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OPEN ACCESS RESOURCE
Writing a Strong Research Cover Letter
A practical guide for labs, research programs, internships, fellowships, and graduate opportunities.
	BEST FOR  Students who need to explain why a specific opportunity fits their interests and preparation.


	THE BIG IDEA  A strong cover letter is a fit argument: why this opportunity, why your preparation, what you can contribute, and why the connection makes sense now.


1. Research the opportunity before you write
Your letter should sound different for every lab, program, or role. Before drafting, inspect the lab or program website, read a recent paper or project description when possible, and study the role requirements. Pull out specific projects, techniques, populations, questions, or skills that connect to your own experience.
	Look at
	Extract
	How to use it

	Lab or program website
	Projects, techniques, populations, outputs
	Connect your interest to a specific topic or problem.

	Recent paper
	Question, method, key finding, future direction
	Mention a concrete method, finding, or question that genuinely interested you.

	Role description
	Required and preferred skills
	Turn each relevant requirement into evidence from your own experience.

	Your experience
	Projects, methods, outputs
	Choose only the evidence that fits this opportunity.



2. Use a four-paragraph structure
	1
	Fit opening
Name the role or program and connect yourself to a specific project, method, population, or mission. Avoid opening with a generic statement about passion.



	2
	Preparation
Show evidence. Mention a project, literature matrix, poster, data-cleaning task, manuscript draft, coding experience, or other concrete work that built relevant skills.



	3
	Contribution
Connect your current skills to what the team needs. Be specific about tasks you could realistically support while continuing to learn.



	4
	Close
Thank the reader, reference attached materials, and invite a conversation without sounding entitled to a position.



3. Replace generic enthusiasm with specific evidence
	WEAK
	STRONGER

	“I am passionate about science and your lab is very impressive.”
	“Your work on [paper/project] is relevant to my interest in [specific issue], particularly the way the team used [method] to examine [problem].”



	WEAK
	STRONGER

	“I am willing to do anything.”
	“I would be prepared to begin with [realistic task] while continuing to build experience with [method].”



4. A simple letter model
Dear Dr. [Last Name],

I am applying for [role/program] because your work on [specific topic] connects directly to my developing research interest in [specific interest]. I was especially interested in [paper/project detail] because [one-sentence connection].

Through [project/course/O.R.B.I.T.], I developed experience with [skill] by producing [specific output]. This strengthened my ability to [skill 1], [skill 2], and [skill 3].

I would be prepared to contribute to [task] while continuing to build the methodological foundation needed for more advanced project involvement.

Thank you for considering my materials. I would be grateful for the opportunity to discuss whether my background and interests align with your current needs.

Sincerely,
[Name]
5. Keep the letter focused on contribution
Avoid making your need for research experience, medical school, or graduate school the main argument. Those goals may be true, but the reader needs to understand how your interests and preparation connect to their work. A strong letter centers the scholarly fit and the contribution you are prepared to make.
	WHAT GOOD LOOKS LIKE  After one page, the reader knows what you are applying for, why their work specifically interests you, what evidence shows you are prepared, and what kind of contribution you can realistically make.


Helpful standards & references
These are starting points, not substitutes for the requirements of a specific journal, conference, institution, or research team.
UConn Career Center resume/CV/cover letter resources: https://career.uconn.edu/resources/resume-cv-cover-letter-guide/
UConn graduate student/postdoc cover letter guide: https://career.uconn.edu/resources/graduate-student-postdoc-resume-cover-letter-guide/
	OPEN ACCESS  This O.R.B.I.T. resource is designed for educational use and may be shared with students. Always follow the requirements of your institution, research supervisor, journal, conference, or program when those requirements differ.
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