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How to Craft a Winning Harvard Cover Letter with the Help of Harvard
Career Services

When you're applying for a coveted position—whether it's a role at a Fortune 500 company, a start up in Silicon
Valley, or a graduate program at a top university—your cover letter is often the first document that sets the tone for

your candidacy. A well written cover letter can showcase your unique strengths, demonstrate your fit for the role,
and convince hiring managers to invite you for an interview. But writing an effective cover letter is no easy task,

especially when you're aiming for a competitive market and a prestigious institution like Harvard.

Fortunately, Harvard students and alumni have a powerful ally at their disposal: Harvard Career Services. This
resource hub offers a wealth of tools, workshops, and personalized coaching to help you produce cover letters that
stand out. In this guide, we’'ll walk you through everything you need to know—from understanding Harvard's
expectations to leveraging Career Services’ support to polishing the final draft. Whether you're a freshman just
starting to think about career options or a senior preparing to launch your professional journey, this article will give
you a clear, actionable path to cover letter success.

Why Harvard Career Services Is aTop Resource for Cover Letter Writing

Harvard Career Services is renowned for its comprehensive career development programs. Their expertise extends
beyond resume building to cover letter strategy, interview preparation, and networking. Here’s why they’re a go to
resource for students seeking to craft compelling cover letters:

e Expert Guidance — Career counselors are seasoned professionals who understand what top employers look
for in a cover letter.

e Custom Templates — Harvard provides templates that align with industry standards, making the formatting
process straightforward.

¢ Hands On Workshops — Interactive sessions cover everything from storytelling techniques to addressing gaps
in your experience.

¢ One to One Coaching — Personalized feedback helps you refine tone, structure, and content to match specific
job descriptions.

e Alumni Connections — Access to Harvard alumni in your target field can offer insider insights and mentorship.

By tapping into these resources, you'll gain a competitive edge and increase the likelihood of landing an interview.

Understanding Harvard’s Cover Letter Expectations

While each employer may have its own preferences, Harvard’s career services team has distilled a set of universal
expectations that most hiring managers value:

1. Clarity and Conciseness — Your letter should be no longer than one page, typically 3—4 paragraphs.

2. Targeted Content — Tailor each letter to the specific role, highlighting how your skills align with the job’s core
responsibilities.

3. Professional Tone — Maintain a respectful yet approachable voice; avoid slang or overly casual language.

4. Concrete Examples — Use quantifiable achievements to illustrate your impact (e.g., “increased sales by



20%").
5. Proofreading — A flawless letter demonstrates attention to detail, a trait highly prized by employers.
These guidelines form the backbone of Harvard’'s cover letter recommendations. Keep them in mind as you draft

and revise your letter.

Harvard Career Services Cover Letter Resources

1. Cover Letter Templates
Harvard Career Services offers downloadable, ATS friendly templates that align with industry best practices. These
templates provide:

* Pre formatted headings for contact information and salutations.
e Guidance on paragraph structure and word limits.
e Built in sections for showcasing achievements and closing statements.

Using a template saves you time and ensures your cover letter meets formatting standards.

2.Workshops and Webinars

Regularly scheduled workshops cover topics such as “Storytelling in Cover Letters,” “Addressing Employment
Gaps,” and “Writing for Remote Work.” These sessions are interactive, allowing participants to:

e Practice writing in real time.
* Receive instant feedback from facilitators.
¢ Ask questions about specific industries or roles.

Workshop recordings are also archived for later review.

3. 0One to One Coaching Sessions

Personalized coaching is perhaps the most valuable resource. During a 30 minute session, a career counselor will:

¢ Review your draft and provide targeted feedback.
¢ Help you refine your narrative to match the employer’s culture.
« Offer strategies for overcoming specific challenges, such as a lack of experience.

Coaching sessions can be booked through the Career Services portal.

4. Online Tools and Resources

Beyond human support, Harvard offers digital tools to streamline the cover letter process:

e Cover Letter Builder — An interactive guide that walks you through each section.
¢ Industry Guides — Articles and videos that explain what recruiters in specific fields expect.
e Success Stories — Alumni case studies that illustrate effective cover letter techniques.

These tools are freely available to all Harvard students and alumni.

A Step by Step Guide to Writing a Harvard Cover Letter

Step 1: Research the Employer and Role

Before you even open a word processor, immerse yourself in the job posting and the company’s culture. Key
actions include:

¢ Read the job description thoroughly, noting required skills and responsibilities.



« Visit the company’s website, focusing on the mission statement, values, and recent news.
¢ Use LinkedIn to identify the hiring manager’s name and their professional background.
e Check industry blogs or press releases for trends that may influence your letter’s focus.

Gathering this information will help you tailor your cover letter and demonstrate genuine interest.

Step 2: Outline Your Letter’s Structure
Plan the flow of your cover letter before writing. A typical structure includes:

1. Header — Your contact information, the date, and the employer’s contact details.

2. Opening Paragraph — Introduce yourself, state the position you're applying for, and mention a mutual
connection or source of the job posting.

3. Body Paragraphs (2—3) — Highlight your most relevant achievements, using concrete examples that align with
the job’s needs.

4. Closing Paragraph — Reiterate enthusiasm, propose next steps, and thank the reader for their time.

Keep the overall length to one page and aim for 3—4 paragraphs.

Step 3: Craft a Compelling Opening

Your opening paragraph must hook the reader. Consider these tactics:

 Start with a strong statement of purpose (e.g., “I am excited to apply for the Marketing Analyst role at XYZ
Corp.).

¢ Mention a shared connection or referral if applicable.

« Briefly highlight a key skill or experience that directly relates to the role.

The goal is to make the hiring manager want to read on.

Step 4: Showcase Your Achievements with Quantifiable Data

Quantifying your accomplishments turns vague claims into persuasive evidence. For example:

Bad: “l increased sales through effective marketing.”

Good: “I boosted product sales by 30% within six months by launching a targeted social media campaign.”
Use numbers, percentages, or specific milestones to demonstrate impact.

Step 5: Align Your Skills with the Job Description

Match your key strengths to the employer’s needs. Create a quick checklist of required skills and cross reference
them with your own:

e Skill 1 — Provide an example of how you've used it.
e Skill 2 — Demonstrate measurable results.
 Skill 3 — Highlight relevant coursework or certifications.

Show that you’re not only qualified but also a perfect fit for the role’s unique challenges.

Step 6: Maintain a Professional Yet Personal Tone

Balance professionalism with authenticity. Use a friendly voice without sounding overly casual. Avoid jargon unless
it's common in the industry. Remember:

¢ Use “I” statements to convey ownership.
* Keep sentences concise.
¢ Maintain a respectful tone throughout.



Step 7: End with a Strong Call to Action

Finish your letter by expressing eagerness for the next step:

“l look forward to discussing how my background can contribute to XYZ's continued success. Thank you for
considering my application.”

Include your contact information again and sign off with “Sincerely” or “Best regards.”

Step 8: Proofread and Seek Feedback

Even a single typo can undermine credibility. Follow these proofreading steps:

1. Read the letter aloud to catch awkward phrasing.

2. Use grammar checking tools like Grammarly or Hemingway.

3. Ask a peer or mentor to review the draft.

4. If possible, schedule a one to one coaching session with Harvard Career Services for final polish.

Multiple rounds of review will help ensure your cover letter is error free and polished.

Common Mistakes to Avoid in Your Cover Letter

Generic Statements — Avoid phrases like “I am a hard worker” without evidence.

e Over Repetition — Repeating the same skills across paragraphs can seem redundant.

Ignoring the Job Description — Failing to address key responsibilities shows a lack of attention.

¢ Excessive Length — A cover letter that exceeds one page is often skimmed or discarded.
 Inappropriate Tone — Being too casual or too formal can alienate the reader.

< Not Personalizing — Sending the same letter to every employer signals a lack of genuine interest.

By steering clear of these pitfalls, you'll present yourself as a thoughtful, detail oriented candidate.

Sample Harvard Cover Letter

Below is a concise, industry specific example that demonstrates how to integrate the strategies discussed. Feel free
to adapt the structure and language to fit your own experience.

John Doe
123 Harvard Lane
Cambridge, MA 02138
(617) 555 1234 | john.doe @amchl.£5n2026

Ms. Jane Smith

Hiring Manager

Acme Financial Group
456 Wall Street

New York, NY 10005

Dear Ms. Smith,

| am writing to express my enthusiasm for the Summer Analyst position at Acme Financial Group, as advertised on

the Harvard Career Services job board. With a strong foundation in quantitative finance from my coursework at

Harvard and hands on experience as a research analyst at the Harvard Business School’'s Center for Financial
Innovation, | am eager to contribute to Acme’s data driven investment strategies.



During my internship at the Center for Financial Innovation, | led a project that developed a predictive model using
machine learning to forecast market volatility. The model achieved an 85% accuracy rate, surpassing the firm’s
existing benchmark by 12%. | also collaborated with a cross functional team to present findings to senior leadership,
resulting in the adoption of the model for a pilot portfolio. This experience honed my analytical skills and taught me
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