
Writing students are told to always know their audience, purpose, and voice. Before you embark on a cover letter, it’s 
important to know why you’re writing, to whom you’re writing, and how you should write. For this reason and others, it’s 
imperative that you compose a new, tailored cover letter for every job to which you apply.

If  my resume contains all the relevant information, why do I need a cover letter?

In one sense, a cover letter is a test: Can you adhere to conventions, follow the rules, and produce a strong example of  
a generic document? Moreover, communication skills are relevant to almost every job. Consider your cover letter as an 
opportunity to demonstrate your strong ability to communicate in writing. Assume that your writing voice is a refl ection of  
your personality and professionalism – because it is!

Say all the right things: Use key words appropriate to your discipline. Consult a list of  action words, and search the 
job posting itself  for key terms. Research the LinkedIn profi les of  successful people who work in your fi eld and/or at the 
company to which you are applying, and make note of  how they describe their skills and responsibilities.

Personalize properly: Try your best to determine your interviewer’s name. Check company websites and LinkedIn 
profi les, or even call the employer and ask directly. If  you still don’t know, use “Dear Hiring Committee” or “Dear Hiring 
Manager” followed by a comma.  

Show, don’t tell: Your goal isn’t to explain what you’ve done. Your goal is to explain why it matters. What’s important is 
the relationship between your skills, credentials, and experiences and the skills, credentials, and experiences for which your 
potential employer is looking. You can fi nd some of  the most important ones explicated on the job posting. Use examples 
and always be as specifi c as you can. Making direct reference to a time when you solved a problem is much more powerful 
than saying, “I am a problem solver.” Never, ever lie about your accomplishments.

Start strong: As in any piece of  writing, the fi rst line is a critical opportunity to engage or “hook” your reader. Avoid 
starting off  on the wrong foot with a generic phrase (e.g. “I am applying to the position of  …”). Identify one or two of  the 
best qualities you have to offer, and start with those. If  you came to the job posting uniquely (e.g. through a contact at the 
company), making reference to these circumstances immediately is a good way to make your cover letter memorable.

Mind your language: Use professional language; a cover letter is almost never the appropriate place for humour or “cute” 
or “quirky” language. Write in the fi rst person using full sentences, but try to avoid using “I” when you can. Find language 
that makes you seem confi dent and credible. Don’t aim for pity or compassion (e.g. “I really need this job”). Avoid clichéd 
expressions. 

Eliminate errors: Proofread and revise rigorously. Don’t be afraid to ask a friend for help or contact Career and 
Employment Services. As crazy as it sounds, read your letter aloud start to fi nish. This is an excellent technique for spotting 
unnatural sentence constructions and missing punctuation. 

Email effectively: If  you’re submitting your cover letter electronically, send it as a .pdf  attachment to preserve your 
formatting. In the body of  the email, include a brief  “teaser” paragraph that expresses your enthusiasm, introduces one 
or two of  your most marketable qualities, and specifi es your contact information (should anything go wrong with the 
attachment). You may paraphrase from the fi rst paragraph of  your letter.

Formal considerations:

•   Use plain white paper. Avoid the temptation to use coloured or decorative paper, as it will make your letter more diffi cult 
to read and store.

•   Structure your letter with an introduction and conclusion, like you would a personal essay. Divide your writing into several 
short paragraphs to make it easier to read.

•   Use the same common, easy-to-read font as for your resume (in no greater than 12-point size).
•   While some employers do not consider brevity to be a virtue, the standard appropriate length is one page. Keep yours 

under this limit unless you’ve specifi cally heard otherwise.
•   When it appears in your letter, set the title of  the position for which you are applying in bold.
•   Do not include a photo. Different cultures have different expectations. While some countries require job applicants to attach 

a photo, Canadian employers are specifi cally prohibited from making hiring decisions based on race, gender, or age.

THE LAW OF THE LETTER: 
HOW TO WRITE AN EFFECTIVE COVER LETTER 



Co-op, Career and Employment Services: www.uwindsor.ca/cces   I   mySuccess: success.uwindsor.ca

@CCES_UWindsor 

facebook.com/CCESUWindsor

CAREER AND EMPLOYMENT SERVICES OFFERS A VARIETY OF RESOURCES TO HELP YOU LAUNCH YOUR CAREER:
Job searching  •  Career planning  •  Work experience  •  Career preparation workshops  •  Personal appointments  •  Resume critiques  
Mock interviews  •  Interest testing and assessments  •   Job fair and networking opportunities  •  Volunteer Internship Program (VIP)

www.uwindsor.ca

•  Sign your name by hand if  you are mailing or submitting a physical copy of  the letter. Leave four spaces and then type
your name below where the signature will appear.

As you compose your letter, ask yourself–and answer–the following questions. (Never copy and paste from your resume!)

Introduction:

•  Why are you writing?
•  To which position, specifi cally, are you applying?
•  How did you hear about the position (and company, if  you

might reasonably not have heard of  it) and why are you
interested in it? If  you have a contact at the company, who is
he or she?

•  What, concisely, are your academic qualifi cations (degree,
major, university, and graduation date)?

•  Why, briefl y, would you make a good fi t for the position?

Body:

•  Have you done any research about this company? How does
what you’ve learned persuade you that you have something
to offer it? Regardless of  how much you want the position,
what can you do for the employer? Basically, why should the
recruiter want to hire you?

•  How do your specifi c skills connect to the employer’s needs?
What are your most signifi cant accomplishments, abilities, and
experiences that are directly relevant to the employer and job
requirements?

•  Are you confi dent in your ability to succeed in the position?
Why?

Conclusion:

•  Have you thanked the employer for considering your resume?
•  Is there anything unusual on your resume? If so, this is the place to explain it.
•  Are you looking forward to meeting for an interview in the future?
•  How will you follow up? Do you have plans for what happens next?
•  Are you willing to relocate, if necessary? Are there any remaining questions to answer regarding your eligibility 

for the position? 

Further reading: 

•  The CaPS Guide to Cover Letters (McGill Career Planning Service)
•  Writing a Cover Letter (Government of  Canada Services for Youth)
•  Cover Letter (Western University Student Success Centre)

Introduction:

•   Why are you writing?
•   To which position, specifi cally, are you applying?
•   How did you hear about the position (and company, if  you 

•   What, concisely, are your academic qualifi cations (degree, 

•   Why, briefl y, would you make a good fi t for the position?

Body:

•   Have you done any research about this company? How does 

•   How do your specifi c skills connect to the employer’s needs? 

•   Are you confi dent in your ability to succeed in the position? 

Cover letter template: 

Personal letterhead (as on your resume)

Date

Contact’s name
Title
Organization
Street Address
City, Province, Postal Code

Dear X,

[Body]

Kind regards/Sincerely,
[Full name and/or signature]

https://success.uwindsor.ca/home.htm
http://www.uwindsor.ca/cces/
https://www.facebook.com/CCESUWindsor?_rdr=p
https://twitter.com/cces_uwindsor
https://www.mcgill.ca/caps/students/prepare/cv
http://www.youth.gc.ca/eng/topics/jobs/cover.shtml
Cover Letter (Western University Student Success Centre)

