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Cover Letters (cont. from last week) 

7. Devise an effective opening for your letter.  The reader will give you 10 seconds or two 
sentences.  What can you tell them that will keep them reading longer? 
 
Telling them your name, listing the history of how you came across their ad, and telling 
them you meet the minimum criteria (like every other applicant) will not do the trick.  
What makes you special, standing out from the pack?  Based on reading their ad and job 
description and talking to current/prior employees, figure out what they want to hear in 
those first few words. 
 

8. Structure your letter appropriately (and format it conventionally and aesthetically): 
 

 Your full name (Even though Lannon doesn’t do it!) 
 Your full mailing address 
[Your phone number w/ area code] Optional but important 
 [Your email address]   Optional but important 
 
 
 Date Formal: April 24, 2018 
 
Title and full name of addressee   Find it!  OK to say “Attn:” before it 
Job title of addressee OK to put on same line as name 
Company name 
Full mailing address   Like envelope. No phone, fax, or email  
 
 
Formal salutation   e.g., Dear Ms. Jones: 
 
Attention-Getting Opener Short and powerful 
 
Body Why you’re perfect for the job. 
 
Call-to-Action Close Summary, plus exactly what you want them 

to do 
 
 
Complementary Close  Nice word(s), comma, signed and printed 

name 

 
Including your name in the return address introduces you; otherwise, you have to say 
“My name is…” (lame) or make them wait for the signature.  Don’t abbreviate the month 
– it looks tacky. 
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The mailing address should be what (and only what) you will put on the envelope.  Title 
(Ms., Dr., etc.) and job title are optional, but are polite and effective.  Do research to find 
the person’s full name, and to find the gender if you’ll need “Mr.”/”Ms.” in the 
salutation.   
 
The salutation is always formal: Dear <title> <last name>: 
 

9. Solve problem salutation through research or “fallback positions”.  In these days of 
Internet job postings, it can be very difficult to find out how to address a cover letter.  
Often the company name isn’t even given.  Try these for the addressee information and 
the salutation: 
• Read the posting carefully and look for clues.  If there’s a phone number, Google it 

to find the company name.  If there’s a URL, visit it.  If there’s an email address, it 
may well reveal the name of the company. 

• If you cannot find a person’s name but you do have the job title, use it this way:    

  Attn: Service Department Manager 
  Sears 
  123 Main St. 
  Lebanon, OR 97355 
 
  Dear Sir or Madam:  -or-  Dear Madam or Sir: 

• If a person’s first name is all you see, use it this way:     

  Attn: Caroline 
  Bloom’s Flowers 
  4567 NW 9th St.  
  Corvallis, OR 97330 
 
  Dear Caroline: 

• If you are addressing a group of people, try something like this:     

  Attn: Admissions Committee 
  Yosemite Sam School of Public Speaking 
  Albany, OR 97321 
 
  Dear Members of the Admissions Committee: -or- 
  Dear Sirs: (An old standby) -but not- 
  Dear Sirs and Madams: (“Madams” can be misconstrued) 

• If you can find absolutely no information at all about the company or person, try:     

  Re: Corvallis/Albany Craigslist post #4145701316 
 
  Dear Sir or Madam:  -or-  Dear Madam or Sir: 
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“Monopoly Property Values” in Documents 

Remember that different areas of documents have different “property values” that depend on 
their position on the page and how the contents might be used at the time.  In general, things at 
the beginning of the document are “$$$$$” items because they are read first, and determine 
whether the reader will even bother to read the other parts of the documents.  An exception is 
things the reader expects to see there; they are worth “$,” at least at first.  Generally the reader 
will skim past them without noticing them much (examples: tables of contents, return addresses, 
dates, their own addresses, etc.).  However, that information may become very important when 
the reader decides to go back to it (e.g., your contact information after they have decided to call 
you).   
 

RÉSUMÉS: 

Your résumé (or Curriculum Vitæ, C.V.) is probably the most important piece of technical 
writing you’ll ever do.  While the best résumé won’t necessarily get you the job of your dreams, 
a bad one will cripple your chances. 
 
Résumés must be: 

• Legible (typography, contrast, point size, etc.) 
• Clear 
• Concise (over one page is ok if justified) 
• Complete for the job (not a mini-biography) 
• Skewed toward the positive 
• Professional-looking  

 
Résumés have three major components: 

1. Contact information 
2. Experience and demonstrated skills (what you can do and can learn)  
3. Education and training (what you know and can learn) 

These components usually appear in the order above, unless your education/training is more 
relevant to the job than your experience/skills.  The order depends on the relevance to the job. 
 
Résumés also may contain, at your discretion: 

• Career Objective (if it’s not relevant and a genuine “wow!” attention-getter, leave it out!  
Instead, use the next bullet point.) 

• Highlights, important traits, etc., right up front in the $$$$$ area to catch the reader’s eye.  
• Professional or educational affiliations, honors, certifications, etc. (associations, honor 

societies, CPR certification, CNA-II, etc.) 
• Personal “fill” to round out the picture (but no “fluff”!).  Choose wisely! 
• References (better: “References available upon request.” after the References heading.) 
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Contact Information 
 

[Traits and Highlights] 
 

[Career/Job Objective] 
 

Experience and Employment 
 

Education and Training 
 

Professional/Educational Affiliations and Awards 
 

[Personal Data] 
 

References (placeholder) 

 
It’s handy to have several versions of your résumé, each “tuned” for a particular job or career.  
Remember there’s a cover letter to precisely mate the résumé and the employer’s needs.  Always 
ensure that your résumé and cover letter don’t contradict each other! 
 
There are many resources for learning how to write résumés and for sample résumés: the 
Library, the Career Center, job-hunting sites like Monster.com, and so on.  Pick and choose what 
you like from a variety of sources; just make sure your own résumé is consistent internally, not 
patched together like a “ransom note”.  
 
THINGS WE DIDN’T COVER IN THURSDAY’S CLASS.  PLEASE READ FOR 
TUESDAY. 
 
General hints for writing a résumé: 

• Read the employer’s instructions, if there are any (esp. for on-line applications). 
• Study the job posting.  Look for special things that you can exploit. 
• Research the audience: the company, the hiring manager, the company’s culture, etc.  

Talk to people who work there.  Discover or estimate what the hiring manager would 
value. 

 
General hints for résumé content: 

• Put in things that will impress the reader. 
• Put in “meat” not fluff; think about what the reader will and will not want to read. 
• Gaps should be self-explanatory, explained, or not mentioned.  If asked, don’t lie! 
• Describe measureable results and use superlatives. 
• Mention places where you stretched, grew, or exceeded expectations. 
• Look for gold. 
 

General hints for writing style: 
• Write terse fragments. 
• Start sentences (fragments) with “power” action verbs. 
• Past tense for past things, present tense for present things. 
• No personal pronouns (“I,” “my,” etc.). 
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• Be consistent. 


