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What is a Cover Letter? 

A cover letter serves as one more tool to help sell and market yourself to potential employers. A 
good cover letter serves several purposes and should 

o introduce you to the hiring manager 
o prove why you should get the job 
o fill in information that your resume does not describe 
o highlight and expand on your skills  
o give a clear call to action 

On top of selling and marketing yourself, your cover letter shows how well you can communicate 
and gives the hiring manager a first impression of you. So as you are writing it, keep that in mind: 
you want to show YOU. Not just your skills, but how you communicate and how you write, so 
make sure to be yourself. (If you hire a writer, make sure he/she captures your voice.) 

Why You Should Write a Cover Letter 

Some say a cover letter is optional and not worth the extra effort. They argue that they don’t always 
get read. It is true that a prospective employer may decide not to read your cover letter, but there’s a 
50% chance he/she will, and if he/she does, then it could make the difference between getting the 
interview or not getting the interview. According to Jodi Glickman, a communications expert and 
author of Great on the Job, “Not sending a cover letter is a sign of laziness. It’s akin to making spelling 
and grammar mistakes in your resume. You just don’t do it.”  

While your resume is a great marketing tool, a cover letter does things to market you that a resume 
cannot do, so why not put yourself in the best possible situation by using all the marketing tools at 
your disposal?  

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

How to Write an Effective Cover Letter 

THE CONTENT 

Address the Hiring Manager 

 

In communication courses, you learn the importance of addressing people by name. By 

doing so, you make the letter more personal and real. So do everything you can to avoid 

saying “Dear Sir/Madam” or “To Whom it May Concern.” This might mean you need to 

visit the company’s website, Facebook page, LinkedIn page etc. or call the company to find 

the hiring manager’s name.    

 

Think about what you can do for the company (Do your research) 

 

Your job with both the resume and the cover letter is to sell yourself and make it clear you 

are the right person for this job, not just the right person for any job or even any job in your 

chosen field, but this particular job. In order to do that, you need to show what you will do 

for the company. You need to show why your skills, talents, and personality fit this unique 

job. To do so, you should think of the following questions: 

 

 How will you meet the company’s needs and help them meet their goals? 

 What challenges does the company face and how can you help them overcome 

those? 

 How will you utilize your unique skills and abilities to move that company further? 

In order to effectively answer those questions, you need to research the company. Check out 

the company’s mission statement, values, goals and/or their “about” section. Then in your 

cover letter, explain how you will help the company with their challenges and how you are 

the right one for the job. A good idea is to actually use or mirror the exact words found in 

their mission statement, values, goals, or “about” section.  

However, it’s not as simple as just saying you meet the company’s needs. Anyone who takes 

the time to research the company can say that. So you also need to prove it.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

Highlight/Expand on your skills  

 

Your resume and cover letter should show what you will do for the company and how you 

have the right transferrable marketable skills. This is good news!! You do not have to have a 

lot of work experience in your chosen field as long as you can prove you have the needed 

skills. 

 

In your resume, you prove this through actions/accomplishments tied to your work 

experience, whether related to your field or not. In your cover letter, you can expand on the 

skills mentioned in your resume and/or highlight new marketable skills not tied to a specific 

job. It is just about you! You don’t need to discuss your work history; you are free to just 

discuss who you are and what skills you have. You can show and prove personality traits, 

things you have learned through school and work, problems you have solved, ways in which 

you have grown etc. However, as you do this make sure you are showing transferable skills. 

Maybe you grew a lot from an interpersonal class you took in college, and you love sharing 

what you learned and how that class changed you, but if in doing so, it does not reveal any 

transferable marketable skill that  

EXAMPLE 

In the “about” section for The Marketing Co, it says, “[we work] with management and 

staff to ensure every detail of ‘the experience’ a client or customer may have meets and 

delivers . . .” 

So if you were applying to work as a brand marketer for this company, you would first 

want to address how you can meet that specific need by mirroring the language:  

“When working on any project, I focus on every little detail, ensuring my clients 

have a good experience, and their potential customers recognize and appreciate 

their brand.” 

Then you want to prove it: 

“When I built a brand for [name of company], everything was finalized quickly 

and my customer was satisfied; however, I felt that while the colors were visually 

appealing in the logo, they didn’t quite convey the story of the company. So I 

worked after hours, tweaking and playing with color choices until I found ones 

that both looked good in the logo and effectively represented what the company 

stood for.”  

 



 

 

 

 

 

 

proves you are right for the job, then leave it off.  But if it shows how you work well with a 

team and being a team player is important for that company, then put it in.   

 

In your cover letter, you can also pull from a specific job or all your jobs collectively, just as 

long as it isn’t repetitive information found in your resume.  

 

In essence, your resume shows your skills through your work experience, and your cover 

letter can continue to expand on those skills or bring in new ones through non-work 

experiences or work experiences.  

 

EXAMPLE 

Example #1: Expanding on a skill mentioned in the resume, but now using non-work 

experience as proof. 

While my resume proves I am a team player, this was a big deal to one company I 

applied for, so I also offered proof, not found in my resume, in my cover letter. 

In school, many teachers would place me with the “difficult group” knowing I 

could work effectively with all types of people. 

Example #2: Using work experience to further expound on skills found in resume. 

In his resume, he proves he is an innovative, problem solver. However, since it is best 

to only have five or less bullets per job, he saved one of his best examples of this skill 

for his cover letter.  

In my current internship, I designed a lisp command for AutoCad, allowing me 

to rotate objects precisely with less user input. This command is now utilized 

company-wide. 

Example #3: Using non-work experience to bring in a new skill. 

Since she didn’t have any experience at her jobs proving she is a good leader, she 

pulled from her life to show this. 

In high school, I was the senior class president, and as such, I led class cabinet 

meetings and organized the events, delegating out assignments and overseeing 

the activities from start to finish.  



 

 

 

 

 

 

Fill in information not on your resume 

 

Other Experience 

 

If you have plenty of work experience—whether in your field or not—you probably didn’t 

include an “other experience” section in your resume. So in your cover letter, you can 

discuss those other experiences: volunteer work, committees you were a part of, side jobs 

etc. However, remember it is not about your volunteering or committee member history, but 

rather about transferable marketable skills, so only bring up these other experiences if they 

highlight skills.  

 

If you don’t have a long work history, you may have already included your volunteer work or 

committees in an “other experience” section of your resume, so you wouldn’t need to 

address those in your cover letter. And even if you don’t have an “other experience” section, 

you do not have to address your volunteer or committee history unless you want to and/or 

need to in order to highlight yourself effectively.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Explaining Gaps 

 

You can use your cover letter to explain gaps in your employment history. Make sure to be 

honest, but don’t overshare and just keep the explanation simple.  

 

Along with explaining your gap, you can make sure to emphasize skills gained during that 

time. “Job hunters with big gaps of unemployment should demonstrate what they did to be 

productive while they were not working,” says Nancy Friedberg, a career coach with Career 

Leverage in New York City.  

EXAMPLE 

In addition to working as an English teacher for eight years, I have 

volunteered in various orphanages in Ecuador, Tanzania, and Thailand. 

When I volunteered in Thailand, I took some students with me. As their 

leader, I dealt a lot with conflict management, ensuring the students got 

along with each other and the orphans. I stayed in contact with the parents 

throughout the month-long volunteer experience, giving them detailed 

reports. ISV said they had never had a leader work as hard and strive for 

perfection as much as I did.  

 



 

 

 

 

 

Again, remember it is not about your work history, but rather about proving you are the 

right person for the job. So even if you do not have any work history over some span of 

time, you can highlight what you were doing during that time to expand your skills. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

End with a Call to Action 

Remember the purpose of your cover letter is to prove you are the right person for the job 

and to get that interview, so don’t forget to ask for it. Ask and you shall receive.   

Just saying “I hope to hear from you” or “I look forward to an interview” isn’t enough.  You 

need to directly ask for it.  You can use any of the following call to actions or create your 

own, but just make sure you actually ask for the interview:  

 Please call me at …… 

 I would love the opportunity to meet with you and explain my credentials further. 

I will follow up in one week to schedule a date and time we can further discuss the 

job and my qualifications.  

 

 

EXAMPLE 

I haven’t been working as an English teacher for the past two years. If I decide to go 

back to teaching, I would take the volunteer paragraph out of my cover letter and 

add this instead: 

After eight years of teaching, I left the profession in order to be a stay-at-

home mom. However, since I love helping others and have a strong desire to 

contribute to society, I created my own writing-based business where I 

worked as a tutor, editor, content writer, blogger, and online instructor. 

Tutoring and working one-on-one with people helped me see how I could do 

a better job focusing on the individual students and meet their individual 

needs. Through working as an editor and content writer, I honed and refined 

my writing skills, enrolling in several writing courses over the years. As an 

online instructor at Udemy, I wrote my curriculum. While I was an effective 

English teacher before, these past years have helped me see how I could be 

an even better English teacher: focus on the individuals, dig into the 

subtleties of writing, and write more engaging curriculum.   

 



 

 

 

 

 

TIPS TO THINK ABOUT 

 Consider a headline 

So often people scan first and read later. Think of a newspaper or your Facebook news feed.  

How do you decide what to read as you are scrolling by? You look at the headlines. Instead 

of reading a newspaper word for word or everything in your news feed, you simply scan 

looking for headlines that catch your eye. So to help ensure your cover letter stands out and 

gets read, you might want to consider writing a headline. (See sample cover letter #2) 

 

 Don’t let your fear of bragging get in the way 

 

Yes, humility is an important trait, but here your objective is to sell yourself. You need to be 

honest, but you cannot shy away from bold statements about your unique talents. Without 

saying you are the best or better than anyone else, you need to confidently present your 

skills. 

   

 Cut the formality and be real 

Employers want to hire people, not robots. So make sure the language you use in your cover 

letter is true to you. Yes, you will edit it and ensure that it is well-written, but don’t try to 

sound all fancy or formal. Just be you! A cover letter should show your personality, so make 

sure you have a voice and not a dry report.  

 Custom, not canned 

 

As your main objective is to prove you are the right person for that job, you need to make 

sure each cover letter is customized for that specific job. While you can use the same exact 

resume for every job, I would not use the same exact cover letter for every job.   

 

However, with that being said, it can be daunting to have to draft an entire letter for each 

job. So for mine, I created a canned template cover letter with fill-in-fields, prompting me to 

answer questions customizing certain areas of the letter.   

 

For example, on my template I wrote, “I am the candidate you are looking for as my 
qualifications align with the mission statement and ideas ______ has expressed:_________.  
Then when I open the cover letter template, I am promoted to enter in the name of the  



 

 

 

 
 
company to fill in the first blank and a phrase or sentence from the mission statement to fill 
in the next blank. There are other sentences/paragraphs I am prompted to change. 

 
By crafting a cover letter template, I have a basic letter with the information I want in every 
cover letter, but then I have certain areas with instructions on how to customize it to align 
with that specific job.   
 
Rather than using a template, you can write your first cover letter, and then with each new 
job you apply for, go in and change parts of the content to match the new job.  

 
 

Do not use the exact same cover letter for every job. It is important that you prove you are 
the right person for that specific job.       
 

 Convey enthusiasm for the job (let your passions come through) 

Don’t apply for any company unless you feel excited about at least one aspect of the 

company or role. You don’t need to waste your time creating a cover letter for hundreds of 

jobs. Pick the ones you feel more passionate about and put your heart and soul into it. “In 

today’s economy, a lot of people have the right skills, so employers want someone who really 

wants the job,” says Glickman. So make sure you make it clear why you want the position 

and why you will fulfil the job with some sense of passion.  

  

Formatting the Cover Letter 

 You can use the same header that you used on your resume to keep it consistent.   

 The fonts are up to you, but I suggest using the same fonts you used in your resume. 

 Do not go below 12 point font.   

 Keep it short—less than a page if you can and definitely no longer than a page. 

 Keep the margins at 1” or 1.5” 

 You can format it like a business letter with the contact information of the company in a 
block and your contact information in a block. (Note the two samples do not show this, but 
many cover letters are written in business letter form) 

 

 



 

 

 

 

Cover letter samples 

SAMPLE COVER LETTER #1 

 This cover letter was for a recent graduate entering the work force for the first time. 

 This first paragraph highlights that company’s unique needs: one of their pain points is 
integrating new, fresh ideas and using new technology while mixing well with the “old-
timers.” 

 The rest of the cover letter discusses important marketable skills for his field. Since this is 
the cover letter, he can pull from his life and not just his limited work experience.  

o Notice he doesn’t just say he has those skills: he proves it.  

Dear [Hiring Manager’s Name]: 

After learning of your job posting, I knew I would be a good fit for [name of company] because 

with my life-long passion for problem solving, I find creative and unique ways to use tools more 

effectively. In so doing, I bring fresh ideas to old and new problems. As a fast learner, I settle 

quickly into using a new program or working in a new environment. I work well with anyone as I 

can find ways to relate and communicate effectively.  

Not only can I specifically help your company meet its goals, but through my innovative mind and 

excellent communication skills, I will be a valuable engineer.  

1) Innovative and critical problem solver 

Since I was young, I have felt driven to find efficient solutions to practical problems. As a 

child, I often took things apart with a screwdriver out of curiosity just to see how they 

worked. With that little bit of knowledge, I repaired my mom’s broken clock (among other 

things) when I was ten years old and the clock still works today.  

 

Once I have been trained to use the tools necessary for the job, I immediately look for ways 

to use them more efficiently. In my current internship, I designed a lisp command for 

AutoCad allowing me to rotate objects precisely with less user input. This command is now 

utilized company-wide. 

 

2) Excellent collaborative communication skills 

Having led a team and trained other staff, I have the ability to explain concepts well. With 

new hires at my current company, I trained them to use a complex piece of software. The 

training I offered was quicker and more comprehensive than the training I received; thus,  



 

 

 

 

 

new employees had a gentler learning curve and more quickly became valuable members of 

the team.  

 

As a listener, I strive to understand other people’s positions, so I can effectively assess their 

needs and find solutions specific to their problem.  

My desire to solve problems and contribute to the world leads forth in everything I do. I can 

guarantee you and the staff at [name of company] that I will give my best at every task I undertake.  

Please contact me via phone or email to set up an interview.  

Thanks for your time and consideration, 

SAMPLE COVER LETTER #2 

 This cover letter has a title and then bolds the three reasons.  

3 Reasons Why I Believe I May be the Candidate You are Looking For 

 

Dear [Hiring Manager's Name]: 

I am the candidate you are looking for as my personality aligns with the mission statement [name of 
company] has expressed for their teachers: "work collaboratively, [be] competent, effective, and 
committed to personal growth." I have had various opportunities to work with others, and I have 
always been good at complimenting a group. In school, many teachers would place me with the 
“difficult group” knowing I could work effectively with all types of people.  
 
My ability to work well with others has enabled me to be a competent, effective teacher. After 
working with me, three words are often used to describe me: 
 
 

 Dedicated 

 Vivacious 

 Personable 
 

With every endeavor I undertake, I fully dedicate myself to doing my best, and I do so with my 
vivacious, friendly, personable energy. This dedication has molded me into a competent teacher who 
not only effectively pushes students to really grow rather than accepting “good enough” work but 
has taught other teachers how to effectively teach. My vivacious energy and personable nature adds 
to the effectiveness of my lessons as students feel my energy, stay alert and engaged, and enjoy my 
class.  



 

 

 

 
 
 
The hard work I put into my first three years has helped me to improve and grow, which is the third 
reason why I will make a great employee: I will grow and improve because I value evaluations from 
administrators and students. During my first three years, I increased significantly in classroom 
management and organization. Knowing these were my areas of weakness, I enrolled in professional 
development courses and read material geared towards those areas. And as a result, I went from a 2 
to a 4 in organization and from a 2 to a 3 in classroom management. I received a 4 in all other areas. 
 
In addition to working as an English teacher for eight years, I have volunteered in various 

orphanages in Ecuador, Tanzania, and Thailand. When I volunteered in Thailand, I took some 

students with me. As their leader, I dealt a lot with conflict management, ensuring the students got 

along with each other and the orphans. I stayed in contact with the parents throughout the month-

long volunteer experience, giving them detailed reports. ISV said they had never had a leader work 

as hard and strive for perfection as much as I did.  

My desire for perfection leads forth in everything I do. I can guarantee you, the students, and the 

staff of [name of high school] that I will do my best at every task I undertake. 

Contact me to schedule an interview. I look forward to meeting with you.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


