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Rosa Chavarro, Associate Director

COVER LETTER 
ESSENTIALS 
WORKSHOP
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1. Common mistakes

2. Purpose of a cover letter

3. Anatomy of a cover letter 

4. Good practices for writing a cover letter

Today’s Agenda
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When you think of 
cover letters, what 
comes to mind? 

Share in the chat! 
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• Not addressed to a specific person (e.g., “Dear Hiring Manager")

• Missing date, header, or signature

• Fails to mention the specific job title being applied for

• Does not clearly state why the applicant is interested in the position

• Focuses only on what the applicant wants, not on what they can contribute

• Lacks a clear narrative connecting the applicant’s background to the role

Common Mistakes
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Overview of Cover Letters
Purpose • Your pitch, resume enticement; writing sample; obtain 

interview 
Audience • Hiring Manager, HR, and/or Search Committee 

Scope • Who are you and what are you applying for? 
• What value can you add to this organization/company? 
• Why are you interested in this opportunity at this time?

Content • Highlight most relevant skills, experiences, or 
accomplishments

Structure • Paragraphs, complete sentences 

Length • 1-2 pages (this is not a throw-away)

Formatting • Formal letter
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• Piece of persuasive writing 

• Show why you want the job and how you will be good at it 

• Serve as a bridge between the job description and your résumé—they 
provide the context around, and highlights from, the experiences 
outlined on your résumé

• Important to personalize your cover letter to the specific opportunity to 
which you are applying

• Think about your target audience and demonstrate the value you can 
add to the company/organization

• Whether required or optional, a cover letter is a great opportunity to 
stand out from other applicants and to demonstrate your writing skills

Good Practices for Writing Cover Letters
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• Keep it to 1-2 pages

• Use clear and concise language 

• Mention the name of the role and the name of the company 

• Incorporate, as much as possible, keywords and short phrases from the 
job description 

• Tell (very short) stories from your experience that demonstrate the skills, 
attributes, and experience they are looking for 

• Check your spelling and facts 

• Avoid re-writing your résumé in paragraph form

• Craft your letter in your own voice

Good Practices for Writing Cover Letters (cont’d)
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• Match font to your résumé 

• Limit length to 1-2 pages

• Standard margins (typically 0.75” to 1” margins)

• 11-12 font size

• Easily readable font type (e.g., Times New Roman, Calibri, Arial)

• Include full date (on the left)

• Full destination address (if you have it) 

• Use a formal salutation (to a person, if possible) 

• Sign it!

• Submit it as a PDF to preserve formatting  

Formatting Guidelines 
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• Introductory paragraph

strong, attention grabbing 

• Supporting paragraphs

details from your experiences

• Concluding paragraph

re-emphasize the main points of your fit and interest in position

Key Components
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Header (use same style as your résumé) 

Date and destination

Salutation

Introductory/opening paragraph  

Body/supporting paragraphs

Concluding paragraph

Sign your name
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Use this opportunity to grab the reader’s attention. They have lots of 
letters to read—make them excited to see what you have to say! 

This paragraph should include: 

• who you are, what position you’re applying to, and anyone who referred you

• why you’re interested in this position at this company 

• why you’re an excellent candidate 
• introduce these reasons here—you’ll expand on them in the body 

paragraphs 

Introductory Paragraph 
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Topic Sentence

• Persuasive statement about how you are a good fit for the role

• Choose skills, experiences, or qualities from the job ad that you posses

Supporting Evidence

• Specific examples or stories that show you possess these traits and 
experiences from past roles or experiences, and how they would add value 
or relate to the company and position

Wrap it up

• Final sentence connecting your examples to their goals 

Supporting Paragraphs 
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• Refer in a fresh way to the mission or goals of the company or team, and 
how you will contribute to their success

• Reiterate strong enthusiasm for the position and for the opportunity to further 
discuss your qualifications

• Thank them for considering your application 

• Provide best way to reach you if it’s not already in the header

Concluding Paragraph
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Getting Started 
List three traits sought in a candidate List three traits describing your personality

1. 
2. 
3. 

1. 
2. 
3. 

List three job duties/responsibilities List an achievement related to each duty

1. 
2. 
3. 

1. 
2. 
3. 

List three facts about the organization List why you find that fact appealing

1. 
2. 
3. 

1. 
2. 
3. 

Exercise: Refer to a 
specific job description 
to complete this chart.
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• Submit a different cover letter for each position you apply for

• Tailor each document to the specific position that you are applying for

• You may go through multiple rounds of editing so start developing this early

• Ask for feedback! 

Final Tips
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Thank You.
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