Office of Intramural

TRAINING Guide to Writing Letters

et L for Faculty Positions

In the academic job market, your letter of application is an extremely important part of your job
application. This letter is the first time you are introducing yourself to a potential employer;
therefore, it should not only describe your research and teaching experience, but also demonstrate
your intellect and writing ability. Successful letters are those that reflect something more than what
is evident in your C.V.; they will give the search committee a sense of your voice, your intellectual
capacity, and your enthusiasm and interest in what you do. Successful letters also indicate that you
are “job ready’—that you can start teaching immediately, have a research agenda already
underway, and have some sense of what it means to be a fully-functioning faculty member in your
field. Draft your letter over several days or weeks; gather advice from your mentors, advisors, and
peers. The better this letter is, the better your chance of getting a first interview.

Generally, the letter of application for academic jobs is 1 to 1 1/2 pages in length, and contains 3-5
substantive paragraphs. Letters in the humanities and some social science fields tend to be longer
than those in the sciences; check the standard in your field. When in doubt, err on the side of
brevity. Length can also depend upon whether additional materials (e.g., teaching philosophy,
research agenda, etc.) are requested as part of the application. The ordering of the body
paragraphs on teaching and research may depend on the kind of position you seek; you may want
to talk about teaching first when applying to teaching colleges, and research first when applying to
research institutions.

Elements of a letter

Opening paragraph

In the opening paragraph, identify the position for which you are applying and introduce yourself
briefly to the reader. If you have not yet completed your dissertation, you can indicate when you will
receive the Ph.D. here.

Teaching paragraph

Depending upon where you are applying and what field you are in, write a substantive paragraph
about your teaching experience. If the institution is also requesting a teaching philosophy, you still
want to reflect your teaching experience and strengths here but you do not need to go into as much
detail. Describe how you teach and what you have taught; give specific examples from your
classroom experience to illustrate more general points. If you have limited experience, illustrate
what you would teach and how, describing specific texts and/or techniques whenever possible.
Indicate your willingness or desire to teach the level of students appropriate to the institution to
which you are applying (i.e., at a major research institution, both undergraduate and graduate
students, while at a liberal arts college, only undergraduates). Try to make connections between
your research and your teaching interests; from the perspective of the search committee, it is
impressive when someone has considered (even in a preliminary way) the nature of the connection
between the two major strands of academic life in his or her field. If you have interest in or



experience with new pedagogies or technologies in the classroom, make sure you note it
somewhere in your letter, C.V., or teaching philosophy.

Research paragraph

Write a substantive paragraph about your research. As in the teaching paragraph, concentrate on
specifics, but write in clear, crisp prose and avoid excessive jargon. Keep in mind that you are
writing to a search committee and not necessarily a single specialist in your field. Depending upon
the institution, this committee may include members from different departments as well as an
academic dean. If you write to the specialist, you may alienate other members of the committee,
including those with specialties in other fields within the discipline. Spark the interest of your
readers by demonstrating your intellectual vigor and ability to write so that they will want to talk with
you about your work during an interview. Lastly, when you describe your project, move away from
language like “My dissertation explores the problem of industrial expansion in...” to language like “|
argue that the industrial expansion is significant because...” or “My work contributes to the field by
demonstrating that....” This language tells your readers that you are already thinking like a
professional and have confidence in your ideas.

Closing paragraph(s)

You should add a brief paragraph to the end of your letter if you have significant honors, such as a
national dissertation fellowship, or if you want to indicate when you will be done with your
dissertation. You may also describe significant committee work, or community service, if applicable
to your experience and to the position for which you are applying. The standard application letter
usually ends with a reminder that your C.V. is enclosed and that your dossier is available upon
request, and indicates whether or not you will be attending the upcoming professional meeting. If
you will be out of town during key periods of the job search, you may also indicate alternative dates
and phone numbers where you can be reached.

Final tips

o Before writing, review the job ad to highlight skills and experiences that will be critical for the
successful candidate to possess. Use this information to write your letter by highlighting similar
experiences you have had.

o If possible, address the letter to the appropriate individual by name and professional title. If
you are unable to find this information, use a formal title (Director of Search Committee, Chair,
Director of Personnel, etc.)

e Avoid beginning every sentence or paragraph with the word "I."

e Open your cover letter with a strong statement. Express enthusiasm about the position you
are applying for.

e Tellwhy you are interested in the employer. Indicate what you can do for the employer
rather than what the employer can do for you.

e Always proofread to correct spelling and punctuation errors. Both the cover letter and
resume or CV must be free of mistakes. There is a counselor available at the Office of
Postdoctoral Services to critique your cover letter when you have completed your draft. Be sure
a faculty member in your field also reviews your letter.

Adapted from the University of Chicago’s Career Advising and Planning Services



SAMPLE JOB AD:

Assistant Professor listing as seen in a former issue of the journal Science:

QUANTITATIVE BIOLOGY Bard College's Division of Natural Sciences and Mathematics is
seeking a colleague who will complement our existing strengths in molecular biology, biochemistry,
genomics, and ecology. The successful candidate will be involved in developing an innovative

curriculum in which Bard undergraduates develop a strong foundation in the traditional fields and

become proficient with the computational methods employed in those fields. Preference will be

given to candidates interested in involving undergraduates in an ongoing research program and in

developing collaborative connections with members of the Bard faculty. In addition, opportunities

exist for developing collaborations and undergraduate courses and programs with the faculty at
Rockefeller University. The appointment will be made at the ASSISTANT PROFESSOR level.

Applicants should submit a letter of application, curriculum vitae, statements of teaching and
research interests, and three letters of recommendation to: Robert Cutler, Biology Search
Committee Chair, c/o Human Resources, Bard College, P.O. Box 5000, Annandale-on-Hudson,
NY 12504-5000. Start-up funding is available. Candidates must have a Ph.D. Affirmative
Action/Equal Opportunity Employer.



SAMPLE LETTER FOR ASSISTANT PROFESSOR POSITION AT BARD COLLEGE:

October 20, 2010

Dr. Robert Cutler

Biology Search Committee Chair

c/o Human Resources

Bard College

P.O. Box 5000

Annandale-on-Hudson, NY 12504-5000

Dear Dr. Cutler:

| am writing in response to your advertisement in the November 9 issue of Science magazine,
which announced a position vacancy for a Quantitative Biologist. | am excited about the
opportunity to apply for a faculty position in the Biology Department of Bard College and believe
that my research and teaching background make me a strong candidate. | am a molecular biologist
currently finishing a postdoctoral fellowship in the laboratory of Ima Goddess at the University of
North Carolina at Chapel Hill.

Over the years, | have developed an innovative approach to teaching and conducting research with
undergraduates through creating and presenting course materials in both laboratory and classroom
settings. In my experience, the best teaching involves concrete, hands-on examples, so | engage
students in my courses by encouraging the maximum laboratory participation possible ....

The research project | intend to pursue at Bard College involves the development of.... Thisis a
project that | feel will interest and inspire undergraduates while allowing me to continue to produce
the highest quality work in my field.

Included in this packet, please find my curriculum vitae, statements regarding my research and

teaching in...l appreciate being considered for your faculty position. Please let me know if | can
provide additional information in support of my application...

Sincerely,

lam Thebest, Ph.D.
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