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Welcome to the EVERYTHING® Series!

These handy, accessible books give you all you need to tackle a difficult project, gain a new hobby, comprehend a fascinating topic, prepare for an exam, or even brush up on something you learned back in school but have since forgotten.

You can choose to read an Everything® book from cover to cover or just pick out the information you want from our four useful boxes: e-questions, e-facts, e-alerts, and e-ssentials.

We give you everything you need to know on the subject, but throw in a lot of fun stuff along the way, too.

We now have more than 400 Everything® books in print, spanning such wide-ranging categories as weddings, pregnancy, cooking, music instruction, foreign language, crafts, pets, New Age, and so much more. When you're done reading them all, you can finally say you know Everything®!
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Top Ten Cover Letter
Do's and Don'ts

1.   Do always accompany your resume with a cover letter or cover notes.

2.   Don't use multipurpose resumes and cover letters that lack focus.

3.   Do highlight qualifications in a well-crafted and targeted cover letter.

4.   Don't use vague phrases like “To whom it may concern” or “Dear Sir/Madam” as a salutation.

5.   Do be a proactive job-seeker and respond to opportunities quickly.

6.   Don't assume no one will read your cover letter.

7.   Do take the time to edit and revise your cover letter before you send it out.

8.   Don't simply copy sample cover letters, changing only the employer's name.

9.   Do take advantage of new technologies, particularly e-mail and Web-based resume and cover-letter uploading systems.

10. Don't forget to follow up—a great thank-you letter can be as effective as your initial letter.


Introduction

[image: bs] Some claim that the art of letter writing is dead. I contend that it's alive and well and that all job-seekers can create viable and effective letters to suit their needs. Together with a resume, a cover letter is a very special job-search correspondence. Anyone—high school students, college students, internship candidates, entry-level candidates, and experienced candidates—can take specific steps that will lead to the ability to write successful cover letters.

This book details the steps required to write right and informs readers of how cover letters fit into the overall job-search process. It inspires readers to blend actions and words—to write great cover letters but also to follow up with all the actions required in a successful job search.

Resumes and cover letters are the dynamic duo of job-search documents. They really can get your foot in the door for a job interview. Both must be targeted, contain key words, and reveal to readers that you know the skills required for particular jobs. Together, the sum of these job-search parts is greater than the whole, but each must independently present qualifications and yield interview invitations. In this book, you'll learn about the power of targeted resumes and how to create one of your own.

In addition to writing great cover letters, you'll learn about other letters that are useful during the job search: letters of application, letters of introduction, and networking notes. Well-crafted and focused correspondence generates interest in your resume and candidacy and, ultimately, inspires readers to invite you to interview.

This book also addresses questions regarding format and content, special circumstances, and the use of the Internet. Typical queries may reveal unique, creative, and inspirational responses, designed to make you think outside the metaphorical box and act assertively, appropriately, and effectively. Step by step by step, you will be guided through the process of writing your cover letter, developing your resume, surviving the interview, and accepting the job.

If imitation is the sincerest form of flattery, it can also be the best cover-letter strategy. In the more than 200 samples included here, job-seekers of varied goals and backgrounds can have their questions answered and find some guidance and inspiration during the writing process. Before-and-after samples reveal how following the guidelines in this book will maximize the impact of your efforts. Timely and timeless content of cover letters for positions ranging from Administrative Assistant to Writing Instructor will provide useful information as well. All the letter samples are presented to diminish confusion and eliminate procrastination. They are not meant to be copied, but to inspire you in writing right.

As the title implies, this book offers everything you need to succeed. Read on, write right, and get the job you want!


Chapter 1

[image: letter-book_comm-e] Let the Job Search Begin

Thomas Edison, one of history's most inspired and productive inventors, is credited with saying “Genius is one percent inspiration, ninety-nine percent perspiration.” While a job search also involves inspiration and perspiration—and a bit of consternation—to be successful you need to have a plan and know what you're doing. This chapter reviews how the cover letter fits into the job-search process and what else is required to get the desired outcome.

It's About Communication

Who would have thought the phrase, “I'm applying for a job,” would reveal a flaw in the strategy of many job-seekers? They assume that the job search is an application process, so they look for ads and apply to them. But a better approach is to view job searching as a process of communication.

[image: letter-book_essential] 

Even if it's your first time to write a cover letter, don't be nervous. A job search is nothing more than a series of steps toward a particular goal. Following the advice in this book, you too can complete these steps, one at a time, until you achieve your goal.



The Everything® Resume Book, 2nd Edition, introduced the concepts of heartfelt versus head-thought motivations and actions. Simply, the heart wishes things will come true and believes the more postings you answer, the more open and vague your cover letters, and the more passionate your feelings about a job, the more likely a potential employer will find you qualified and react favorably to your application efforts. The head, on the other hand, conducts field, function, and firm oriented pRe-search (research before job search), identifies and presents key qualifications via targeted resumes and cover letters, conducts follow-up efforts, and prepares for interviews. That is, the head thinks strategically about “What's next.”

Which is the right approach? In truth, you need to have a combination of both heart and head and to be inspired by emotions and logic, personifying the best of both doer and dreamer.

Similarly, the application part of the job-search process is important. But effectively communicating your sense of focus and qualifications through well-crafted letters and notes and appropriately enthusiastic discussions will yield success.

Simple Steps for Success

Searching for a job isn't easy, but the process itself is a simple one. It is best thought of as composed of eight clearly achievable steps:



1.  Figure out your job-search goals—what kind of a job are you looking for?

2.  Create or update your resume, and draft a general cover letter.

3.  Develop a “target list” of potential employers and a “network” of advocates.

4.  Respond to posted openings with a cover letter targeted and revised for each posting.

5.  If there are options for how to submit your cover letter and resume, the best approach is faxing, followed by e-mail, and finally mail.

6.  Follow up with each submission.

7.  Use your resume and cover letter for guidance during the interview.

8.  Receive offers, and accept one.
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“I'm looking for anything” is not a goal. You should know what kind of a job you're looking for and concentrate in that field. A job search built upon unclear or unrealistic goals is likely to be frustrating, prolonged, or even unsuccessful. The inability to articulate goals can be overcome by doing adequate job market research before you begin answering job ads.



Targeting the Job You Want

Cover letters and resumes do not have to state lifelong dreams, but they must express your immediate job-search goals. Ideally, they will help the potential employer imagine your future performance with the new company. This can be done with two kinds of information: your past academic and employment achievements, and your skills and capabilities. Good cover letters and resumes demonstrate understanding of the job and its specific functions, as well as self-knowledge and confidence.

It is easy to be focused when responding to postings because you can target the requirements of the specific job described in the announcement. When conducting a broader proactive search, focus comes from “pRe-search” (research before job search). Research into careers and job functions teaches you to use the appropriate language needed to create great resumes and cover letters.

Front Resume to Cover Letter

Once you've developed and updated your resume to reflect your job goals, you'll feel more comfortable about writing a dynamic and focused cover letter. (Chapter 3 details the relationship between resumes and cover letters.) You can use this letter as your starting point for each targeted cover letter. All you need to do is fine-tune the letter, projecting your qualifications for a specific job.

[image: letter-book_question] 

What if I don't know what kind of job I want?

Try to focus on specific employment fields and functions, as well as the kinds of companies you'd like to work for. If you truly don't know what you want, you can try reviewing the postings and flagging the ones you're interested in. Eventually, your interest should reveal a pattern of strong focus on particular types of jobs.

The Power of Networking

To whom will you send your resume and cover letter? To those on your target list of potential employers and people who can support your efforts! Develop this list using professional directories, reference materials, and online resources. (Appendix B lists valuable printed and online materials.)

Networking is perhaps the most effective yet most often misunderstood and poorly implemented approach to finding a job. You can use networking to learn about fields of particular interest and to learn to articulate your goals in those fields. Talking to people in the professional industry without the pressure of a formal interview will make it easier for you once you start responding to job postings. Additionally, the more your name and qualifications become known in the industry the more likely you are to be granted an interview.

Professional colleagues, friends, family, faculty, and fellow graduates can be very helpful with networking and job-search undertakings. As you read on, you will learn how to create effective networking notes to accompany a targeted resume.

Once you compose your list, it's time to use the phone to confirm the information. You must make sure you have the right contact persons and, if possible, their fax number and e-mail address. Always update your list, and keep track of all interactions with those you contact. Know who you talked to, e-mailed, or faxed, and the nature of your communications. This information will be critical when it's time for following up with your contacts.

Networking can be initiated with a phone call or, more effectively, via e-mail. In a brief networking note, introduce yourself and state clearly and concisely your need for consideration, referrals, or information. End by stating that you will follow up with a call. Either in your note or during your follow-up call, ask the contact person for names of other contacts or to set up an informal “information conversation,” so you can learn more about your network member and identify those who can help you in your job search.

[image: letter-book_essential] 

“Hit lists” of employers can be generated using printed or online directories. Membership directories, employee directories, top-twenty-five firm listings, and alumni listings are great sources of information. Identify and use these resources by using an Internet search engine or with the help of a reference librarian.



As you continue your networking efforts, remember that networking is about sharing your goals and asking for support. Vague requests or unstated hidden agendas are ineffective and inappropriate. Know what you want, don't be afraid to ask politely for help, and be straightforward and sincere.

Responding to Postings

It's a good idea to post your resume and general cover letter on various job sites and maybe also on your personal Web site, but don't be passive in limiting yourself to this strategy. Too many job-seekers foolishly believe that posting resumes on job sites is a good way to do a comprehensive job search. To perform a good reactive job search, you must also respond to actual job announcements.

The resumes and letters you use to respond directly to postings must be focused and targeted. Generic drafts should be “specialized and finalized,” that is, adapted so that the content matches requirements stated on job announcements. Remember, you should “apply to” and “be inspired by” postings.

Keep It Going

Remember, a job search is all about communication, not simply application! Your goal is to communicate appropriately. For instance, when you respond to a job listing, be sure to do so in the manner requested in the posting. If the ad states “No phone calls,” do not attempt to find out the phone number of the hiring manager and call anyway. (You can still call the organization's general number to confirm the correct contact person.)
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How does the cover letter get me a job?

A cover letters complements and supplements the resume. Together, these documents inspire employers to interview you for a particular position. If you interview effectively, you will likely earn a job offer.



To be sure you start off on the right foot, double-check your information before you fax or e-mail your resume and cover letter. Typical first phone contacts are easy. They might sound like the following:

“Hello. I would like to speak with the person who does the hiring for your firm. Specifically, I am looking for a position as a [type of job desired]. Can you tell me the name of the person I should talk with about such a position, and his or her title, and then forward my call? Thank you so much.”

“Hello. I would like to fax or e-mail a cover letter and resume to the right person. If I am looking for a position as a [type of job desired], is there a particular person I should contact? Can you tell me to whom I should send a cover letter and resume, and provide me his or her e-mail address or fax number? Thanks.”

Follow Up!

There is always an appropriate and effective way to follow up initial contacts. Just as you did the first time around, e-mail whenever possible, clearly and concisely stating your reason for communicating. Faxing is a good second option; snail mail is somewhat less effective. Thank-you notes are the most common form of following up, but you can also confirm receipt of initial communications, express continued interest in seeking an interview, and regularly inform others of any changes in your search status. You can use follow-ups in networking by keeping those you've already contacted updated with your job-seeking progress.

Each follow-up is a small step toward an interview and, ultimately, an offer. Regularly assess your approaches, and don't be afraid to contact someone or some organization again and again or to refocus your efforts. You can even follow up on a posting that seems outdated or one that has been filled. Be polite yet persistent. Call to confirm that your documentation was received. Ask when you should follow up again. Be patient, not a pest. Strategically use network members and advocates to follow up as well. These individuals can send an e-mail or make a call on your behalf.

It is your responsibility to communicate through all stages of the job search. Don't wait for prospective employers or others to follow up with you, and don't expect resumes and cover letters to magically get you an interview as you sit back and relax. Job-search documents are critical, but following up ensures that they will be read and that you will be successful. Remember, it's communication, not just application!

Surviving the Interview

You may have heard that “the resume and cover letter get the interview, but the interview gets the offer.” Chapter 4 contains detailed advice and exercises needed to effectively use your resume and cover letter during this critical conversation. The most important thing to remember about interviewing is that someone has already read your resume and cover letter and identified your qualifications. Your competence is assumed, so you should feel confident and focus your discussion on the already read correspondence.

To enhance your confidence and show off your strengths, be prepared. Your resume and cover letter can be focal points for interview preparation. But preparation also involves additional communication. By phone or e-mail, ask in advance about what to expect: how many people you will be meeting, how long the interviews might take, and whether there are “particular issues or questions I should think about or materials I should read?”
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It's okay to ask about proper attire. Know whether you should be business formal (a suit for both men and women) or casual khaki (pressed slacks, ironed shirt, tie, and blazer for men; pressed slacks or skirt, ironed shirt or sweater for women).



Generally, interviewers may be grouped into three categories. Conversational interviewers like to chat about almost anything. Traditional interviewers tend to ask typical questions and query resume entries top to bottom. Behavioral interviewers delve deeply into past accomplishments and details regarding behaviors that yielded achievements.

The Job Offer

Ultimately you will receive a job offer, and you will have to determine whether to accept or reject it. Be enthusiastic and appreciative at first, but put some thought into what you're getting. Prepare a list of critical questions and issues, and arrange for a post-offer visit or detailed phone conversation. Communicate honestly at this stage. Before you accept that first offer, you should (confidently) call other prospective employers and ask if they can accelerate their consideration process or give you any feedback regarding your candidacy. This is a courteous move that gives your other prospects a heads-up that you are about to come off the job market. If they plan to make you an offer, they can do so without delay, and you can judge and weigh all your options without that haunting feeling that something better might be out there somewhere. Do not ever accept an offer, continue your job search, and then renege on your first commitment.

Proactive and Reactive Strategies

As you can see, the eight steps to getting a job you want require both proactive and reactive strategies. Reactive strategies involve your reactions to the job ads posted by companies that are looking to hire employees. Proactive strategies are those that involve efforts like networking and self-initiated contact with organizations.
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Most survey data reveal that at best about 30 percent of all job-seekers find positions through job ads. Unfortunately, many job-seekers focus 100 percent of their efforts on responding to printed and online announcements. To become an effective job-seeker, don't ignore proactive strategies and techniques. Self-initiated contact is effective, especially when using a well-written cover letter.



The information and exercises within this book should inspire your head as well as heart, making you a confident and competent job-search communicator. The cover letters you will create will be suited for all circumstances and will help you maximize the number of interviews.

Three Ps in Perspective

Another way to break down your task of searching for a job is to consider it as a combination of three Ps: Your efforts must be a dynamic series of communications with postings, people, and places.

Postings

Almost everyone knows where to look for postings. You can search through the help-wanted ads in the newspaper, check online job ad sources like [image: letter-book_mouse] www.hotjobs.com or [image: letter-book_mouse] www.monster.com, or browse individual company job-opening pages.

You can use the postings in two effective ways. The more obvious approach is to use the postings to apply for the jobs. A secondary approach is to use the information you glean from the postings to communicate with the employer about other, unlisted job possibilities.

People

Ultimately even if you use Web-based resources, you must communicate with people. When you respond to postings, you should address your letter to a particular person. When networking to seek consideration, referrals, or advice, you are communicating with specific individuals. After you apply for postings, you inform advocates and seek their support to gain an interview. When you interview, it's face-to-face communications that ultimately yield an offer. In short, people-work is as important as paperwork.

Places

You can and should identify the employers that you want to work for and focus on cities or states where you want to work. Looking for “any job anywhere” is not a strategy that enhances your potential for success. In truth, being so open limits your chances. Focusing on a field, function, and firm is best.

The Fourth P: pRe-search

For those who cannot articulate goals, pRe-search begins with reading books and other resources on careers in different fields, especially the “What-can-I-do-with-a-major-in [your major here]” variety. Those with clear goals should begin with pRe-search, in which you identify employers and potential network members. Employer directories, professional association membership lists, alumni directories, college or university Web sites containing faculty biographies, and employer Web sites are great getting-started resources. Do your homework, make lists, identify appropriate individuals, and then use great cover letters to make initial contact.
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The inability to articulate goals is most commonly cited by career counselors, placement professionals, and career coaches as the factor most likely to prolong a job search and as the source of most job-search frustration. Self-assessment and active research will enhance your abilities to clearly and concisely express job-search goals in your cover letters.

Do It RIGHT

“Do the RIGHT thing!” can be your cover-letter rallying cry. The acronym RIGHT stands for the five-step process of cover-letter writing:



Review (cover-letter samples, job ads, and other relevant documentation)

Identify resume “keys”

Generate a draft

Hone a finished product

Transmit to employer



Following these five steps will help you make your correspondence come alive!

Do Your Research

To get going, review sample letters—there are more than 200 in this book!—and job ads. Pay attention to the phrases or special language used in letters as well as postings. You must transform key phrases in job postings into the best paragraphs in your cover letters. Remember, imitation is a great cover-letter writing strategy.

Identify Resume “Keys”

Look at your resume with the job you are applying for in mind. Identify key points that you wish to highlight in your cover letter. These should be field-focused qualities as well as directly related academic, employment, or co-curricular achievements. What is it about your resume that you think most strategically links you to the job or the employer? What two resume entries do you want the cover-letter reader to examine in detail?

Generate a Draft

Keep your first draft to a page if possible, but don't worry too much about length—you can edit it later. Make sure you follow some of the format and content suggestions appearing in Chapter 2, but don't copy any of the samples that inspire you. Just get some ideas down on paper or on screen. Don't feel pressured to come up with the final draft right away.

[image: letter-book_ealert] 

One size, shape, or content does not fit all! Do not write one cover letter and then use it for all your job searches. You should be using proactive and reactive documents—letters of application, letters of introduction, and networking notes—and each letter should be tailored for a specific job or firm you're interested in.

Hone a Finished Version

You'll find some before-and-after examples of how you should edit your cover letter drafts in Chapter 5 and a critiquing checklist and last-minute tips to ensure that your final document is as close to perfect as possible in Appendix A. Remember, this is your first writing assignment for your prospective employer. It should not contain typos or any major grammatical or style errors.

Send It Off

Once done, don't delay sending your letter and resume out. There truly is no reason to wait. Never procrastinate.


Chapter 2

[image: letter-book_comm-e] The Letter-Writing Process

Chapter 1 introduced the basics of how to write “right.” Writing right means doing research, identifying what it is you want to say, writing a first draft, polishing it, and sending it off. This chapter will give you something else—more specific information about appropriate cover-letter format, wording, and issues related to electronic communication.

Putting Your Best Foot Forward

Your cover letter is the first writing assignment you will complete for a prospective employer. It's a preview of your work. To demonstrate your future performance, it only makes sense for you to stay on task and focused, presenting relevant information in an easy-to-read format. In your cover letter, you should be specific, focusing on the job you're applying for or a function you're interested in. You have to impress the readers in a subtle way, by presenting the information they need and suggesting what you think the next step should be. A cover letter must be independently strong yet complementary to your resume. Together, these two documents motivate readers to invite you to interview.

[image: letter-book_question] 

Which comes first, the resume or cover letter?

You present the cover letter to an employer as an introduction to your resume—remember, it “covers” the resume. But when it comes to writing, you should complete the resume first. In fact, many cover letters appearing here have been inspired by the resumes listed in The Everything® Resume Book, 2nd Edition.

Cover-Letter Formats

There are three types of cover letters: letters of application, letters of introduction, and networking notes. Each is written with a particular purpose and to target specific readers, yet all three types share common content and format. As you review samples in this book, you will see obvious differences in some cases and more subtle ones in others.

Letters of application and letters of introduction should be written in either traditional or memo style. Networking notes, on the other hand, can use an informal tone and style. A traditional business letter begins with your name, address, phone number, and e-mail address appearing letterhead-style across the top of the page. Underneath and in left-justified block form goes the date (for example, June 1, 200-), followed by extra line breaks, and the name, title, and address of the letter's recipient. Following a few more line breaks, include the salutation, such as “Dear Ms. Cummings:”.

Here's an example of the beginning of a letter in traditional business style:

[image: letter-book_0017_004] 

You can also choose to use memo style for your letter. Memos present DATE:, FROM: [your name], and SUBJECT: or RE: after capitalized headers on the left of the page. You will also in most cases want to include a TO: line to address the letter to the attention of a particular person or department.

The memo style is a good choice if you do not know the name of a contact person at an organization, and you need to send a letter to a department (“Human Resources Department”) or unspecified person (“Hiring Manager”).

Here's an example of the beginning of a letter in memo format:
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You don't include a salutation (“Dear…”) in a memo-style letter; instead, the body of the letter begins directly (after one blank line) below the RE: or SUBJECT: line. This lack of a salutation enables you to avoid writing such dated and impersonal constructions as “Dear Sir/Madam” or “To Whom It May Concern.”

You may choose to use the memo style even when you do in fact know the name of the person you are writing to. For one thing, this format can help to give your letter a serious, businesslike tone. Also, if you are unable to determine whether the person you are writing to is a man or woman, using the memo style is an effective (if slightly sneaky) way of avoiding the entire problem of choosing “Dear Mr.” or “Dear Ms.” In other circumstances, you might actually know the person you are writing to, but only slightly, leaving you unsure whether “Dear Pat” or “Dear Ms. Cummings” is more appropriate. The memo style can help you to sidestep that choice as well.

One more word on formats: When you send an e-mail, your e-mail program will likely automatically include “Date:”, “From:”, “To:” and “Subject” lines in a box at the top of the e-mail. This leaves you the choice of beginning the body of the e-mail cover letter directly with a salutation (“Dear Ms. Cummings:” or “Dear Pat:”) or with several lines of text in the memo style. One important difference between regular letters and e-mails is that in e-mails your contact information (street address, phone number, and e-mail address) will usually be placed at the end of the e-mail after your name, and not in a header at the beginning.

Letters of Application

The most common cover letter is a letter of application, used to respond to postings. Letters of application should contain job-specific phrasing and match qualifications with those listed in the posting.

This type of letter is the easiest to write because you have the job ad to help you figure out what you need to say. An effective letter of application should focus on two or three key requirements and corresponding resume entries. The goal of this letter is to show the employer that you have the skills and qualifications they are looking for in filling their job opening.

The following situations call for a letter of application:



•  Employer postings—These postings include the company name and may or may not provide a contact name. In this case, make sure you do some research on the company and incorporate it into your cover letter. If you don't have a contact name, use the memo format to write the letter.

•  Confidential postings—These postings don't identify the employer. A letter in response to a confidential posting must focus on the job description and on your analysis of the skills required to succeed, which you should demonstrate that you possess.

•  Employment agencies—When you are contacting a headhunter or other professional who specializes in job placement, you may use phrases such as “should you judge my candidacy worthy of an interview for this position with your client firm …”

•  Executive search firms—These firms deal with filling senior and executive positions. Again, focus your letter on motivating the reader to support your candidacy and to forward your information to the client (the hiring organization) with a recommendation to interview.
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Most cover letters are about 200 to 400 words long, and networking notes are fewer than 200 words. Communication done via e-mail should be shorter, but you can attach additional files like your resume and a more official cover letter. In any case, it's not really the length that's most important. It's the content used to support your candidacy that is crucial and that has the most impact on your being offered an interview.

Letters of Introduction

These are proactive letters that introduce your candidacy to potential employers or allies. The challenge is to be strategically focused, even though you'll be tempted to be general and cast as wide a net as possible. Even though this letter isn't written in application for a specific job, you must communicate functions you are most interested in and qualified for.

You may want to write a letter of introduction in the following situations:



•  Contacting a targeted employer—If you're interested in a specific company you can send a letter of introduction to a particular person (if you can get a contact name) or at least to human resources.

•  Before an on-campus interview—Employers will be impressed if you send a letter of introduction after being selected to meet.

•  Before a career fair—This is a way to better your chances of being granted an interview for post-baccalaureate jobs or internships.

•  Broadcast letters—This popular method is ineffective if a generic, unfocused letter is sent to hundreds of employers. Not to worry! You can make it work as long as you stay focused, identifying functional areas of interest and addressing the employer directly.

•  Initial contact—You can use letters of introduction to make contact for the first time. You might, for example, send letters to people listed in directories for professional associations or specialized fields. Whatever the case, don't be shy about contacting someone and introducing yourself and your goals.

Networking Notes

These are brief, informal statements, usually e-mailed. They concisely request consideration, advice, or referrals from advocates and potential network members. Because e-mail has become the medium of choice for these messages, brevity and clarity are crucial. Also be sure to attach your resume and mention that you will send a cover letter later.

Content Is Crucial

You probably already know that a cover letter and a resume should each be one page in length. But how are you supposed to fill that page? Choose the information about you and your skills and achievements that is pertinent to the particular job or field. This information goes in a certain order.

Introductory Focus Paragraph

The initial paragraph cites the job title or functional area you are interested in and requests an interview. This first section can identify the foundations upon which you will rest your candidacy. Is it education? Is it work experience in general, or can you claim one or two specific accomplishments? Is it a specific project that matches stated requirements?
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Remember what you once learned about the five-paragraph essay? Begin your essay with a clear thesis statement that is supported by three paragraphs and then end with a conclusion. Cover letters are pretty similar—think of each letter as having an introduction, supporting paragraphs, and a conclusion.

Qualification and Motivation Paragraphs

These two paragraphs, which may be presented as a series of bullet-point lists, discuss your qualifications and motivation. They identify examples from your past that project abilities to perform in the future. This is where you apply the “R-I” of RIGHT: review cover-letter samples and job ads, and identify resume “keys.” What key resume points will you present here? How can you connect previous achievements to the listed job requirements? Be specific! The more you use the language of the field you wish to enter (special phrases and key words), the better. Use appropriate language to ensure that you will soon walk into an interview with confidence.

Closing Paragraph

Restate your desire for an interview, perhaps suggesting a phone interview as a convenient next communication. State that you will follow up to confirm the contact's receipt of the letter and accompanying resume. If you wish, you can close with the most critical point you wish to cover during the interview. Of course, also say thank-you. While you must sign any cover letter you fax or mail, when using e-mail (more and more the case), you can use a script font to represent your signature, if you like.

Special Circumstance Statements

These can be added in the last paragraph or as postscripts. You may want to note that you anticipate being in a particular city at a particular date, that you have an offer in hand and limited time to conduct interviews, or that you also have enclosed supporting documents like writing samples, letters of recommendation, or other materials.
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Basically, cover letters have three components—an introductory paragraph, qualification and motivation summaries, and a closing paragraph. Effective letters focus on particular titles or functions, and they present specific traits and abilities that match those required to do the job.

Myths and Realities

As soon as you start your job search, it's likely that you'll start getting all kinds of advice from those around you. Unfortunately, there seem to be a lot of misconceptions about the most effective and ineffective ways of looking for a job. Let's identify some job-searching myths in order to prevent misguided action and achieve positive outcomes faster.

Myth #1: No One Reads Cover Letters

Some employers who screen candidates prefer resumes. Others read both resume and cover letter. A lot depends upon the job and the field, but it's safe to say that in many cases cover letters are very carefully reviewed. If writing talents are critical to job performance, this document will be scrutinized with particular attention. Also, electronic key-word search capabilities include cover letters. So someone almost always reads your correspondence.

Myth #2: Getting Attention by Being “Different”

If creative talents are associated with job requirements, you can be as creative as you wish in formatting your cover letter. However, direct, concise, and skill-focused cover letters will still get more attention. Matching desired capabilities and achievements is more important than being different. Cover letters stand out when they express qualifications effectively and when letters and resumes together project interview-worthiness.

Myth #3: You Can't Upload a Cover Letter

When using online job sites, you can post your cover letter along with the resume. Some posting and resume submission sites seem to allow you to upload only resumes, but in most cases you can transmit your cover letter as well. Just create and upload a two-page document, with the first being the cover letter and the second the resume.

Myth #4: Individualized Cover Letters Are Impossible

On the contrary, individualized cover letters are easy (and a must). Always refer to the name of the company and, when possible, use the actual job title in the first and last paragraphs. Ideally, also reveal to readers that you have reviewed the job posting and the mission statement of the firm. You are a unique individual and candidate. Your letter should be, too.
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What if I don't have a name to address a cover letter to?

Try to get a name by calling or exploring a company's Web site. If you can't find a name, don't fret. Use memo format and focus on the content of the letter, not on the recipient. The most important person is you—the writer, the candidate.

Common Mistakes

While it is always best to see the metaphorical glass as half full, remaining optimistic and positive, sometimes we can learn from common mistakes. In all cases, it's okay to fill strategic plans with good ideas and best steps to success. Some of the before-and-after samples appearing in Chapter 5 will reveal how you can transform mistakes into masterpieces.

Mistake #1: Too Much Creativity

Unless the job you are applying for involves copywriting, scriptwriting, or artistic and graphic creativity it's best to avoid too much creativity. Instead, just be direct, enthusiastic, and clear. Stories about someone sending a cover letter and resume in a shoebox, and stating, “Let me put my best foot forward with your organization” are urban myths. Effective job-seekers don't deliver resumes in shoeboxes, nor do they print cover letters and resumes on T-shirts or huge posters. You can be effective with a traditional approach, allowing your skill-focused writing style and follow-up techniques to support your request for an interview.

Mistake #2: No Job Stated

This sin of omission can be costly. If readers have no clue about the job you want, serious consideration is impossible. Be sure you state the job when writing letters of application and your functional areas of interest when writing letters of introduction. Your networking notes should also clearly identify your chosen positions. Always make your goal clear, and you'll be more likely to get a positive response.

Mistake #3: No Reference to Employer

Include the name of the organization you are applying to somewhere in your cover letter. Broad requests that do not state your desire to interview with and work for a particular firm are significantly less effective. First and last paragraphs are best for stating the name of the firm, while all paragraphs are appropriate for citing job titles and functions.
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DATE: June 1, 200~
FROM: Chris Smith
TO: Human Resources Department
RE: Marketing Director Posi
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June 1,200~

Pat Cummings

Account Supervisor
Any Advertising Agency
456 Any Street

City, ST 12345

FAX (555) 555-5557

Dear Ms. Cummings:
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