. He or she would most likely hound you - so you would need to include 

material that justified your decision so it was more inarguable and redirect them. If the 

memo were going to someone less insistent, you would not have to justify so inarguably. 

Audience awareness requires you to consider the likely response of your reader in order 

to construct your content and tone appropriately. 

 



Achieved/ 

Not Achieved 
Organization most effective for reader 

Comments: The reader understood what your intent was very quickly. You buffered, 

stated denial, provided a rationale, and then mentioned alternative options conceptually.  

 

Achieved/ 

Not Achieved 
Information sequenced appropriately 

Comments: Yes. Your sequence was: answered the request, stated your reasons and 

offered alternatives. 

 

Achieved/ 

Not Achieved 
Style appropriate and matched to objective 

Comments: Very nice here on tone and structure. Your voice is warm and engaging, and 

that is a talent that many business writers lack. Nice job on that. 

 

I strongly suggest you to use headings (judiciously) to break up the text of your 

documents, and make documents easier for readers to scan. They are your best weapon 

against information overload, and all business readers are overloaded, so anything you 

can do to counteract this will ensure your documents are read. 

 

Please see lesson 4 for memo formats. There is no closing signature in memo format. 

 

 

Recommendations for next task: 

Here is your memo: 

 

Memo To:  John Smith, Customer Service Representative 

 

From:  Lindsay Heinz 

 

Date:  February 18, 2007 

 
Subject:  Your requested vacation time (smart to use a generic subject line when the news is bad. If 

you had approved the request, be more specific.) 

Very important to buffer right at the beginning, to hold your reader with you as you lead 

into the denial and rationale – especially for a memo to a veteran, yet temperamental, 

employee. Buffers need to be relevant, and focused tightly on the reader to work AND 

this one is particularly challenging because you do not want to intimate in any way that 

she is being penalized for her skills and talent (i.e. you are so skilled that you can’t take 

time off!).  As an example... “I appreciate your advance notice in regards to FTO for the 

second week in July. Certainly, as one of our most experienced and talented employees 

with homeowner enhancements, your presence here has a very positive impact in our 

department …” 

Thank you for letting me know about your desire to take five weeks of vacation time in 



the next month and a half.  I, unfortunately, .ÔÐÛɯɁÜÕÍÖÙÛÜÕÈÛÌÓàɂȮɯÈÚɯÐÛɯÚÊÙÌÈÔÚɯɁ#$-( +ɂɯ

and take the emphasis off yourself and place it on the situation, for examplÌɯɁVacation is not 

possible those weeks.”  am unable to grant you your request.  

 
At this time of year, it is difficult to allow one single person to take such a large amount of time off, as 
we are coming close to our yearôs end, which is our busiest time of year.  We have other employees 
that have previously requested time off during this time period so having one additional employee out 
for such an elongated period of time is not beneficial to our business, due to coverage issues.  

Nice inarguable reasons. Since this manager is so temperamental, this is important. So, 

as illustration, here are some comments about rationales when issuing a denial… You 

always need to give some thought to how your readers might respond. Are they really 

great at getting around any impediments, and used to getting what they want? If so, 

imagine them, and ask yourself if you need to block a request even better (always 

truthfully). For example, if you think they might want the vacation days so much that 

they’ll push for it, despite normal reasons that prevent this, you could state full blocks 

such as “ the regulations that apply to this request are: 

 

¶ Three employees with 2 years experience are required to be scheduled at all times in our 

department.  

¶ Vacation requests are processed in the order they are received, and two other employees 

have already had vacation requests granted for that time period.” 

I just wanted to give you a good example of wider consideration of audience awareness, 

and how minor content additions can forestall lots of grief. You handled this aspect well. 

 
I would like to offer a counterproposal to your request for time off.  I suggest that you think over possibly 
spreading out your desired vacation time to one-week increments, with at least a week in between time 
off.  That way, I can make sure there is plenty of coverage in our respective offices.  Please let me 

know what you plan on doing.  Thank you. Ideally, you should provide alternatives that allow a 

reader to move forward without having to contact you. …include that info right with this 

memo… “The second and third weeks of August are available for your vacation time. Please 

inform HR if you would like to schedule either of these weeks off instead.” It may be that a 

conversation is necessary, but always try to wrap up written communication in one cycle, 

when possible. These alternative dates just might do it. 

Always use your closing to confirm the action your memo tried to elicit. Armed with 

specific action information, your requestor can move on ahead AND there is no need for 

further discussions with you. The communication cycle is wrapped nicely. 

 

Lindsay Hayes 

no closing signature in memo format.  

 
Good start. For your next task: 

1) Make sure you consider how your communication will be perceived by the reader. This is the 
most important task of a business writer, and quite challenging. You have the structure down 
pat, but concentrate on this ï itôs related so tightly to audience and content. 

2) For your next exercise, try to use headings (you were wise to avoid them in this exercise  - why 



highlight a denial?) but itôs rare that they arenôt great to use. Headings will break up the text 
nicely.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


