Job letters
Job letters are your first contact with a search committee and are, therefore, tremendously important.   Their purpose is to convey your central interests, capacities, and current stage to the committee.  Committees use them to determine “fit” for the job and to get an initial impression of a candidate. You need to be sure to write a specific letter for each institution, tailoring it to their needs and institutional structure (i.e. interdisciplinary majors or core courses, study abroad programs, language intensive courses...) 
They should contain the following paragraphs:

1) Introductory paragraph stating the job for which you are applying; your current status --  graduate student in the History Department at the University of Chicago, completing your dissertation under the direction of a committee (give names), in the field of X history, graduating as of x date.

2) Dissertation paragraph(s), including title of dissertation.  Succinct and clear summary of the dissertation and its contribution.  This may be as long as 2 paragraphs but no longer.

3) 2nd project paragraph. Sketch of 2nd project.  This will not commit you to actually doing this second project, but will indicate to a hiring committee that you can project yourself into the future, that you have intellectual imagination and ambitions beyond the dissertation.  This can be tailored to the particular job (as long as each version is a project you could actually see yourself doing and are prepared to discuss with knowledge and enthusiasm in a job interview).

4) Teaching experience, capacities, and vision.  This paragraph should discuss the teaching you’ve done, the teaching that you are qualified to do, and your sense of yourself as a teacher.

5) Professional experience and ambitions.  This should include workshop participation and leadership; conferences organized; vision of yourself at the institution. (This is not the place to list every grant you’ve won – they’ll read that in your recommendations and on your c.v.)

6) Conclusion thanking them for their attention, providing contact information and informing them that you will attend the AHA.

The order of these paragraphs and the balance between the research and teaching sections will vary with the kind of institution to which you are applying. If it is an institution that emphasizes teaching, write first about that and then about the dissertation and your larger research agenda. 

The job letter should be no longer than 2 pages (it may run to the top of a third for the last para and signature) single-spaced in legible 12 point type on plain paper. It must be typo and syntax-error free.  

Common errors:

1. Do not write that you are “qualified for the job” or “a perfect fit” – that’s up to the committee to decide.  

2. Do not praise the institution to which you’re applying.  That won’t impress and wastes space.

3. Do not write that you’ve always “longed to teach in X institution” – the committee is not interested in what you want to do, they’re interested in what you can do.

