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Foreword

HERE’S A PUZZLE FOR YOU. Why are résumés so short, and books about how to write one so long? Why is a résumé two pages or less, while a résumé book is over two hundred pages, typically? Your first guess will probably be: because a résumé gets you a job, if you do it well, so you need detailed instructions about how to do it well. Good guess, but it’s wrong. A résumé’s purpose is not to get you a job; it’s simply to get you invited in for an interview at a place that interests you.

Okay then, your second guess might be: a résumé book has to be so long because you’re essentially trying to sell yourself to an employer, and writing an effective sales piece takes a lot of time and talent to get it right. That’s another good guess, but it is, again, wrong. In a sales piece, you would put in as much information as possible to help would-be employers see what a splendid “catch” you would be. A good sales piece can run several pages. But in a résumé you leave out as much as possible, because the employer is reading your résumé to see if there’s any excuse for screening you out. Put in one or two sentences too many, or mention something that you think might eventually “sell” you but is misinterpreted on a piece of paper that an employer spends about eight seconds scanning (typically), and you’re toast.

All right, then, why does a solid résumé book have to be so long? To end the guessing game, I’ll tell you the answer: It’s because this isn’t just a book about how to write a résumé. It’s more than that. It’s a book about how to look at yourself, how to take inventory of yourself, how to figure out what’s absolutely special about you so you can gain more confidence, overcome shyness, and approach any employer, not as a job-beggar, but as a prize, a treasure, who will help the employer more than anyone else could. That’s why a résumé is so short, but a résumé book is so long.

You’ll wonder, of course, why this résumé book? There are dozens and dozens of them out there. What’s so special about this one? Well, I’ll tell you a story. I am myself an author; I’ve written a book that ten million people have bought. (The average book sells only five thousand to twenty thousand copies.) My book is a job-hunting book. You know what makes my book so popular? Before I began, I went and read every single book about job-hunting that was out there. So my book, once I wrote it, gave a job-hunter a whole bunch of books, all wrapped up in one.

This résumé book that you’re holding in your hand has an author who did exactly the same thing. He went and read every résumé book he could lay his hands on before he sat down to write this one. That’s not merely unusual; that’s extraordinary. I have never read a résumé book whose author did that. Until now. You’ve got a hundred books in one, here. I know all those other résumé books. So I read this one all the way through, page by page, to see if the author left out anything important. He didn’t. Or if he said anything I strongly disagreed with. He didn’t. Or if his book was too difficult for a college student to understand. It isn’t. He touched all the right bases. This book is a home run.

—Richard N. Bolles, author of What Color Is Your Parachute? A Practical Manual for Job-Hunters and Career-Changers (revised and updated annually)


Introduction

Why This Book Will Help You Land Interviews and Jobs



EMILY SHOWED UP AT MY CAMPUS OFFICE. She sheepishly stuck her head in the doorway and whispered, “Dr. Schultze?”

“Hi,” I replied.

“I’m Emily,” she responded as we shook hands.

I could tell that Emily lacked self-confidence and probably had to overcome her own anxiety about going to see a professor she had never met.

“How may I serve you?” I asked.

EMILY’S STORY MAY WELL BE YOUR STORY

Emily was a fourth-year college student who had gone through three different majors—nursing, business, and art—and was searching for a new major that would make her more marketable after graduation. Feeling pressure from parents and friends, and worried about her future, she hoped that I could help her chart a career course. To her, the future meant a real job with health benefits and enough income to pay back her college loans and free her from parental support. Emily’s anxiety was obvious in her shaky voice.

“What have you been doing besides taking classes?” I asked.

“Nothing,” she replied while looking out the window, avoiding eye contact.

“Really?” I wondered out loud, mildly skeptical. “What about part-time jobs, sports activities, internships, volunteering, or hobbies?”

Emily’s eyes returned to mine and she offered a slight smile. “Well, I guess I’ve been doing a lot of things. But none of them will get me a job. I haven’t done much worth putting on a résumé.”

My heart went out to Emily. Like most final-year college students, she felt unprepared to enter the competitive job market. She had been putting her hopes on completing the “right” major and earning a college degree. She assumed that somehow her professional life would eventually work out if she played by society’s unspoken rules of the game: get an education, write a résumé, get a job, and live happily ever after. Unfortunately, simple rules don’t always work. Why?


[image: ] Because economic conditions change, causing jobs, even entire career fields, to come and go

[image: ] Because earning a college degree isn’t always sufficient for entering a field or getting ahead in a competitive career

[image: ] Because new career seekers don’t always know their own skills, what they really enjoy doing well (and why), and what their own life experience has already taught them

[image: ] Because many college students wrongly believe that a résumé is just a list of former jobs and a statement of academic credentials—nothing more and nothing less



Unless they’re trained for a high-demand profession, college students and recent graduates often feel regret (“Why didn’t I work harder in school?”), self-doubt (“I really don’t have anything to offer the world”), and defeat (“Résumés only help successful people”).

Emily was one among millions of anxious career seekers. So I helped her in the same way I’ll help you launch your career. I showed her how to create a “master list” of her life experiences, from travel to hobbies, and from part-time work to volunteering. With my gentle encouragement, she began listing the various projects she had completed in school, the ways in which she had served her religious community, the computer technologies she knew how to use, and much more.

EMILY RETURNS TO MY OFFICE

Emily came back a week later with five pages of typewritten notes, carefully organized as bullet points by skills (what she could do), knowledge (what she knew), and traits (her personal qualities). This time she was even a bit upbeat. She could see on paper that she had valuable, meaningful experience, even if it wasn’t full-time, paid professional work.

Before long, Emily had crafted a résumé for a job in nonprofit public relations. Two months later she was employed with a county organization that helps religious groups, cities, the county, and the state coordinate services for the poor and homeless. Two years after that she joined the Red Cross in a supervisory position. Along the way, she sent me emails, journaling her growing self-confidence, professional accomplishments, and personal satisfaction.

I’LL HELP YOU, TOO

During the last thirty years, I’ve taught the secrets of persuasive résumé writing to scores of people like Emily. Some of them were current undergraduate or graduate students. Others were recent graduates. Still others were new college graduates who had ended up in dead-end jobs. They were attending or had graduated from universities, seminaries, small private colleges, technical and art schools, and community colleges. Some had even dropped out of college and needed to find full-time employment to pay off loans and eventually reenroll. I taught them—just as I’ll teach you—how to communicate personal strengths honestly but persuasively.

I know what works on résumés and what doesn’t—and why. Traditional college résumés that focus only on previous employment and academics are not usually effective. Those résumés all look and read the same. They don’t give employers a real picture of your potential. By contrast, résumés that include relevant life experience produce results—especially in tough economic times.

Simply stated, this book is better than others on the market for college students and recent graduates who need to generate interviews in order to get full-time work. If this were not the case, I wouldn’t have spent my time writing it. I needed something better for my own students because the typical online and in-print résumé-writing material simply doesn’t work. Most résumé-writing material tends either toward hollow hype or impersonal rigidity.

SO WHAT DID I DO?

First, I started from scratch by ignoring all of the résumé-writing clichés that lack real-world proof—clichés like never write more than one page, avoid all nonpaid work, don’t refer to hobbies and life passions, list educational background first, and on and on. It seems that everyone has an opinion about résumés but that few people actually know what works and what fails for college students and recent graduates who lack significant “paid work” experience.

Second, I reviewed all of the scientific studies about résumé writing (you’ll see data from these studies in this book), including those to which you can’t gain access unless you have college or university privileges (this partly explains why so many of the popular résumé-writing books ignore the research and simply repeat the same old clichés).

Third, I talked to human resources (HR) experts who actually review résumés and hire college graduates at small, medium, and large for-profit and nonprofit organizations. These hardworking folks are often the gatekeepers who make the first round of cuts when stacks of résumés arrive in response to a new job posting.

Fourth, I met personally with career development staff members at numerous colleges and universities across North America to see what they have learned about résumé writing. I have the opportunity to do this frequently because I am regularly invited to speak at schools about my own communication research. I learn a lot from these highly informed professionals who work daily with college students on interviews.

Fifth—and this is critical—I worked closely with my own junior and senior college students on developing a résumé-writing process that will lead to résumés that actually generate interviews.

WHAT MAKES THIS BOOK UNIQUE?

You as a reader deserve to know what makes this book unique. Why should you buy this book instead of a different one? That’s a fair question. Following are my major emphases in this book:


[image: ] I include sample edits of actual résumé material so that you can refine your language and address the most common grammatical and stylistic mistakes. You need short, direct, accurate language for an effective résumé. Look for the Résumé Excerpt sidebars.

[image: ] I summarize the key findings of researchers (such as psychologists and English professors) who study what works and what doesn’t work when it comes to writing résumés and cover letters. Pay attention to the Expert Advice sidebars.

[image: ] I pepper the book with my own proven tips along the way. Again, these are based on my research, experience, and interviews. I want to make sure you take them into account as you build your résumé. Keep your eyes open for Dr. Q’s Tips.

[image: ] I explain how to transform your college and life experience into an effective résumé. The truth is that you don’t have to have a lot of full-time, paid professional experience for a solid résumé. You read that correctly. With my help, you can use your broader life experience to compose a powerful résumé that will generate job interviews. The best résumés reflect the whole you, not just the worker you.

[image: ] I teach you the theory behind everything you should or should not include on a résumé. That way you can truly create your own, effective résumé without just copying other people’s résumé material. Once you know how to communicate through a résumé, you can impress your friends by critiquing their résumés. I’m not kidding. My students actually help their friends.

[image: ] I show you how to tweak each résumé and cover letter for specific positions and organizations. This is essential.

[image: ] I demonstrate how to compose a cover letter that will immediately persuade employers to read your accompanying résumé. In fact, the cover letter is probably the most important aspect of résumé writing. Why? Because the cover letter allows you to creatively summarize your résumé (Who wants to read a lot of résumés, anyway?) and to relate your whole-person strengths (your skills, knowledge, and traits) to the particular position and organization you’re targeting. I’ll go so far as to say that you can even get some interviews with just a well-written cover letter. Again, I’m not kidding. I’m also willing to tell you honestly that even the best résumés are usually ineffective unless they include a solid cover letter.



DO YOU REALLY NEED TO BUY THIS BOOK?

If you’re unwilling or don’t need to spend the time to write an exceptional résumé, this book is probably not for you. If you’ve already got the job and just need to slap together a short summary of previous jobs to satisfy the powers that be, you probably won’t benefit from this book. If I were you, I wouldn’t spend the money.

On the other hand, you might still want to impress your employer and prepare for future job searches or promotions. The process I describe in this book could still help you learn more about yourself as well as about writing résumés and cover letters. Sooner or later you’ll have to go through the process described in this book if you want an impressive résumé. That’s why I require my college students to work through it. They’re the better for it, even if they’ve already been accepted to graduate school or have already netted a terrific job.

THE MATH IS CLEAR

[image: ]

Unfortunately, as a college student or recent graduate you face a special problem: you probably don’t have enough career-related experience to fill up a one-page résumé. If you recently graduated from college, you could fill in the gaps with a list of typical college courses. So what! Every other college graduate can do the same thing. Anyone can write that kind of knock-off résumé. Just fill in the blanks—when and where you worked or when and where you attended school. But no matter how many eye-popping graphics or fancy fonts you add, your résumé will probably end up at a local landfill with moldy coffee grounds and sticky stir sticks.

GET A RÉSUMÉ LIFE

I wrote this book to show career seekers like you how to write a powerful, interview-generating résumé based on your life experience as well as on your academic accomplishments. Even if you’re only nineteen or twenty years old, you probably have plenty of life experience for documenting your skills, knowledge, and traits. You can point to hobbies, volunteer experiences, travel adventures, part-time jobs, self-taught skills (for example, computer software), and self-acquired knowledge (for example, sports, politics, media, or nature). Formal education is only part of your life story. I’ll show you how to capture all of the career-related aspects of your life so that your résumé will rise to the top of the pile.

THIS BOOK IS A CALLING

As I mentioned above, over the years I’ve tried using virtually every résumé-writing book on the market to guide new career seekers. None of them has really worked. Urged by my former students and current mentees, I wrote this book based on my proven techniques. For decades, I’ve been receiving emails and phone calls from friends of friends of friends, asking me for help with their résumés. It dawned on me several years ago that I had unintentionally created a résumé-writing movement that was bigger than my ability to serve—unless I wrote a book. It was time to share my experience with people I couldn’t help personally. My proven “secrets” could help many more than just my own current and former students.

In a sense, this book called me. It became one of my callings. I simply trusted that college students would discover the book and benefit from the content and inspiration, and that students in their turn would be called to the book.

I didn’t write this book to get rich! My wife and I donate book royalties to charitable causes, especially to college student scholarship funds. I’m blessed to have a college teaching job that I love and that helps us pay the bills. What keeps me going on book projects like this one? The grateful letters, phone calls, and emails from readers who are served by the words I write. It’s a kind of “magic” for me to be able to help people I’ve never personally met.

WHAT HAPPENED TO EMILY?

Emily eventually left public relations for graduate school to become an English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher. She also continued helping others with their résumés. I just heard from her again and discovered that she is now in a position of reviewing résumés for hiring people. She is grateful for what she learned years ago in my campus office.

MY FINAL PLUG

If you want to obtain interviews for real jobs and satisfying careers, this book is for you. If you’d like to find lines of work that match your abilities and offer room for you to grow and succeed, this is your book. Let me help you move forward by showing you how to transform your life experience into a great résumé. Result: You’ll get the interview you need for the career you want.

You deserve more than an average résumé because of your invaluable life experiences. This book will show you how to transform your college and life experiences into a persuasive, interview-winning résumé. I’m honored to help you fulfill your own special hopes and dreams. Thanks for knocking on my door!

    [image: ]
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In this chapter, you’ll learn:


[image: ] The right attitude to begin with

[image: ] The right résumé-writing process to follow





I WAS SLURPING DOWN WATERY SPAGHETTI when the news reached college friends and me in the dining hall: An all-campus streak was scheduled for sunset. Dozens of female students would supposedly be dashing across the wide-open university quadrangle in their birthday suits. We quickly finished our Jell-O desserts and dashed from the male dorm to the scene of the unfolding spectacle.

But before we could jostle the frantic freshmen out of the best viewing spots, the runners were already sprinting across the grassy field like proud Olympians. Alas, only a couple of females had joined the male streakers’ ranks—in the middle of the pack where they couldn’t be clearly eyeballed.

Of course, neither I nor my inhibited friends stripped down to join the passing runners, and within thirty seconds the entire escapade was over. Observers continued shuffling around for fifteen minutes like brooding carrion birds. Then they began wandering to campus watering holes to drown their disappointments. We joined them.

As we talked it over, my friends and I realized how gullible we were. All it took was a little gossip to move us to action; within minutes, we had run like a raft of turkeys to the campus quadrangle to gawk at the streakers. We wondered what we had really expected to see or to accomplish by following the other flocks of dorm guys to the much-hyped event. We’d been duped. Worse yet, we realized that we had fooled ourselves into believing something that was not likely to happen as imagined.

So it is with résumé writing. Most people fool themselves into believing they can cobble together a decent résumé and proceed to land a job. They imagine the end product—the great job—while failing to consider what they actually need to do to obtain interviews, let alone secure a job or launch a career. The same fantasies affect people in their late twenties through early forties who hope to shift to a better career.

What about the streakers? They had a mission; they had a purpose, however wacky. They courageously sought to undress on campus and to briskly run from point A to point B without getting arrested for public indecency. They had even planned the whole affair secretly so that word wouldn’t spread in advance among authorities, let alone among freshman males like my friends and me. By contrast, we were just fantasy-driven gawkers, mere consumers of other people’s carefully planned work. So what?

So this: Most career-seeking résumé writers are like the observers at that college streak. They want the fun without the planning. They expect a free ticket to an interview based on little or no résumé-writing preparation. In consequence, they usually get what they deserve: a very disappointing “show.” As the old saying goes, “You get what you pay for.” A raft of turkeys will always be a bunch of birds, at least until they learn how to make something more of themselves. And it won’t do any good for them to fantasize about the great life of being a bald eagle, soaring overhead and grabbing fish right out of the lake. They have to train for the job as well as desire it. Then they have to convince others that they can do the work well.

Those streakers had more than a mission. They had determination and courage. They knew the importance of collaborating with others to make the streak a success.

Here’s the bottom line: writing a great résumé is a lot like streaking. The art of streaking includes many of the same traits you’ll need for writing a great résumé. Both require courage. Both can be fun. Both are a bit unconventional—if you do them well. Although hiring a professional résumé writer can help, it won’t engage your own creativity and prepare you for interviews. Having someone else write your résumé is like recruiting a surrogate streaker to take your place. It’s just not the same thing. You need to tell your own life story if you want to write a personalized, powerful résumé. You need to start with the right attitude.


[image: ] Expert Advice


PONDER YOURSELF

Writing a résumé requires you to spend quality time thinking about who you are and the impact you’ve made in the past.

—Julie Jansen, I Don’t Know What I Want, But I Know It’s Not This
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ANSWER WANT ADS WITHIN YOUR RÉSUMÉ

Think of the “help wanted” ad as the question, and your résumé as the answer.

—Lance Turner, Arkansas Business





BE COURAGEOUS

A lot of résumés fall flat because they aren’t daring. They rely on the same old lingo to say the same old things in the same old, repetitive, tired ways. Reading them is like seeing the movie Groundhog Day over and over again—without the happy ending. Just look at all the résumé-writing books that tell you what to say and exactly how to say it. Or peruse all the Microsoft Word résumé templates that give every content-weak résumé the look of every other high-on-gravy, low-on-meat résumé. Where’s the beef?

Don’t be afraid to emphasize your strengths and express your potential. If you don’t have faith in your abilities, why should anyone else? It takes guts to go streaking. It takes nerve to create a résumé that will stand out from the pack. I’m not talking about hollow hype or puffy prose. I’m talking about honest persuasion.

We all let our self-doubts cloud even our realistic dreams. We wonder whether we’re good enough, bright enough, and talented enough. We fear failure. All of us. I know. I’ve helped many college students write dynamite résumés. Almost all of these career seekers started with low confidence. Why? Because no one had ever helped them review the practical value of their life experience. They worried excessively about their lack of professional experience. Some of them even wanted to exaggerate part-time work experiences to make it seem as though their professional backgrounds were more substantial. That doesn’t work. It’s unethical as well as ineffective.

Also, we all tend to remember and dwell upon our weaknesses rather than our strengths. Every former job we list on a résumé reminds us that we didn’t perform perfectly. We wonder what our confidential references will really say about us. Every career seeker—old or young, male or female—feels inadequate. Writing a résumé can make you feel even worse if you don’t know how to tell your story persuasively. Get ready. Take courage. I’ll coach you.

It can take days to write a solid résumé, weeks to identify a job worth applying for, and months to land an interview. The process of launching a career can be slow and tedious. One day you’ll assess yourself and your résumé as outstanding. The next day you’ll want to tear it up and toss it in the trash. Sometimes you’ll feel like giving up. To keep your sanity, you’ll want to download entire seasons of old TV shows; go shopping; hang out at a coffee shop eating pastries; or simply sleep until noon, slurp down a can of unheated SpaghettiOs, and then crawl back into bed. Don’t let yourself cop out. Short breaks are okay. Just don’t avoid the inevitable. Steel yourself for a long and bumpy road. Be brave!

Frustrations can devour you if you let them. It may be that 95 percent of the time you’ve put into applications and résumés has led to nothing. Nada. You’ve faced the dreaded black hole of submitted résumés. You haven’t even received a form letter saying, “Sorry, but no.” It’s infuriating.

    
    
        [image: ] Expert Advice

        
            CONSIDER YOUR COMPETITION: THOSE ALREADY EMPLOYED

            The vast majority of those who use the Internet to gather information about employment are already employed. The Internet enables them more easily to explore other companies and careers even while holding full-time jobs.

            —Betsey Stevenson, “The Internet and Job Search,” The Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania

        

        [image: ]

        
            PROVE YOURSELF

            Your work and other activities provide material for you to write concrete “proof statements” on résumés and in cover letters. They can demonstrate to potential employers that you “possess experiences and skills necessary for success.”

            —Karl L. Smart, “Articulating Skills in the Job Search: Proving by Example,” Business Communication Quarterly

        

    

    
If you’re new to the job-search process, you should expect to be ignored by some employers, no matter how great your résumé and cover letter may be. That’s just the way things are, so don’t take it personally. But you can greatly increase your employer response rate and interviews by following the tips in this book. So take courage, even if you’ve been beaten down in the past.

BE CREATIVE

Creating a résumé really can be enjoyable. You get to be imaginative. You can paint a self-portrait with words, tell your own story, make your case with style.

As I discuss in this book, one way to liven up résumés is with applied creativity. Search for just the right words to describe your skills, knowledge, and traits. (These are the “big three” that we’ll talk much more about later.) Describe some personal activities that are interesting and will catch a reader’s attention—perhaps hobbies or adventurous travel, a passion for reading mysteries or for learning everything you can about particular sports teams or players. What excites you? Why?

How would you tell someone else about your passions? What words would you use? Right now, stop and think about one thing you like doing when you have free time. What does that activity say about you? Start thinking outside the box.


[image: ] Dr. Q’s Tip


Think of the “job” of writing your résumé as a chance to persuade others that, given a chance, you can do terrific work for them, not that you have all of the sought-after professional experience. Rather, show that you’ve got life experience. You’re walking, talking potential just waiting to be tapped by a wise employer. Don’t slip into arrogance or a cocky
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