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Covering letters in 60 minutes 

What is a covering letter? 

Why do they exist? 

How do you create an 
effective covering letter? 
 
Who else can help? 



What is a covering 
letter? 

With your CV – an 
opportunity to make a 
good first impression 



Why do you use a covering letter? 

To get yourself invited to interview. 

Your name here 



Why do employers use covering 
letters? 

To see who’s worth inviting to interview. 
 

That’s it. 



How is it different from a CV? 

• CVs are just the facts. 
 

• A covering letter is story. 
 

• They work together to give a complete picture… 



How do you create an effective CV? 

EXCEPT: 

There are no hard and fast 
rules except… 



There is NO one-size-fits-all 
covering letter.  
 
You will need a TAILORED covering 
letter  for every position you apply 
for because every organisation is 
different and every role is different. 
 
Even for academic covering letters. 



Step 1.  Get introspective 

From CV Basics: 

Step 2.  Do some interpretation 

Step 3.  Do some more interpretation 

Step 4.  What’s your evidence 



Editorial Assistant 
 

This is a great opportunity for an individual with a sound 
understanding of the content we publish to learn all there is to 
know about how an editorial office operates.  
 
You will be: 
•  highly organised, detail conscious and never let a deadline 

slip   
• able to prioritise their workload and work to tight deadlines 
• ensure that tasks are performed with speed and accuracy  
• able to liaise frequently with others in the team - clear 

communication skills are essential  
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•  highly organised, detail conscious and never let a deadline 
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• able to prioritise their workload and work to tight deadlines 
• ensure that tasks are performed with speed and accuracy  
• able to liaise frequently with others in the team - clear 
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Do now. 
 
 
Take 3 minutes and give an example suitable for a 
covering letter which shows you are able to 
prioritise deadlines  



Step 4. What’s your evidence 

Skill Situation Task  Action Result 

E.g., 
motivating 
others 

Could be a 
situation from 
any part of your 
experience – 
academic, work, 
volunteering, 
interests. 

What was the 
task you 
needed 
accomplish?  

What actions did 
YOU* take? 
  
Be specific and 
personal 
  
Explain how what, 
how and why you 
took the course of 
action that you did 

What was 
the 
outcome of 
your 
actions? 



Look back at your example 
 
 
Take 2 minutes and consider whether or not and 
how using the STAR technique could help improve 
the example. 



Let’s look at an opportunity  

Responsibilities include proof-reading; preparing 
book-launch plans; negotiating with freelancers and 
other suppliers; implementing marketing and 
publicity. 

Publishing Assistant, 

Persephone Books 



Writing your covering letter 

What’s wrong with this for an opener? 

Dear Sir/Madam, 
 

I am a Masters graduate of the University of 

Manchester.  I am writing to apply for the job 

of publishing assistant with your company. 

Please find enclosed my CV.  



Is this better? 

Dear Nicola Beauman, 
 

I was delighted to see the advertisement for a 

publishing assistant with Persephone Books in 

The Lady’s book review section.  A keen admirer 

of books by Monica Dickens, Dorothy Whipple 

and Frances Hodgson Burnett, I am attracted by 

Persephone’s commitment to restoring the 

popularity of long neglected writers.  



• Motivation to work 

for employer 

• Benefits you bring 

• USP 

• Stand out anecdotes 

• Passion & talent 

• 1 page  

• 3-4 paragraphs 

• Business letter format 



Choosing your content 

Responsibilities include proof-reading; preparing 
book-launch plans; negotiating with freelancers and 
other suppliers; implementing marketing and 
publicity. 

Publishing Assistant, 

Persephone Books 



Let’s make this better 

My experience has given me extensive 

opportunities to proofread.  Working in The 

Globe Corner Bookstore, I helped make book 

launch plans.   I have excellent negotiation 

skills and 2 year’s experience doing marketing 

and publicity for the UoM Jane Austen Society. 



My experience has given me extensive 

opportunities to proofread.   

As subeditor for a student-run university publication, 

Uni Life, I developed my proofreading, editing skills 

and eye for layout, as well as gaining an 

understanding of what it takes to produce a 

publication. I loved the combined challenges of 

creativity, deadlines, multi-tasking  - and making sure 

I was delivering a perfect product.  



Working in The Globe Corner Bookstore, I 
helped make book launch plans.  

As part of The Globe Corner Bookstore team, I 

contributed to several book launch events.  I created 

and managed an invitation spreadsheet, designed 

invitations, created a mail-merge to send invites and 

managed RSVPs.  I liaised with other staff to ensure 

we had adequate refreshments for guests and 

enough books for the event.   



I have excellent negotiation skills 

Success as student rep during my Masters years was 

strongly dependent on my effective negotiation 

skills. For example, I led the negotiations for 

introducing a new assessment timetable to reduce 

assessment bottlenecks, student stress and staff 

workload pressure points. 



…2 year’s experience doing marketing and 
publicity for the UoM Jane Austen Society. 

As vice-president of the UoM Jane Austen Society, I 

established a popular blog (~500 visits/month) on 

Regency culture, society and food, publicising the 

Society and its activities.  I wrote articles for student 

publications and appeared on radio to promote our 

events, with the result that our Jane Austen Ball was 

one of the most popular and well-attended events 

on campus. 



The finished letter: 





So what? test 

2016    MA Archaeology, University of Manchester 

So what? 

Blogging my PhD, Instagram account recording 
fieldwork and research experience 

So what? 

Volunteering in  a charity shop 

So what? 



Take risks 

• Employers don’t expect to get everything on 
their wish list 
 

• If you are not sure – ring the contact 
 

• Can be useful to just get your covering letter 
and CV under someone’s nose 





Research the job, organisation and 
sector 



Layout and 
design 

• Business letter format 
 

• Save as PDF 



Typography 

Should match main font used  in CV 



Typography – fonts to avoid 
• Times New Roman is a compact script 

designed in the 1930s to fit lots of words into 

newspapers. Not very readable or attractive, or 

space efficient.   

 
• Use Comic Sans if you want to make 

sure NO ONE takes your application 
seriously. 
 

• And just avoid any quirky, flowery 
fonts – even if you are going for a 
graphic design job (especially…!) 



Typography – fonts to use 

• Garamond is a good font for trying to fit lots of  

information on a single page CV but still be 

readable – highly legible and readable font. 
 

• Bookman Old Style   

• Book Antiqua 
 

• Arial is safe, easy to use, legible and 

readable. 
 

• Trebuchet  
• Verdana 



CV & covering 
letter 



Remember your 
covering letter 
must be easy to 
read. 



I’m fine with lying 
on my application. 

Are you fine with 
what happens when 
your employer finds 

out? 

Student 

Me 

Real Conversation 



Eye halve a spelling checker 

It plainly marks four my revue miss steaks 

eye kin knot sea. 

Its rarely ever wrong. 

Eye have run this poem threw it, 

I am shore your pleased to no. 

Its letter perfect awl the way. 

My checker told me sew. 

Ode to a spell checker 



A covering letter is a series of 
decisions 

The decisions are mainly up to you – 
but there are people and resources 
to support you. 





Thank you! 

Online 
 
www.careers.manchester.ac.uk/postgraduates  
 
@ManPGCareers 
 
manunicareersblog.com/category/postgraduate/ 
 


