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THE COVER LETTER

Purpose of Cover Letter:

· State who you are and what you want;
· Display your writing ability and attention to detail; 

· Highlight significant, relevant achievements; 

· Encourage the reader to look carefully at your resume; 

· Persuade the reader that he/she should talk with you;
· In some cases, identify practice areas in which you are interested or have experience. 

The cover letter should be a concise well‑written business letter that introduces you and requests an interview.  Two or three paragraphs are usually sufficient to state your purpose for writing and to create a positive impression.  Use action verbs and the active voice and avoid cliches.  Try to show genuine enthusiasm for the job.  Remember, you are "marketing" you! 

General Guidelines

Use of Letterhead:

Your cover letter should be on white, off-white, or very light gray bond paper.  The paper should match your resume and reference list paper.  You should have your address printed at the top of the letter, in effect creating your own stationery.  CAAS recommends that you use the same heading on your cover letters as you have on your resume.  When listing your e-mail address, be sure that the address is business appropriate.  Avoid funny addresses or addresses with college or family nicknames—when in doubt, use your GMU e-mail address.  Be sure to check your e-mail account regularly during your job search.  If you submit your cover letter electronically, make sure that your letter formats correctly when printed.  If at all possible, attach the letter as a PDF document, rather than a Word or WordPerfect document.  You may also include your cover letter directly in the body of the email message rather than as an attachment. 
To Whom Should You Address the Letter:
The letter should ALWAYS be addressed to a specific person, never to "Hiring Partner",  "Legal Recruiter", or “To Whom It May Concern.”  If a contact is identified for the employer, address the letter to the contact person.  Letters to large law firms usually are sent to the Recruiting Coordinator if one is listed; some law firms prefer that letters be sent to Hiring Partners/Lawyers.  When the firm, company, or agency has no Recruiting Coordinator or other contact identified, send your letter to the Hiring Partner/Lawyer or Managing Partner/Lawyer.  These names can be confirmed by calling the employer’s receptionist.

Please note if the letter is addressed to an attorney, and he or she chooses to use Esq. after his or her name, you do not include a prefix when stating the name in the address block.  John Smith, Esq. is correct, but Mr. John Smith, Esq. is not correct.  In the salutation line, you would address the individual as Mr. Smith.  

If you know another lawyer at the firm, company or agency or if you have identified a graduate from George Mason, a separate letter can be sent to this person informing him or her that you have applied for a summer, part-time or permanent position.  
Proofreading and Grammar:

The letter should be, of course, free from errors, typing or grammatical.  Make sure to italicize the name of any law journals, books, or magazines you mention.  Have someone proofread your letters for you.  If you must proofread your own work, try reading it backwards and also reading it aloud.

Remember that compound sentences need commas before the conjunction and that complex sentences do not always need commas before the conjunction.  Compound sentences have BOTH a subject and a verb following the conjunction. Example:

Compound sentence with comma: I am a second-year student at George Mason University School of Law, and I am also a native Californian.

Complex sentence without comma: I am a second-year student at George Mason University School of Law and a native Californian.
Tone of the Letter:
Your letter should be confident, yet modest and conservative in tone.  Avoid statements that may be perceived as arrogant or pompous, such as “I am confident my experience would serve your firm well” or “I have the skills necessary to be an excellent associate.”   Instead use phrases like “Based on my experiences and academic record, I believe I could contribute to the litigation and regulatory groups.” Remember, many legal employers are looking for people who can work well with a team.

Avoid copying language from the sample cover letters in this guide.  CAAS has seen several letters in which students have copied language from the samples sent to the same employer, and the employers have noticed this repetitive language and have not selected these students!
General Format
Paragraph 1:  The opening.  

One or two sentences.  Begin strong and state who you are (your class year and law school affiliation) and what you want (summer, permanent, or part-time position).  Be very careful with terminology like “summer law clerk” or “summer associate” or “summer intern” or “legal intern” or “law clerk.”  These terms mean different things to different legal employers and may or may not traditionally be paid positions.  If there is a job posting, use the terminology used in the job posting.  When in doubt, use the phrase “summer position” for summer jobs and “law clerk” for school-year jobs.  Note that most large law firms hiring during the Fall Hiring season refer to their summer help as “summer associates.” Smaller firms and the government may OR may not use this phrase.

In this paragraph, you can also indicate how you found out about the job.  If someone specific referred you, you should mention that person's name in your opening paragraph.  If you learned about the firm via its web page, for example, you could mention that.   Avoid references to computerized and other job banks.  For example, avoid sentences like: “I read your job posting on the Symplicity CSM system.”  Most employers do not technically know or care about what recruiting and job posting database a school uses.  Instead, they may know only that they are participating in George Mason’s recruiting program or that they posted a job at the school.

If you have specific geographical ties to the area, you should mention this fact in the opening paragraph.   (See sample cover letter “C” for an example of effective use of geographical ties.)

 Paragraph 2: The sell.  

Generally should be only one paragraph.  (Students with unique backgrounds may merit two paragraphs.)  Develop a “theme” for yourself.  Why should the reader want to see you?  Do you have a fit with the firm?  Do you have strong legal research and writing skills?  Have you concentrated on some area that is relevant to the job (like litigation skills, criminal law, tax work, etc.)?  Draw from your education and work experiences – support your strengths by referring to specific examples from school and /or work. For example, to prove a theme concerning strong research and writing skills, a student could highlight success in LRWA classes, research performed and memoranda drafted during an internship or summer job, participation on a journal or in a writing competition, etc.    
Avoid repeating everything on your resume to prove your theme.  For example, avoid sentences that merely follow the chronological order of your resume, such as: “I majored in chemistry in college.  After graduation, I worked at the Patent and Trademark Office. This year, I joined Heller Ehrman, where I focus on patents.” Instead, select only the most relevant and significant experiences to highlight and describe in your letter.  If an experience does not clearly relate to your theme, do not include it in the letter. 

Do not be concerned if it is too early in your legal career to demonstrate a practice area fit between you and the employer.  Indeed, sometimes it is more effective to be flexible regarding practice areas.  This depends on the position for which you are applying and the employer.  Instead, highlight general skills and experiences that any employer would appreciate (i.e., legal writing or research skills, oral communication skills, management skills, etc.) and your interest in private practice or public service.
Note:  Students applying for summer positions at large firms that have multiple practice areas may want to be careful in flagging only one specific practice area interest.  In those firms some practice areas are hotter than others, in general, and some are more active within the firm. Unfortunately, students may not be able to tell which practice area is growing, which practice area is leaving the firm, which practice area already has too many associates, etc.  Thus students may want to highlight a few of the firm’s practice areas in which they have an interest at the beginning of the third paragraph of the letter to show why they are interested in the employer, but also appear flexible and willing to work in other practice areas.  Students applying for summer, school year, or permanent positions at government agencies and small to midsize firms should express an interest in the area(s) of law in which those employers specialize.  Generally, those employers have a limited number of practice areas and will want to know if applicants have an interest in those fields.  

Paragraph 3:  The closing. 

One to three sentences.  State that you would like to interview/meet to discuss the position.  Make sure to include a sentence indicating why you are interested in the particular employer to whom you are applying if you have not already done so.  You can demonstrate an interest in an employer in two ways:  (1) express an interest in some of the employer’s practice areas and/or (2) express a more general interest in the employer as a whole (i.e. interest in working for a large firm, working in public service, working as a consultant, etc.)

Describe what materials you have enclosed (resume, references, for example).  For each employer, check to make sure that you have actually enclosed the materials you list in the letter, as requirements vary from employer to employer. Note:  You are NOT enclosing a “COPY of your resume”; you are enclosing your actual resume.  If you are enclosing materials with your letter, note “Enclosures” or “Attachments” below your signature block, at the bottom of your letter, flush with the left margin.

Do not forget to thank the person for his or her consideration.   Additionally, if you are applying to employers outside of the D.C. area and will be in a particular city over a school break, you should indicate this fact in the closing paragraph as an enticement to schedule an interview.   

Sample Cover Letter A (permanent position)

Tracy Britt

1234 University Way

Arlington, Virginia 22201

703-555-6990
Email:  tbritt@gmu.edu
July 10, 2006
Dana Manning, Esq.

Sheppard & Manning

4322 K Street, Suite 200

Washington, DC  20001

Dear Ms. Manning:

Professor Renee Mays suggested I contact you about an opening you have for a first-year associate in your expanding litigation department.  I received my J.D. in May from George Mason University School of Law and will be taking the Virginia Bar exam this month.

As an intern with the Alexandria Commonwealth Attorney's Office, I interviewed witnesses and prosecuted criminal and traffic cases in General District and Circuit Court under a Third Year Practice certificate.  In addition to the moot court competitions highlighted in the enclosed resume, I received the Best Oralist award in the Harrold International Moot Court competition held recently at George Mason.  In light of my experiences over the past three years, I am very interested in your litigation department.


I would welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss an associate position.  I have enclosed for your review my resume and list of references.  Thank you for your consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you.

                                         


Sincerely,

                                         


Tracy Britt

Enclosures

Sample Cover Letter B (permanent position – evening student)

David Fuentes

6302 North Edison Street

Arlington, VA 22201
(703) 993-1353
dfuentes@gmu.edu








August 22, 2005
Mr. Paul Sevanich





Attorney Recruitment Manager

Finnegan, Henderson, Farabow, Garrett & Dunner, L.L.P.

1300 I Street, N.W.

Washington, DC 20005

Dear Mr. Sevanich:


I am a fourth-year evening student at George Mason University School of Law, and I am very interested in an associate position at Finnegan, Henderson, Farabow, Garrett & Dunner, L.L.P.


Over the past three years, I have tailored my legal education and work experience to prepare me for the practice of intellectual property law.  For example, I have taken many classes focused on patents, trademarks, copyrights and trade secrets.  In addition, I have been working as a full-time law clerk in the intellectual property practice group at Arent Fox LLP.  In this position, I have worked on a variety of patent, trademark and copyright prosecution and litigation matters.  My legal employment has exposed me to a wide array of intellectual property issues and given me valuable practical experience.


Enclosed is my resume for your review.  I would welcome the chance to meet with you to discuss an opportunity to work with the Finnegan, Henderson, Farabow, Garrett & Dunner, L.L.P. team in your Reston office.  If I can provide you with additional information, please feel free to contact me at the telephone number or email address above.  Thank you for your consideration.  I look forward to hearing from you.







Sincerely,







David Fuentes

Enclosure

Sample Cover Letter C (for summer position)
Zia Friedman

1850 26th Street, Arlington, VA 22201

(703) 886-4086

zfriedman@gmu.edu

September 4, 2004
Ms. Ellen M. Purvance

Director of Recruitment

Hogan & Hartson, L.L.P.

555 13th Street, N.W.

Washington, DC 20004

Dear Ms. Purvance:


I am a second-year student at George Mason University School of Law.  I would very much like to work with Hogan & Hartson L.L.P. next summer.



While interning with the National Labor Relations Board in the Appellate Court Branch, I sharpened my legal research and writing skills by drafting memoranda on a variety of topics, including refusals to bargain, the appropriateness of bargaining units, and unfair labor practices.  This past year, I finished in the top 15% of the first-year class and have accepted an invitation to join the George Mason Civil Rights Law Journal as a candidate member.  I look forward to further enhancing my legal research and writing skills through my work on the Journal.


Based on my experiences and law firm research, I am very interested in a large, diverse practice and in Hogan & Hartson in particular.  I would welcome the chance to meet with you to discuss a summer position and have enclosed my resume and transcript for your review.  Please do not hesitate to contact me if I can provide you with any additional information.  Thank you for your consideration.  I look forward to hearing from you.







Sincerely,







Zia Friedman

Enclosures

Sample Cover Letter D (summer position – evening student)

Susan McLandauer

100 West Taylor Run Parkway, # 3 • Alexandria, Virginia 22314 

(202) 406-9224 • smcl@erols.com

September 8, 2007
Julie Mulhern

Manager of Business Development

Kirkland & Ellis

655 Fifteenth Street, NW

Washington, D.C. 20005

Dear Ms. Mulhern:

I am a third-year evening student at George Mason University School of Law and am very interested in a summer associate position at Kirkland & Ellis.  Although I am currently employed full-time by the federal government, I plan to take a leave of absence next summer to pursue a summer associate position.  After reviewing the materials about Kirkland & Ellis on your website and in our Career Services office, I am eager to learn more about your summer program.

For the past five years, I have worked as an intelligence analyst with the United States Secret Service, reviewing and analyzing multiple source data for behavioral research studies of persons who have demonstrated an inappropriate interest in the President.  My work requires strong research and analytical skills, strict attention to detail, and the ability to communicate clearly and effectively to a range of audiences within and outside of the government.  In addition to my professional work, I have further developed my research and writing skills through my Law Review and Moot Court memberships. 

As a result of my work experience and coursework, I have a strong interest in general and criminal litigation and am therefore interested in a variety of your firm’s practice groups, particularly the Appellate Litigation Practice Group and the White Collar Criminal Defense Practice Group.  I would be pleased to discuss my qualifications in an interview and have enclosed for your review my resume and most recent transcript.  I very much appreciate your consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you.

Sincerely,

Susan McLandauer

Enclosures

Sample Cover Letter E (summer position – IP student)
Jennifer Brancheau

1018 Kirkwood Drive

Arlington, VA 22201

(703) 525-2212

jbrancheau@aol.com
September 15, 2004
Mr. Scott D. Malpede

Fitzpatrick, Cella, Harper & Scinto

1900 K Street, N.W.

Washington, DC 20006

Dear Mr. Malpede:

I am a first-year student at George Mason University School of Law, and I am very interested in a summer associate position with Fitzpatrick, Cella, Harper & Scinto.


I have a strong academic and professional background in science and would like to practice in the area of intellectual property.  As my resume reflects, I received my Master’s degree in Biology and have both laboratory and teaching experience.  My work as an intern at Bayer focused on using molecular biological techniques to investigate the effects of herbicides on Arabidopsis thaliana.  I also developed excellent communication and organizational skills as a teaching assistant for undergraduate courses in Chemistry, Botany, and German.


I would welcome the opportunity to meet with you to discuss your summer associate program.  I have enclosed my resume for your review.  Thank you for your consideration, and I look forward to hearing from you.







Sincerely,







Jennifer Brancheau

Enclosure

Cover Letter Checklist

****  Note: this checklist highlights some of the common features and frequent errors found in cover letters sent to traditional legal employers and to some law-related employers, such as legal publishers, policy organizations, public and private libraries, and bar associations. ****

General Matters

__
Is your cover letter on white, off-white, or very light gray bond paper and does it match your resume and reference list paper?

__
Do you include your name, address, telephone number and e-mail address at the top of the letter?  
__
Is the letter addressed to a specific person?  

__
Is the person’s name spelled correctly?  Do you include the correct prefix – Ms. or Mr.?  

__
Is the employer’s name spelled correctly?  

__
Do you state the correct address for the employer?

__
Do you use a colon in the salutation line?  A cover letter is a business letter, and thus you should not use a comma in the salutation line.

__
Is the letter short and one page in length?  Aim for three paragraphs and no more than four or five.

__
Is the letter confident, yet modest and conservative in tone?  

__
Do you avoid copying language from the sample cover letters in this guide?  
__
Do you italicize the name of any law journals, books, or magazines you mention?

Paragraph 1

__
Do you state your class year, your law school, and the kind of job for which you are applying (i.e. summer, permanent, part-time)?

__
If someone referred you for the position, do you mention that person?

__
Did you check your terminology for the position in which you are interested?
__
When targeting outside the DC area, and if you have specific geographic ties to the target area, do you mention that fact?

Paragraph 2

__
Do you develop a theme about yourself?  

__
Do you introduce your theme in the topic/introductory sentence of paragraph two?

__
Do you draw on concrete examples from your school and work experiences that prove your theme?  
__
Do you avoid repeating everything on your resume to prove your theme?  
Paragraph 3

__
Do you include a sentence indicating why you are interested in this particular employer?  

__
Do you state that you would like to interview for/meet to discuss the position?

__
Do you describe the materials you have enclosed (i.e. resume, transcript, writing sample)? 

__
Do you thank the reader for his or her consideration?

__
If you are applying to employers outside of the DC area, do you note when you will be in that particular area (i.e., spring break)?  

__
If you are enclosing materials with your letter, did you note “Enclosures” or “Attachments” below your signature block, at the bottom of your letter, flush with the left margin? 
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