
 
 
 
 

There’s been a revolution in the past decade in terms of how job seekers apply for openings, and how 
employers expect to receive resumes. It means submitting your resume and cover letter via e-mail, both 
as an attachment and within the body of the e-mail itself, with keywords included. It also includes 
uploading or copying and pasting to online forms within job websites. It’s more critical than ever to 
know how and when to use the right techniques, especially now that so many employers nationwide are 
recruiting online. Sending your material incorrectly could disqualify you right off the bat—for instance, if 
they’ve asked for a scannable version and you mistakenly send them one that’s improperly formatted. 
 
Why are so many employers embracing electronic resumes?  
 
Basically it’s a matter of economics and convenience. A job posting in any major city can attract 
hundreds of applicants within days. Storing all those paper versions becomes a hassle—not to mention 
that they can’t be keyword searched electronically. Automate the process, save time. So employers have 
turned to Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS), online resume repositories such as Monster.com and 
Careerbuilder.com, and scanning technology in their quest to find the perfect candidates. 
 
Applicant Tracking, resume repositories and scanning. Sounds complicated. Can you explain what each 
of these terms mean? 
 
Collectively, they’re ways of capturing resumes electronically so they can be searched by specific criteria 
or keywords. With the above technology, employers can specify exactly what they’re looking for. Then 
only those resumes matching on all criteria will be made available for their private viewing. 
 
Applicant Tracking Systems (ATS) are software programs that link up with an employer’s website, on 
the pages where they post their job openings. If you’re applying to a company using ATS, you’ll be asked 
to fill out an online form that asks basic questions about your work background, education and 
experience. Then they’ll request that you upload your resume. The ATS puts your resume into its private 
database. Then, whenever the employer wants to do a search for applicants, they need only boot up 
their computer, input the desired criteria, and have instant access to all matching candidates.  
 
Resume repositories are the flip side of all those online job banks out there. Once you’ve searched for 
posted positions on Monster, CareerBuilder and the like, you can upload your resume to as many job 
banks as you’d like to, for free in almost all cases. Your info will be stored in each job bank’s respective 
database, which are actually ATS’s. If your resume meets the standards, it will be made available for 
viewing by the people paying for the search. 
 
The other approach, scanning, is where you send in a paper version of your resume (via snail mail or 
courier, less commonly by fax) when applying for a position. At the employer’s end, they take the hard 
copy of what you’ve submitted and run it through a special scanner that uses Optical Character 
Recognition (OCR) programming. It reads your pages electronically and turns your material into a 
Microsoft Word compatible file that can be input directly into an ATS for keyword searching. You should 
do it this way only if the employer has specified it in their job ad. Otherwise your resume might be 
ignored or overlooked. 
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Gee, with all this technology floating around, do you even need to create a paper version of your 
resume anymore? 
 
Absolutely. It’s advisable to have a nicely formatted traditional resume available. Visually it is much 
more impressive than a “plain text” version, which I’ll discuss in detail shortly. You could also use a 
“scannable,” all purpose resume, also reviewed below. 
 
Before we get into that, what’s the best way to respond to a job posting if all you have to go on is the 
potential employer’s e-mail address? 
 
In order to ensure that employers receive and are able to read your cover letter and resume fully, it is 
recommended that you: 
a) copy and paste a plain text version of your cover letter and resume directly into the body of your e-
mail message, and  
 

b) attach a copy of your fully formatted cover letter and resume to the e-mail, as well.  
 
This duplication will ensure that the employer has easy access to your information in whatever format 
they prefer.  
 
Note that the drawback of inserting your material into the body of your e-mail is that it loses its fancy 
formatting. Bold lettering, special fonts, underlines, bullet points - all of these are converted by default 
into unadorned Courier type. Which is why I suggest that you create your own plain text version first, to 
make sure the layout doesn’t get messed up in this type of conversion process. 
 
What is the best way to turn your word-processed files into plain text? 
 
To make sure your material appears as you want it to, you must first convert your word-processed cover 
letter and resume to plain text (also known as ASCII: American Standard Code for Information 
Interchange) before pasting it into your e-mail. Follow the steps as outlined below: 
 
1. Once you’re satisfied with your cover letter and resume, save them together in a single word-processing file.  
Make sure the cover letter is at the beginning, followed by your resume. Keep this file open. 
 

2. If you are using Microsoft Word, start by selecting “File,” then “Save As.” Look down to the bottom of  
your screen where it says “Save as type.” Move your cursor to the drop-down box and point to “plain 
text” or “text only.” Click on “Save.” This creates a brand new file that does not overwrite or affect your 
fully formatted file in any way. 
 

3. Close the new text only file.  
 

4. Go to the top of your screen and click on “File”, then “Open.” Choose the new file you’ve just saved. It 
will have a “.txt” ending, instead of your regular file which has a “.doc” ending. 
 

5. Once you’ve opened your plain text file, review it carefully. Make sure that all your text is left aligned 
and that none of your material has been shifted awkwardly as you converted it. When satisfied, re-save 
the file if you’ve made any changes.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://search.netscape.com/ns/boomframe.jsp?query=ascii+stands+for&page=1&offset=0&result_url=redir%3Fsrc%3Dwebsearch%26requestId%3D2eb5835ecc8fa2ac%26clickedItemRank%3D1%26userQuery%3Dascii%2Bstands%2Bfor%26clickedItemURN%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.klcconsulting.net%252Fascii.htm%26invocationType%3D-%26fromPage%3DnsBrowserRoll%26amp%3BampTest%3D1&remove_url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.klcconsulting.net%2Fascii.htm
http://search.netscape.com/ns/boomframe.jsp?query=ascii+stands+for&page=1&offset=0&result_url=redir%3Fsrc%3Dwebsearch%26requestId%3D2eb5835ecc8fa2ac%26clickedItemRank%3D1%26userQuery%3Dascii%2Bstands%2Bfor%26clickedItemURN%3Dhttp%253A%252F%252Fwww.klcconsulting.net%252Fascii.htm%26invocationType%3D-%26fromPage%3DnsBrowserRoll%26amp%3BampTest%3D1&remove_url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.klcconsulting.net%2Fascii.htm
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And how do you insert the contents of this file into your e-mail message? 
 
All you have to do is “copy and paste,” as follows: 
 
1. Once you have your plain text file open, use the “Edit” command to choose “Select All”. This 
highlights all the text.  
 

2. Select the “Copy” command to pick up and store all the text.  
 

3. Call up your e-mail program.  
  

4. Click on the “New Mail” or “Compose Message” icon (or whatever your program uses to create a new 
message). 
Point your cursor to the uppermost, left-hand corner of your message area. Press the “Enter” key once 
to anchor the text, then select “Paste” from the “Edit” menu to insert the text from your file into the 
body of your e-mail message. 
 

5. If any adjustments are needed to customize the layout or wording of your text (e.g., personalizing the 
cover letter to that particular company), do so now. Review your document to make sure it is complete, 
as well as error free. 
 

6. Type in the recipient’s e-mail address. Type in the topic of your message in the “Subject” line. It 
should be short, and should mention the job you’re after (quote the job number if applicable). 
 

7. Remember to attach a fully formatted (.doc) version of your resume as well. 
 

8. When you’re satisfied everything is OK, click on “Send.” 
 

9. Remember to check your “Sent Mail” to ensure that your e mail message was, in fact, sent, and check 
your e-mail inbox later to ensure that your message has not bounced back.  
 
How do you make your Plain Text Resume Stand Out, even though you lose all the fancy formatting? 
 
You can try using a couple of techniques to spice things up a bit visually: 

 Insert dashes instead of horizontal lines to separate portions of your resume. 

 Substitute capital letters for fancy formatting (e.g., bold, underlines, shading). 

 Replace bullets with asterisks (*). 

 To indent text, use the space bar instead of the tab key. Don’t bother trying to center text, as 
you don’t know the width of the page at the other end. 

 Include as much white space (using carriage returns) as possible for that “open” look. 
 
What do you do in the case of applying to a job posting directly on an employer’s website, when they 
ask you fill out their information form then upload your resume? 
 
When you see an online form like this, you can be pretty sure the employer is using an ATS. As 
mentioned earlier, your resume will be put into their private database so that it’s searchable by 
keyword. After you’ve filled in the form by typing in the required information, you’ll be asked to upload 
your resume. Unless they specifically request a formatted version, just click on the “Browse” button 
they’ll provide, and search your computer’s hard drive for the plain text version of your resume. Then 
attach it by simply selecting it. Do the same for your cover letter if they allow you to do so in a separate 
area (and don’t forget to customize it any way you can before sending it!). 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Information adapted from “The Complete Book of Resumes” by Karen Schaffer (Sourcebooks Inc, 2005) 

 

How do ensure that you have appropriate keywords in your resume, so that you have the best chance 
of being selected when a database search is conducted? 
 
There are no hard and fast rules about how many keywords to use, where to position them, or which 
ones to use. A sound tactic is to write your resume as you normally would, focusing on quantifiable 
achievements. Then do the following: 
 
Á Consider what kinds of keywords the employers you are applying to might use when they’re 

conducting resume database searches. For instance, if you are applying for a position as a financial 
manager, you will want to include such words as finance, financial, financing, accounting, profit and 
loss, P&L, reconciliation, bottom line accountability, forecasting, variance analysis etc. 

Á Review the job advertisements carefully for clues. What words do the employers use in their 
position description? And how do they define their ideal candidate (e.g. Self-starter? Outgoing? 
Driven? A leader?) Use the same words and phrases they do, and think up related ones, then 
incorporate them into your resume.  

Á If you can’t fit all the keywords into the body of your resume as part of your accomplishment 
statements, you can add a separate “Keywords” section and stick in the remaining terms you 
believe are appropriate. 

 
What if you’re asked specifically for a scannable resume? Does it mean you have to have yet another 
version of your material at the ready? Or that you can only submit the plain text one that looks, 
well…plain? 
 
Possibly. Some folks opt for a scannable version of their resume, to use in situations where appearance 
and scanability are important. What you end up with is a single resume that you can use, or customize, 
for all situations except for online forms, where a plain text resume is essential.  The scannable copy is 
fundamentally a compromise between your fully formatted edition and the plain text.   
 
Here’s how you can make it for yourself: 
 
1.  Open your fully formatted (.doc) resume file. 
2.  Change the font to one that is easily read by optical processors, such as Arial, Helvetica, Univers,  
Optima or Futura. 
3.  Keep font sizes between 10 and 14 points. 
4. Remove the following elements if you’ve included them: Tables or columns, Round, hollow bullets 
(replace them with round, filled bullets instead so they won’t be read as the letter “o”), Drawings, 
photos or graphics of any kind, Percent signs, ampersands or foreign characters (they may get misread) 
5. Retain vertical and horizontal lines, and underlining, so long as they do not make contact 
with your lettering. 
 
How best to deliver your scannable resume to the employer? 
 
In terms of delivering the document to the employer, you can attach it as a .doc file to your e-mail 
message—if they’ve given you an e-mail address to respond to. If not, and you want to send it in by 
regular mail or courier (faxing is only recommended as a last ditch method, as it degrades the resolution 
of your document, making it harder for the scanner to read), keep the following in mind: 
 
Á Don’t staple the pages together or else it might confuse the scanner when the staple’s removed. 
Á Use light coloured or white, non-glossy paper for printing. 
Á Send the document without folding it, preferably in between pieces of stiff cardboard (sheets of 

white construction paper work nicely). 


