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“ Cover Letters for
Academic/Employment Application

ocus of Study

After completing the Master’s program, you may wish to further your study toward Ph.D.
in one of the universities abroad, or you may want to find a job in a foreign company or joint
venture. In either case, the first step you are going to take is to write a letter of application,
which is also called “cover letter” because it is usually sent together with your résumé and
other necessary documents.

The main purpose of this letter is to explain your interest in admission to a specific Ph.D.
program and/or doctoral assistantship, or in doing a certain job. This letter is an extremely
important part of your academic or job application because the letter is the first time you are
introducing yourself to a professor, the admission committee of a graduate school or a potential
employer. Therefore, it should not only describe your research and work experience, but also
demonstrate your intellectual and writing ability.

In this unit, you will learn:

1. how to write effective cover letters;

2. how to choose the appropriate level of language.



Part I Writing Guidelines

What Is a Cover Letter?

A cover letter is a document that you send to a professor, the admission committee of a
graduate school or your future employer along with your résumé. A good cover letter not only
explains what you are applying for and why you think you would be a good candidate, but also who
you are as an individual.

Many people think that a cover letter is not as important as a résumé. Actually, a cover
letter is very important, because it gives you the opportunity to draw your readers’ attention to
specific qualifications. A résumé presents a lot of information about your past education and
employment, while a cover letter features specific qualifications that you think will impress
your readers most.

A cover letter is also important because it provides a sample of your written communication
skills. Showing you can write well will demonstrate your intelligence and help to establish your
credibility (¥T 13 #). Always write cover letters with care, because, like résumés, cover letters
create an image of who you are as a professional.

Therefore, successful cover letters are those which reflect something more than what is evident
in your résumé; they will give the professor, the admission committee or the would-be employer you
are writing to a sense of your voice, your intellectual capacity, and your enthusiasm, thus create an
interest in what you do. Successful cover letters also indicate that you are “academically ready” or *“job
ready”—that you have a research agenda already underway, and have some sense of what it means to
be a fully functioning faculty member in your field, or that you can start your job immediately.

How Is a Cover Letter Organized?

A cover letter usually consists of three parts:

Opening paragraph: Gain your reader’s attention and explain why you are writing. Clearly
state the proposed concentration area of the Ph.D. program or the position in job application,
and your source of information. In this part you may also indicate in summary your strongest
qualifications for the program or the position.

Body paragraph(s): Outline your strongest qualifications in detail and show how they match
the research program or the position requirements. Provide as much evidence as possible (facts and
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examples) about your academic experiences and accomplishments, as well as your related work
experiences. In this part, you may also refer to your enclosed résumé.

Closing paragraph: Bring the letter to an end positively by convincing your reader that you
have the personal qualities and motivation to succeed. Request an interview and indicate how and
when you can be contacted. You may also suggest that you will call at a specific time to discuss
interview possibilities. Thank the reader for his/her consideration.

Part 11 Sample Analysis and Writing Practice

N .
N~ SAMPLE A

N e

Situation: Since Alice Brown gained her Master s degree, she has been working as a QF (Quality
and Environmental) Manager in an engineering consultancy company. Recently, she decided to
pursue the doctoral studies to cope with the challenges she encountered in her job. Here is the

cover letter that she has written in the application.

Dear Professor Hopkins,

I am writing to apply for the Ph.D. program in Opening Paragraph:
. . . . the purpose of writing the letter and the
Environmental Risk Management at Sheffield University. intended area of study

I graduated with the Bachelor’s degree in Environmental Paragraph 2: ;
. . undergraduate education and the
Engineering in 2002 from Manchester University. gpecific area of interest
During my studies I became interested in the sustainable
development, its principles and associated tools for the
evaluation and prevention of potential risks. In the last year
of my degree, I worked directly with a local authority to
develop its “Sustainable Observatory” based on a set of
indicators', which covered the environmental, social and
economic areas. The observatory revealed to be a very
important tool for their Local Agenda, helping the decision-
makers to evaluate their local development plans, strategies

and policies.



Once I had completed my degree, I focused my
professional career on the development of quality and
environmental management systems in companies related to
the construction industry. In 2004, I began to do a Master’s
degree in Quality Engineering at Plymouth University. In
developing my Master’s dissertation’, I applied my research
skills to a real case study in a company, which is affiliated
to’ a well-known multinational® in China. It was a real
challenge and very interesting experience for me, from
which I decided to reinforce my experience by working in
this area after graduation.

I have been working as a QE (Quality and Environmental)
Manager in an engineering consultancy company since 2006.
Its main clients are local authorities and its services include:
design and maintenance of highways; design, maintenance
and inspection of highway structures; and development of
regeneration projects.

Dealing with this type of clients, entities’ and projects,
I have realized how important all the parties (from planners
and local authorities to designers and contractors) are in
terms of making the sustainability® happen and how difficult
it is due to the lack of appropriate or available tools and
factual data. This has reinforced my interest in this field,
in which I intend to get involved as a researcher. Hence,
I wish to develop a Ph.D. research related to sustainable
issues and associated tools as well as practical techniques
to enhance my capacity to find the most effective option for
the clients, maximizing the benefits in economic, social and
environmental terms.

As the Division of Environmental Health and Risk
Management at your university has many important
research activities in these areas, I would like to apply

Paragraph 3:
graduate study and the focus of the
study

Paragraph 4:
work experience after getting the
second degree

Paragraph 5:

the interest developed in work and the
challenge encountered which leads
naturally to the desire of continuing to
study for Ph.D. degree

Paragraph 6:
stating the reason for choosing

that university for Ph.D. study, and
re-emphasizing the qualifications
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for an opportunity to develop my professional scope in
Environmental Risk Management, and I am confident that I
have the skills, knowledge and competence to complete my
studies successfully.

Thank you very much for considering my application Closing Paragraph:

and I look forward to hearing from you. positive ending

Sincerely,
Alice Brown

Vocabulary
1. indicator n. 45 4% 4. multinational n. $5 & 2\ g
2. dissertation n. {2 X S.entity n. F4K; 442, M
3. be affiliated to B & F 6. sustainability n. T 45 4: 1%

\ Exercise A

Answer the questions.
1. How does Alice indicate the purpose of her writing this letter?
2. How does she organize the letter logically?

3. What experience and qualifications does she put in the letter to convince the professor that
she is qualified for the Ph.D. study?

4. How does Alice describe her undergraduate education?
5. Why does she mention her Master’s dissertation in the third paragraph?

6. Do you think her working as QE Manager in an engineering consultancy company is
important for her application for Ph.D. study? Why?

7. How does she indicate her reason for desiring to pursue Ph.D. study?

8. How does Alice bring her letter to an end?



~ SAMPLE B

Situation: Eric Smith, a doctoral candidate at Washington State University, is going to graduate
and wishes to find a teaching position in a university. He has contacted several universities and the

Jfollowing is one of the cover letters he has written.

Dear Mr. Robinson,

I am responding to your advertisement in New Scientist for a faculty position in the Materials
Engineering Department at Michigan Technological University. I am a Ph.D. candidate at
Washington State University in the Department of Materials Science and Engineering. My thesis
work is in the area of process modeling for semiconductor fabrication and my specific research
topic is the diffusion of dopants' in gallium arsenide’. My thesis advisor is Professor Thomas,
Director of the Integrated Circuits Laboratory in the Department of Electrical Engineering.

I am particularly interested in a faculty position in a department that values teaching. As you
may note from my résumé, I have taken every opportunity to teach while at Washington State
University, and I have also participated in various educational projects outside the university.
These included the Computer Literacy Project, which I founded and directed for three years in a
predominantly minority middle school in Seattle, and Expanding Your Horizons at a community
school, a workshop® for young women interested in pursuing careers in maths and science. At
Washington State University, in addition to being a grader’ and teaching assistant in several
electrical engineering courses in semiconductor processing, I helped design and teach a materials
science and engineering laboratory course. I also designed and co-taught a new course for
undergraduates entitled Electronic Materials Science.

In addition to teaching, I am looking for a research opportunity that would allow me to
continue my work in electronic materials processing, structure and properties. At Washington State
University I have accomplished original research in pursuit of my degree, as well as contributed
to the development of a fabrication line for the digital technology. While working at National
Instruments Corporation I designed and supervised construction of a thin film laboratory research
facility and initiated a research project in amorphous’ semiconductor thin films.

I expect to finish my degree in June 2009. My résumé is enclosed, including a list of
publications, and a list of references’.
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Thank you for your consideration and I look forward to hearing from you soon.

Very truly yours,

Eric Smith
Vocabulary
1. dopant n. 4422 7| 4. grader n. X & (KAL) +FHA
2. gallium arsenide 4% {£. 48 5. amorphous a. E 4 5 ¥

3. workshop n. FA0i+i64; Bk J 3k 6. reference n. £ HA; AGA

19

Exercise B

I. Summarize the main idea of each paragraph of the letter.

Paragraph 1:
Paragraph 2:
Paragraph 3:
Paragraph 4:

Paragraph 5:

Il. Decide whether the following statements are True or False. Write T for True and F
for False in the box.

]

L]

1.

Like Sample A, the organization of this letter also follows the chronological (or
time) order.

. Besides his résumé, he also sent the reader a list of publications, and a list of

references with the letter.

The letter concentrates on Eric’s teaching experience instead of his education because
the information about his teaching is directly related to the job he is applying for.

Eric mentioned his thesis advisor Professor Thomas in the letter probably because he
wanted to introduce the professor to the reader.

From the letter we can assume that Eric is a creative teacher with new ideas.

Eric said in the letter “I am particularly interested in a faculty position in a department
that values teaching” to indicate that he knows that the institution he is applying to
places a high value on teaching.



(] 7. At the beginning of the letter, Eric mentioned the advertisement in New Scientist
because he wanted to tell the reader that he was a young scientist.

[] 8. Judging from the letter, Eric is familiar with the structure and language style of the
formal letters.

V.~ SAMPLE ©
Situation: Walter Harris is seeking to persuade a company to accept him as an intern (5% 3] ). After
carefully analyzing the possible obstacle in application and what benefit he could offer the
company, he decided to open the letter indirectly by mentioning the benefit first instead of the

purpose of writing the letter in the usual way.

Dear Ms. Ashley,

How often do college-trained specialists offer to work for nothing?

Very infrequently, I imagine. But that’s the offer I'm making to Software Enterprises. During
the next 14 weeks, could you use the part-time services of a graduate student with communication
and computer skills?

To gain work experience and to earn three units of credits, I would like to become an intern at
Software Enterprises. My skills in computer programming, as well as training in letter and report
writing, could be put to use in your Customer Service, Human Resources, Legal, Documentation,
or other departments.

By granting this internship', your company not only secures the skills of an enthusiastic and
well-trained student, but also performs a valuable service to Edmonds University. Your cooperation
provides an opportunity for students to acquire the kind of job training that college classrooms

cannot give.

If equipment and desk space at Software Enterprises are limited, you may want me to fill in
for employees who can then be freed up for other projects, training, or release time. In regard to
supervision you’ll find that I require little direction once I start a project. Moreover, you don’t need to
worry about insurance, as our university provides liability coverage” for all students at internship sites.
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Although I’'m taking classes in the mornings, I’'m available to work afternoons for 15 hours a
week. Please examine the attached résumé to confirm my preparation and qualifications.

Do you have any questions about my proposal to become an intern? To talk with me about it,
please call 893-2155. I could begin working for you as early as February. You gain a free employee,
and you also provide an appreciative student with much-needed job training.

Sincerely,
Walter Harris

Vocabulary
1. internship n. 5 3J &£ H 4 (3 I%1%)
2. liability coverage 4% 4

Exercise C

5 N

st

Choose the best answer to complete each of the following sentences according to the
letter you have read.

1. The language used in this letter is that of the previous two.
A. more formal than
B. less formal than
C. the same as

2. The purpose of asking a question at the beginning of the letter is to
A. attract the reader’s attention
B. sound funny
C. get the information from the reader

3. The first sentence of the third paragraph emphasizes
A. the reasons why Walter Wishes to work for nothing
B. his intention of working as an intern at Software Enterprises
C. both A and B

4. The style of the letter is similar to that of
A. a sales letter
B. a business report

C. a contract
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5. The purpose of writing this letter is revealed in the paragraph.
A. second
B. third
C. fourth

6. The application is likely to be accepted because
A. it is made by a graduate student
B. it is very important for the job training
C. it will benefit the company as well as the applicant and the university

7. The purpose of the fifth paragraph is to
A. show the writer’s professional ability
B. provide the solutions to the expected problems
C. discuss the limitations of the company

8. The first sentence of the sixth paragraph emphasizes .
A. how much time Walter can devote to his work in the company
B. why Walter is not able to work in the afternoon
C. what time Walter has to take classes

9. The last sentence of the letter is intended as
A. a reiteration of the main point of this letter
B. an appeal to the reader for providing more job training to the employees
C. an inquiry about the possibility of working in the company

10. The tone of the letter is
A. academic

B. conversational
C. official

wmpe

Jips for Writing

[ en Basic Rules for Writing an Effective Cover Letter

+Each letter should be original and typed in business form standard size paper.
»~Open your letter with a strong sentence that would make the reader take notice.

+~ As your letter serves as an introduction to your résumé, highlight (R ) your achievements and
qualifications, especially those that make you the right person for the position.
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sProvide facts and examples to prove that you are responsible, determined and work well with
others.

v Appeal in your letter to the self-interest of the person to whom you are writing. Include clues
that indicate hiring you will lead to higher production, greater efficiency, etc.

«If at all possible, include some innovative thoughts that will cause employers to feel that a
further discussion with you would be worthwhile even if they really hadn’t been planning to
hire anybody right now.

v~ Before writing the letter, research the organization, know the organization’s needs and make
sure that you can fulfill those needs.

w~Keep your letter concise. Limit your letter to a few paragraphs to hold the reader’s interest,
and while content is more critical than style, how you write as well as what you say is certainly
important. In all cases, use simple, direct language.

v Proofread your letter carefully. It is critical that your letter be free of errors, both in the language

and typing.

s Specifically tailor your letter to the employer to show that you have taken time to research the
position. It’s okay to have a general format that you use to get you started, but make sure you
change the specifics, making it relevant to the situation.

A Few Points to Remember in Writing a Cover Letter

«The first step in gaining the interest of your reader is addressing that individual by name. Rather
than sending your letter to the “Personnel Manager” or “Human Resources Department” or “Sir
or Madam?”, try to identify the name of the appropriate individual.

" How you open your letter of application depends largely on whether the application is solicited
(4875 M ¢9) or unsolicited (FE 48514 49). If an employment position has been announced and
applicants are being solicited, you can open your letter directly (as in Sample B). If you do not
know whether a position is open and you are prospecting for a job, it would be more appropriate
to start the letter indirectly (as in Sample C).

+~Once you have captured the attention of the reader, you can use the body of the letter to build
interest. Keep in mind that your résumé emphasizes what you HAVE done, and your application
letter stresses what you CAN do for the employer.

+~ After presenting your case, you should conclude with a spur to action ({24 2} 7 KB AT3h).
This is where you ask for an interview. Remember to make it easy for the reader to agree by

11



