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WHY DO I NEED A CV?
You might need a CV for a volunteering opportunity, a placement year, a part
time job, a summer internship, a further study programme or a graduate job.
A CV is usually accompanied by a cover letter,
which outlines the role you are applying for, and
the reasons why you are applying. It might be
helpful to think of a CV as a factual account of your
skills, qualifications and experiences, whereas a
cover letter is more of a dialogue describing your
motivations for wanting the role, why you think you
are suitable, and why you have an interest in that
specific employer.

Most opportunities will have an advert, and usually
a job description and person specification. The job
description gives all of the details of the job and the
person specification describes the individual that
the employer is looking for. It can be useful to think
about the opportunity as a question and a CV and
cover letter as the answer.

Employers consistently tell us that motivation and commitment are amongst the top
qualities they look for in graduates. The rest of the list includes; communication skills,
resilience, leadership potential, analytical thinking, problem solving, team skills and
work experience.
(Source; BIS Research Paper No 231 “Understanding Employers’ Graduate Recruitment and
Selection Practices” November 2015).

KEY QUESTION:
Can you do this
specific role, in this
specific organisation?
Your CV and cover letter together, will answer this
key question. Because every role and organisation
is different, you you will need to tailor every CV and
cover letter to fit every opportunity that you apply for,
rather than send a standard CV and cover letter.

KEY ANSWERS:
CV
COVER
LETTER

Yes I can do this specific role, in this specific
organisation, and here are the skills,
qualifications and experiences that I have
which show that I am capable of the role.
Here are the reasons why I
am keen on being chosen
for this opportunity.

The job search site TheLadders.com, released research showing that recruiters
only spend an average of 6.25 seconds looking at a candidate’s CV before deciding
whether it deserves more in-depth scrutiny.
http://cdn.theladders.net/static/images/basicSite/pdfs/TheLadders-EyeTracking-StudyC2.pdf

BEFORE YOU EVEN START YOUR CV, YOU NEED TO:
•

Be clear about exactly what the opportunity is by
reading information provided or making contact
with the opportunity provider

•

Create a list of key reasons why you would be
good in this post- what are the most important
things you want the employer to know in order to
convince them of your suitability?

•

Be sure that you want to apply - employers can
instantly spot an application that lacks motivation

•

Set aside enough time - writing a CV and cover
letter can take more time than you might expect

•

Explore the organisation- what is the main
function, how does it operate, who is involved?

•

Understand your own reasons for applying

BEFORE STARTING YOUR CV,
STUDY THE JOB DESCRIPTION
Job Description
We’re an integrated marketing agency looking for an entrepreneurial,
hard-working ‘geek’ to join our award-winning West End team. This
is an entry-level position that includes some office management and
offers an excellent launch-pad to a career in digital marketing.
Attention to detail, accuracy and punctuality are highly regarded so
if you take your work personally, this is the ideal agency for you.
The work environment is fun, flexible and relaxed. We expect
people to work hard, be excited about the work, and demonstrate
commitment. You can enjoy a host of great benefits including flexible
hours, an iPad, Friday breakfast, a wellbeing bonus, bi-monthly training,
25 days paid holiday (rising to 27 within three years), late start on
your birthday, early finish some Fridays, and a great social calendar,
including weekly drinks in the office, quarterly lunches and nights out
and monthly drinks in the pub.

What does this description of
the benefits of the role tell us
about the organisation? How
could you reflect these values
in your cover letter and CV?

Person Requirements
• Have excellent written and oral communication skills
• Be over-the-top detail-oriented
• Be thoughtful and considerate of colleagues
• Relish the opportunity to be part of a growing team
• Be interested in social media, SEO, PR and marketing.
• Love software and technology.

Accepted Degree Subjects
Any

Salary

Competitive salary

Location

Greater London

Real job advert taken from the PROSPECTS website 2016

Now that you have identified exactly what the question is
that the employer is asking, and understand what they are
looking for, you can begin your CV and cover letter.

What experiences have you
had which are related to
these requirements? When
have you demonstrated these
skills?

WHAT SHOULD MY CV LOOK LIKE?
Each CV will look different depending on what
qualifications, skills and experience you have to offer
that specific employer for that specific role, and will
be most effective if it is laid out in a way that:
•
•
•

Is easy to read
Demonstrates clearly how you meet
the role description
Reflects your understanding of
what the opportunity is

Essentials for a CV:
•
•
•

•

A “personal profile” - is this something that has
been addressed in your cover letter? It can be
helpful to think of a profile as a summary and
also an introduction- a bit like an abstract in a
research paper

•

The order of sections- you could put the sections
that the specific employer you are applying to will
find most interesting and relevant for the specific
role in question earlier on in your CV- people pay
most attention to the first things they read

•

Titles of sections - what is the most fitting title for
your sections, and do you need them at all?

•

Interests / hobbies - these are fine to include if
they are adding something to your argument that
you are the best candidate for the role- be explicit
about how your grade 7 flute is relevant to a role
in geotechnics- is it because it demonstrates
your persistence, attention to detail and fine
motor skills? If you can’t justify why the employer
needs to know something, then you might want to
dedicate the space on your CV to something that
the employer will be more interested in

CREATED

•

Your contact details
Not more than 2 pages in length
Relevant experiences, qualifications and skills.
These can come from part time work, your studies,
volunteering or paid work
Each point must be relevant. With limited space,
it is critical to consider the reasons why you are
telling the employer each point and whether you
have made it clear how these points relate to the
role in question

The negotiables: Things to consider

ACTION VERBS ARE A POWERFUL WAY TO
ADD IMPACT TO YOUR CV AND COVER LETTER

DELEGATED

COMPLETED
INITIATED

NEGOTIATED

EVALUATED

D
E
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PRESENTED
PRE
ACHIEVED ORGANISED RESOLVED

MANAGED

CV
James has used a chronological or traditional CV- this means that each section is structured so that the most recent
activities come first. He could have used a skills based CV perhaps if he had less experience, and structured his CV
around skills titles, with evidence for each skill. The skill titles would be drawn from the opportunity information.
He could also have used a hybrid CV, which combines these two approaches. For examples see
www.prospects.ac.uk/careers-advice/cvs-and-cover-letters/example-cvs
Include any links to social
media, but ensure your profile
is ready for viewing- staff at
the Careers & Employability
Hub can help with this
If James’ degree had been directly
related to the role he is applying
for, he might have included
relevant modules, grades, and a
description of his dissertation. As
James has an unrelated degree he
has focused on the skills gained,
which are relevant to the post.
Don’t assume an employer will
know what a degree involves- point
out how it is relevant to them

James hasn’t included his GCSEs
as he feels his degree and A
levels are sufficient evidence
of his academic skills

James also had many other
responsibilities at Superdry, such
as using the till and dressing
windows, but he has chosen to
focus on the experiences which
best match the role description

Your CV doesn’t need “CV” as a
title- it’s obvious what it is!

Make sure your contact details
are up to date and appropriate

James Finn
07791 352671 | James.finn@hotmail.com
https://uk.linkedin.com/in/james.finn
Education
YYYY-YY – BSc in Biology- Plymouth University (2:1)
This scientifically rigorous degree allowed me to develop an
appreciation of the importance of detail in collecting data, recording,
reporting and analysing. Included high standards of report writing, as
well as presenting my work individually and in teams to an audience.
All assignments were completed to deadline.
YYYY-YY A Level – Happy School, Plymouth
Biology (B) Chemistry (C) English Literature (C)
Experience
Sept- Dec YYYY Sales Assistant Superdry Stores, Plymouth
•

Contributed to team development during the opening
months of this store, by supporting colleagues to understand
key processes and implementing new procedures

•

Trained new team members through workshadowing and constructive feedback

•

Supervised staff during induction and
supported to integrate into team

•

Oral communication skills with customers developed through
dealing with inquiries and resolving difficulties and complaints

•

Responsible for stock taking / setting out
stock to a high level of detail

•

Undertook REAL customer training – demonstrated an ability
to Read customers, Engage with them, Act appropriately to
customer need, and develop as a Loyal member of the team.

Jan-May YYYY Advice Plymouth Gateway Assessor,
Plymouth Citizen’s Advice Bureaux (Volunteer)

James has shown that he
understands how to be part of
a growing team- one of the key
criteria of the job description

Adding statistical values
where possible is a powerful
way to add impact

•

Supported enquirers to the advice centre
by providing information

•

Managed the booking diary for appointments

•

Co-ordinated email enquiries and provided online advice

•

Developed the CAB’s social media presence amongst
the student population by adding information to
Facebook and Twitter which is relevant to Plymouth
University students. Increased traffic to social
media accounts by 45% during this period.

Other experiences

James has included this in a jokey
fashion as it mirrors the tone and
language of the job advert. If it had
been a more serious or traditional
tone, he may have chosen to
phrase it differently

September YYYY- present Member & Social Secretary of the
Plymouth University Geek Society
A bona-fide geek!
Organised a trip for 40 students to a comicon event. Designed fliers
to market the event. Promoted and co-ordinated event using social
media. Developed paperwork for risk assessment and payments and
handled the budget.
December YYYY Member of the Biological Sciences Flux Team

Even though FLUX was only a 1 day
experience, James has included
it because he can provide strong
evidence for some of the skills in
the job description by talking about
FLUX

James has given some context
around what FLUX is, as employers
may not understand exactly what
it is

James has tailored his travelling
experience to highlight his social
media, use of apps and general
love of technology, which is
stipulated in the job description

James has done his best to try
and hit all of the aspects of the job
description, so he stands a good
chance of getting an interview

A one day business competition event run by the university, working
in teams to resolve a real life business problem presented by local
employers
•

Worked as a team to analyse a problem in a time-limited,
pressurised environment

•

Liaised with industry professionals to gain understanding of the
issues

•

Negotiated with local businesses by telephone to explore
potential solutions

•

Networked with university staff, other students and
professionals

•

Developed a proposal using a business plan

•

Considered finances, marketing, staffing, and advertising

•

Presented our “pitch” to an audience of 50+

•

Came 2nd out of 10 teams

Summer YYYY
Spent three months travelling around Europe
•

Meticulously planned route, itinerary and budget to successfully
experience most of Europe

•

Kept a blog whilst travelling to keep in touch with friends and
family

•

Navigated route using apps such as, Triplt

•

Organised places to stay using AirBnB and iCampsites

•

Communicated with locals using GoogleTranslate

CV CHECK LIST
Imagine you were the employercan you find evidence of all of
the job requirements?
How does your layout look- is
it clear and easy to read, or
confused and over-crowded?

Have you used formatting effectively such as bold / italics /
underlining? If so, have you used it consistently? Have you
checked for spelling and grammar errors? Many employers will
reject a CV based on mistakes which can be easily rectified.
Errors suggest to an employer that you might be careless
or even that you don’t want the opportunity that much
Have you asked anyone at the Careers & Employability
Hub for feedback on your CV? Make sure you bring the
opportunity information with you
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WHAT ABOUT PART TIME CVS?
Writing a CV for a part time or casual job is very
similar to writing a graduate CV, as the emphasis
is still on demonstrating that you are capable of
the role. However for part time work employers
are usually more interested in skills than your
academic ability, and so skills would typically
be a more significant feature of your CV than
your degree studies. An exception to this would
be where your degree is directly related to the
part time work, but often this isn’t the case. Any
work experience that you have gained could
be more relevant to discuss on a CV for a part
time job. These could be experiences that
you might not give as much attention to on a

WHAT IF I AM APPLYING SPECULATIVELY FOR
AN UNSPECIFIED ROLE?
A speculative application involves contacting an
organisation which you are interested in working
for, but who may not currently be advertising
vacancies. In order to identify the skills that
the organisation values, you could explore any
information you can find on their website or
using social media, and reflect those in your
CV. You could also look for roles at other similar
organisations that interest you, and model your
application on those, or look at a typical job
profile for the type of role you are seeking, using
a careers resource such as
www.prospects.ac.uk/job-profiles
Your cover letter would also need to be adapted
to explain what type of role you are interested
in, and what other opportunities you would
be willing to engage in, such as an informal
chat about the organisation, work shadowing,
volunteering or an internship. Approaching a
company in this way is often fruitful.

graduate CV, such as school work experience,
holiday jobs or other previous employment.
The specific skills you need to demonstrate will differ
from role to role, but many part time jobs focus on
things like customer service skills, communication,
team work, cash handling etc. It can be helpful to
use a skills-based CV, dividing your CV into broad
headings according to the skills required in the role.
You can then provide evidence under each heading
detailing how, when and where you have developed
those skills. This could mean that your CV looks
slightly different from a graduate CV, where your
work experience might come first and your degree
and other qualifications may come towards the end.

WHAT IF I HAVE NO PREVIOUS EXPERIENCE?
Don’t worry, you still have skills! This is another
situation where a skills based CV can be
appropriate. Think about the things you have done
so far- have you volunteered, work-shadowed, been
in a sports club, taken part in any events? These
experiences can all be used to evidence your skills.
If you are still lacking evidence, you can use your
experiences of study. You may have participated
in group assignments, practical assessments
and presentations, and you definitely will have
experience of written and verbal communication,
following instructions and meeting deadlines.

WHAT IF I AM APPLYING FOR AN
ADVERTISED ROLE BUT I DON’T KNOW
WHO THE EMPLOYER IS?
This might happen if you apply through an
agency or online jobs board, where the
employer is not clear. In this case, focus on
what you know about the job role in your CV
and cover letter. Instead of talking about why
you want to work for a specific employer in
your cover letter, you can talk more broadly
about why you want to work in that industry. For
example, what are the reasons you want to work
in laboratory based research, or what appeals to
you about heritage management?

ALL THE ADVICE CONTAINED IN THIS BOOKLET IS EQUALLY APPLICABLE TO ALL
STUDENTS, BUT THERE MAY BE A FEW ADDITIONAL POINTS IF YOU ARE:
An international student wishing
to work in the UK
*Qualifications – A UK employer may not be familiar
with your qualifications from abroad.
It may be helpful to include a short explanation
stating how your qualifications compare to UK
qualifications but you will need to check this first
e.g. a leaving school certificate may be equivalent
to GCSE, AS or A level. If you are not sure how your
overseas qualification compares to a UK one, you
can get a statement of comparability from NARIC for
a fee: www.naric.org.uk
*It may be useful to translate the names of any
certificates or job roles as well as reference letters
into English to make it easier for a UK employer to
understand your previous experience.
*It is a good idea to get early advice on visas.
Whether you are looking for part-time work during
your studies or to find a graduate role in the UK after
your studies. The International Student Advisory
Service, based in the Roland Levinsky building is able
to direct you to this information and to give advice on
the best route to take.

A student wishing to work abroad
*It is important to understand how the local job
application process works and any differences
in how covering letters and CVs are presented in
other countries to ensure they meet employer’s
expectations. For example, in some countries it is
common to include a photograph on a CV and in
some, a CV (which is sometimes called a resumé)
should be no longer than one page (whereas in the
UK, two pages is the norm).
*If you have any relevant language skills, it can be
useful to include these on your CV and to state the
level of skill that you have in a particular language:
fluent, intermediate, beginner.
*Check out opportunities on GoinGlobal (a
software package available through the Careers &
Employability Service). This is accessible via Career
Navigator:
www.plymouth.ac.uk/employability and Target jobs
country profiles: https://targetjobs.co.uk/careersadvice/working-abroad

A mature student
* Mature students can under-value what they offer
graduate employers and can find it challenging to
decide how to record their past experiences on their CV.
*Age – Legislation introduced in October 2006 has
made it generally unlawful to discriminate against
a person on grounds of their age at any stage
between recruitment and pension. You do not
need to include your date of birth on your CV.
*As employers may be less familiar with qualifications
such as the Access to Higher Education, you can
help them by offering a comparison, for example
“Access to Higher Education Diploma in Science
(level three qualification equivalent to A level)”
or “Extended Science (foundation year).”
*As a career-changer, your work experience may seem
unrelated, but you will have developed a range of
transferrable skills from your previous employment such
as team -working, communication, time and project
management, irrespective of your sector of employment
or self-employment. With a fluctuating global economy,
it is not uncommon for people to change careers several
times, so it shouldn’t be unusual for recruiters to see a
varied CV. Your covering letter can be used to explain

any major changes of direction in a positive way.
* Whether you have been raising a family, experienced
health difficulties or were a job seeker for a long
period of time, you can use your cover letter to explain
any apparent “gaps” in your work or educational
experiences. Adopt a positive approach, for example,
“Now that my family are more independent, I have
returned to education to improve my qualifications in
readiness for a career in nursing.” If you have had health
issues in the recent past, this too can be addressed
in similar way, “A short period of ill-health meant that
I was unable to work between 2011 and 2012; I fully
recovered, went to University and am now excited
to embark upon a career as a Business Analyst.”
https://nationalcareersservice.direct.gov.uk/
advice/courses/Pages/QualificationsTable.aspx
How to explain a gap in your CV
https://www.reed.co.uk/career-advice/
how-to-explain-a-gap-in-your-cv/
Age: Diversity Matters
https://targetjobs.co.uk/careers-advice/equalityand-diversity/320133-age-diversity-matters

“We do get quite a number of applications from mature students and we’re very keen to receive them
from that group. They can bring the benefits of the subject they’ve studied and also, potentially, the
benefits of the experience they gained before they went back to university.’
UK graduate recruitment manager from the CGI

A student aiming for the creative industries

A postgraduate student

*A creative CV, which showcases your creative
abilities through its design and format. It can be used
to apply for roles or internships for creative industries
including graphic design, three dimensional design
as well as roles as artists, photographers and
illustrators. For many of these industries an online
portfolio is often a prerequisite so hirers can see your
work before the interview stage. Your CV, depending
on the format, could also be included online.

*The format of your CV will depend on whether
you are applying for academic roles (including
post-doctoral opportunities in the case of a
PhD) or general vacancies in the graduate and
postgraduate labour market. For the former you
will need to prioritise details of your education,
any awards and prizes, published papers,
research interests and experience. Candidates
generally use a reverse chronological format
for academic and research applications.

If you are targeting a particular industry, for example,
graphic design, then you can use the CV to showcase
a particular style of typography and layout. If
you work in three dimensions such as spatial or
product design, you may wish to create a 3D CV that
demonstrates your skills, this could be a pop up CV
or integrated into a box or container.
Ideas and Templates for Visual CVs:
www.visualcv.com and http://vizualize.me/
Staffordshire University
Creative CV Guide Show & Tell (scroll down for Link):
http://www.staffs.ac.uk/support_depts/careers/
guides/
Creative CV Guide produced by
Falmouth and University Creative Arts
https://www.nottingham.ac.uk/careers/documents/
students/other/creativecvguide(1).pdf

*If you are developing a CV to enter the job market
in a non-academic /research role, including
vocational areas related to your PG programme, you
will need to stress the additional skills developed
through your studies. For example, most Masters
programmes will improve your capacity for creative
problem solving, project management, analysis and
research – all attributes sought by employers. Your
CV should be targeted to the role requirements
and emphasise what you have gained in addition to
your degree, for example, work on special projects
and any industrial links or experience. You may also
wish to show how you overcame any challenges
encountered through studying at a higher level.
Some useful Links for additional guidance:
Writing a CV for Academic and Research
Roles: https://www.vitae.ac.uk/researchercareers/pursuing-an-academic-career/
how-to-write-an-academic-cv
http://www.jobs.ac.uk/careers-advice/cvtemplates/1309/academic-cv-template
Guidelines for a Postgraduate CV:
http://www.slideshare.net/ManchesterPGCareers/
essential-guide-part-1-c-vs-slidecast

FURTHER RESOURCES AND SUPPORT
Plymouth University students and graduates have exclusive access to Career
Navigator. Hosting thousands of careers e-learning courses and videos from hiring
managers, Career Navigator provides a whole career development programme
online so that you can access what you need, when you need it. From interactive
tools, practice assessments and information to a jobs board, it will help you to:
•

Explore your options

•

Challenge yourself to succeed

•

Plan your career journey

•

Develop into a confident professional

•

Expand your employability skills

www.plymouth.ac.uk/student-life/your-studies/academic-services/ careers-and-employability/
career-navigator
https://targetjobs.co.uk/careers-advice/applications-and-cvs
https://www.prospects.ac.uk/careers-advice/cvs-and-cover-letters
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If you are unsure about any aspect of your CV, cover letter or job application, please come and
see us in the Careers & Employability Hub on the ground floor of the Roland Levinsky building. We
are open year-round from 8.30-4pm Monday- Friday (excluding bank holidays). We can offer you a
short appointment to answer questions and provide general feedback, or a longer appointment
to look more in depth at your career planning around your CV and cover letter. We can also
provide support via email or telephone for students who are unable to see us on campus. If you
are struggling to find suitable opportunities, confused about your options or stuck with any area
of your career planning, get in touch with us.

Careers & Employability support is available to all students from all stages or any point
of their career planning and for up to 3 years after completing your programme.

CONTACT US
Email: employability@plymouth.ac.uk
Tel: 01752 587456

