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Notes before we get started… 
• I’ll be going fast! So stop me!

• You have full permission to interrupt 
and interject!

• Grab a piece of paper next to you to 
write some notes/thoughts.

• YES I’LL SEND THE SLIDES.

• First… Let me introduce myself.



Writing a Better Cover Letter
1. General Best Practices about 

Cover Letters
2. Outline the Flow of the Letter
3. Strengthen the Content of your 

Document
4. Analyze Examples



What is a cover letter anyway?



Why even write a cover letter?

• Introduction to you, the human

• The small talk before the ask

• Show the trailer to the movie



Different 
Uses of 
a Cover 
Letter

• Online application
• Emailing prospective faculty for postdoc positions
• Emailing a lead for a job
• “Interest Statement” or “Letter of Interest” for a position
• “Tell us why you want this job…”



When I think of a cover letter, I think… 

unnecessary 
BORING     
difficult 

summary 
highlights      

time-intensive  
pointless      
frustrating 



Time for a Quiz

Does anyone read cover letters?
Most 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 long should it be?

1 page max; not too wordy.

3-4 (maybe) paragraphs



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.



Should I use this letter to tell the 
company my personal information 
(age, children, marital status, 
race, or ethnicity)?

No.



If I am not a US 
citizen but I’m 
authorized to work in 
the US, should I 
state that I am 
eligible to work in the 
US?

Yes!



How do I close?

Sincerely, or Best regards,
[Your first and last name]



Should I sign my name? Or drop 
in the jpeg of my signature? That 
seems formal… 

That would be really nice.



What’s all the fuss about? Can’t I 
just write only one and use it for 
all job applications?
Sorry, no. 



What if I’m applying for more than 
1 position at the same company 
or if more than 1 position is 
advertised?

Explore the submission options. 
Consider something in the middle.



How do I stand out?
By writing well and professionally! 

A “creative” cover letter usually won’t fly.



You need a clown for your 
4-year-old’s birthday party. 
What do you want to know?



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?



Paragraph 1: Introduction… which would you choose?

I am writing to apply for the position of staff scientist in Zebra Immunology at 
Merck.

Among my colleagues, I’m known as the one who can pick up the pieces, no 
matter what amount of disaster comes our way. That is why I think there’s no 
one better to fill the Mars Petcare quality control leader role currently advertised 
on your site.

After spending four years managing over 200,000 datasets for our 10-person 
biostatistics team, I could construct an Excel spreadsheet in my sleep. What do 
I want to do next? Put that experience to work in an industry setting managing 
the next level in human genome sequencing.

It is with great enthusiasm that I share my experience in hopes that you will 
consider me for the Staff Scientist position in the Amgen Biodiscovery Division. 



Paragraphs 2-4: Demonstrate Skills

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 targeted organization* 

Use summary statements 
I have over 10 years of experience in….
I have expertise in project management 
and grant writing…..



*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**



A little secret…. 

They aren’t cheering for you… yet.



TONE

Cheerful

Humble

Competent

Professional



Having trouble spotting 
keywords? 

• Word Cloud 
Generates “word 
clouds” from text 

• Words that occur 
frequently in 
source text appear 
larger.



Job ads often contain all 3 types of skills



Employers are looking for 3 types of skills

Knowledge 
skills

Personality 
traits

Transferable 
skills

Content skills 
required to do 

the job

Personal qualities 
important for 

success in the job

Skills learned in 
one setting that can 

be applied in a 
different setting

Usually nouns, 
e.g. microscopy

Usually 
adjectives, e.g. 
persistent

Usually verbs, e.g. 
analyze

Richard Bolles, What Color is Your Parachute?



Decode the ad

• Knowledge skills

• Personality traits

• Transferable skills



Knowledge 
skills

Personality 
traits

Transferable 
skills

Content skills 
required to do 

the job

Personal qualities 
important for 

success in the job

Skills learned in one 
setting that can be 

applied in a different 
setting

Usually nouns, 
e.g. microscopy

Usually adjectives, 
e.g. persistent

Usually verbs, e.g. 
analyze



How many did you find?

• Knowledge skills

• Personality traits

• Transferable skills



How many did you find?

• Knowledge skills

• Personality traits

• Transferable skills



Genomics scientist job ad Your experience

K
Strong understanding of basic biology, esp. of disease 
processes, pharmacology, drug-protein interactions, 
and signaling pathways

K Strong pattern recognition in complex datasets

T Communicate scientific findings

T Work collaboratively with VU experts

P Business-minded 

P Motivated self-starter

Use your brainstormed experiences to tailor your 
document to the job



JOB DESCRIPTION YOUR EXPERIENCE

Knowledge

Knowledge

Transferable

Transferable

Personality

Personality



Closing Paragraph
•Reiterate your interest and why 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



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 
(email signature too!)

• 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



Are there efficiency 
strategies for writing 
these paragraphs?

Cover letters in 
general? 





ChatGPT…………….





Example

• Postdoctoral 
opening 
inquiry 

• Finishing up 
PhD in 
Immunology

Dear Dr. Sather, 
 
I have applied for the postdoctoral position in your laboratory through the CIDR website. I wanted 
to also introduce myself directly to you. I am a graduate student in Dr. Sally Smith’s lab at 
Vanderbilt University. I will be completing my Ph.D. in Microbiology and Immunology this Fall and 
I am flexible with respect to my start date. 
 
My long-term career goal is to lead a research team in the area of infectious diseases and to apply 
the knowledge gained from studying host-pathogen interactions towards developing therapies. In 
Sally’s lab I studied the pathogenic mechanisms underlying Clostridium difficile infection, which 
is a toxin-mediated disease that can cause severe damage to the colon. Specifically, I 
investigated how C. difficile toxins A and B perturb host cellular function and induce toxicity using 
cell and molecular biology tools. My work demonstrated the mechanism by which C. difficile toxin 
A gained entry into colonic epithelial cells and provided evidence for a novel mammalian endocytic 
process. This work was recently published in PLoS Pathogens. Additionally, I have determined 
the mechanism by which two anti-toxin A and anti-toxin B monoclonal antibodies, which are of 
clinical importance, neutralize toxin function and confer protection in host epithelial cells. These 
findings (JBC, in revision, and PNAS, submitted) have expanded our understanding of the toxin 
mechanism and have identified an important mechanistic step that can be potentially targeted for 
neutralization of multiple clostridial pore-forming toxins. 
 
Through the course of my graduate work, I have developed a strong interest in vaccine 
development. The increasing antimicrobial resistance underscores the need for development of 
vaccines towards preventing many bacterial and viral infections or diseases. In that regard, your 
lab’s HIV-1 and Plasmodium falciparum research is of great interest to me. I am particularly 
interested in your multi-pronged approach to vaccine development that includes investigating 
host-pathogen interactions and mechanisms that drive protective antibody responses. 
Additionally, my colleague and friend Dr. Stan Nicholas (former member of the Kalams lab) highly 
recommends your lab, which has further solidified my interest. Although I lack a strong 
background in immunology and animal work experience, I do not believe that to be a deterrent to 
my success in your lab. I joined Sally’s lab, which is primarily a structural biology lab, with no cell 
or molecular biology experience. I was able to adapt to the new field quickly, develop and 
troubleshoot assays independently, successfully initiate and complete projects, and communicate 
my research at various scientific meetings. I am confident that my passion for infectious disease 
research, willingness to learn, and creative problem-solving skills will allow for a productive 
postdoctoral research experience in your lab. 
 
I would greatly appreciate the opportunity to meet or talk with you to learn more about the research 
and postdoctoral opportunity in your lab. I have attached my CV and a list of references for your 
consideration. I look forward to hearing from you. 
 
Thank you for your time.  
 
RC 
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Questions?
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