The Academic Job Letter

The academic job application cover letter is one of the most important documents you will ever write. Since we’re now heading into the interviewing and hiring season, I thought it would be useful to take a few moments and reflect on the fundamentals of this genre.

A cover letter should be one to two pages: long enough to do justice to your interests and accomplishments, but not a word longer than it needs to be. Cover letters have an established format that can work well for most positions, although the balance of certain components—such as the emphasis on teaching versus research—should be tailored to the particular job posting.

Paragraph-level structure:

1. The introductory paragraph should say what you’re applying for and where you learned about the position. The first paragraph should also describe your current position, and should make a clear, strong statement about why the committee should consider you as a candidate.

2. The second paragraph often focuses on your research. The most effective way to begin is often to start with a description of your interests and/or training. This can be a succinct statement of your research interests, a list of your fields of expertise, or, better yet, a compelling question that serves as an overarching framework for your research agenda. This paragraph can then proceed to a discussion of your dissertation.

3. The third paragraph often focuses on other areas of your research, beyond the dissertation project. This can include articles you may have published or submitted for review, grants or fellowships you may have won, and future research directions.

4. The fourth paragraph often shifts to a discussion of teaching, and, if possible, of the integration of teaching and research. This paragraph can include courses you’ve taught—with an emphasis on any courses for which you’ve served as the instructor of record—or teaching awards you’ve won. It can also include ideas for courses you may wish to teach at the institution to which you are applying; but beware, unless the teaching expectations are described in the announcement, it is often hard to know what exactly to say until you arrive on campus.

5. The fifth paragraph may discuss your service or professional activities, or how you integrate the various aspects of your portfolio into a single, coherent package. 

6. The sixth and final paragraph often concludes with a statement about why you think you might be ideal for the position—and why the position might be ideal for you.

Writing a compelling letter can be challenging. Here are a few general guidelines:

· Don’t be boring; convey a sense of energy and enthusiasm for your work. 

· Articulate an expansive and coherent vision for your intellectual agenda.

· Frame your scholarly interests in the broadest possible manner, before turning to the specificities of your research.

· Use clear, active language, and be sure to avoid any jargon.

· Write to your audience, which will usually include intelligent people who are not experts in your particular field.

· Start working on preliminary drafts as early as possible.

· Get feedback from as many people as possible.

Finally, you probably should not apply to positions too far outside your area of expertise—but think twice before you rule something out. The truth is that most search committees don’t really know exactly what they’re looking for. It’s your job to tell them, and you can’t do this by blending into the scenery or melting into the pile. People don’t get jobs because they fit a certain mold; they get jobs because they’re good at what they do, and because they’re interesting.

