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Why write a cover letter?

 Express interest in a specific position.

 Mention a referral, if relevant and appropriate.

 Explain why you are applying and how you fit their 
needs

 What attracts you to this position? To this company? 

 Highlight your most relevant qualifications and accomplishments.

 Demonstrate your professional writing skills.

 Make connections for the reader b/w your 
skills/experience and job description



Common Questions

Does anyone read it? Some people do, some don’t. Assume, “Yes.”

To whom should it be 
addressed?

Ideally, the hiring manager, by name (Dear 
Dr. Smith). Alternatives: “Dear Hiring 
Manager” or substitute a subject line (RE: 
Senior Scientist position) for a salutation. 

How do I close? Sincerely, or Best regards,
[Your first and last name]

How long should it be? 1 page max; not too wordy.

Should I use my 
institution’s letterhead?

For faculty positions. Others, no.

Should I attach it to an 
email?

For faculty positions. Others, probably not. 
Use the body of the email as a cover letter.

How do I stand out? By writing well and professionally! A
“creative” cover letter usually won’t fly.



Cover letter do’s and don’ts

 Your homework. Tailor 
the letter to the position, 
company, and audience.

 Focus on tangible 
accomplishments.

 Know your strengths and 
highlight how you will 
help the company.

 Rehash your résumé.

 Mention weaknesses or 
liabilities.

 Describe how the 
position will help you.

 Under- or oversell your 
experience.

 Use technical jargon.

DO DON’T



Cover Letter Structure

 1 page

 Typically 3-5 paragraphs

 Intro paragraph (3-4 sentences)

 1-3 paragraphs highlighting your skills (focus on your top three matches 
with job description)

 Closing paragraph (2-3 sentences)

 Don’t just regurgitate your resume!



Paragraph 1: Introduction

 What position are you applying for?

 Explain where you learned about the position (personal 
contacts, search engine, etc…)

 Why are you interested in this organization and for this 
job in particular?

 Match with your long term career objectives?

 Match with the skills outlined in the job description?

 What can you offer?



 Highlight your skills (pick 1-3 that match well with job 
description)

 Cite personal qualities that make you a good fit

 Explain how specific past experiences make you an ideal 
candidate/valuable to the company (quantify if possible)

 Do your research and highlight important achievements, 
milestones, or values at the targerted organization* 

 Use summary statements 

 I have over 10 years of experience in….

 I have expertise in project management and grant writing…..

Paragraphs 2-4: Demonstrate Skills



*Important achievement/milestone at the 
targeted organization

“ I am impressed to see that your company was recently 

awarded several qualifying Therapeutic Discovery Program 

grants and believe that my skills would be an asset in your 

critical time of growth”

**Shows you have an interest in company and have done your homework**



Closing Paragraph

 Reiterate your interest in the position and why you think 
you are qualified

 State your interest in hearing back from them to discuss 
the position further (i.e. getting an interview!)

 Thank them

 Let them know the best way to contact you

 Can mention when you will follow up with them



It’s all in the details…

 Grammar errors or misspelled words reflect your ability 
to communicate and write well.  NO EXCUSES! 

 The reader should not have to guess your intent– it 
should be obvious:

 Why you are applying for the job

 Why they should hire you

 Make sure your contact information is on the document

 Save and submit the final version as a pdf with a clear 
title that matches your other supporting docs.  

 i.e. Brady AE_cover letter_Pfizer.pdf





Examples (1)

• Science Writer position at 

Science journal

• PhD Biol Chem and Mol

Pharm



Having trouble spotting keywords? 

 Wordle the job description 
(www.wordle.net)

 Generates “word clouds” 
from text 

 Words that occur frequently 
in source text appear larger.

 Unimportant words are not 
shown (e.g. and, or, the…) 



New Cancer Journal Sr. Science Writer
“Wordle”    www.tagxedo.com



Examples (1)

• Science Writer position at 

Science journal

• PhD Biol Chem and Mol

Pharm



Examples (2)

• Consulting Position 

• PhD Neuroscience



Examples (3)

• Faculty Position 

• Material Engineering Dept.

• PhD Materials Science and 

Engineering



Cover Letter Resources

 CV/Resume Drop–In clinic, BRET Office of Career 
Development Wednesdays, 12:30-1:30pm (Light Hall,

 Suite 340) BRET Office of Career Development 
https://medschool.vanderbilt.edu/career-
development/resume-cv-writing

 Versatile PhD. http://versatilephd.com/

 The Muse: Career Guidance and Resources 
https://www.themuse.com/

 BioSpace (Resources): http://www.biospace.com/

https://medschool.vanderbilt.edu/career-development/resume-cv-writing
http://versatilephd.com/
https://www.themuse.com/
http://www.biospace.com/


Thank you!



Examples (4)

• General example

• Non-scientist

• Sales and Marketing 

position


