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Your CV: 20 seconds for success 

 
 
 
 

Did you know: on average, an employer will spend just 20 seconds looking at 
your CV? 
 

It’s your task to capture their interest and promote yourself as the best candidate for 
the job. 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Things to note before you start creating your masterpiece: 
1. There is no such thing as a perfect CV; 
2. One size doesn’t fit all – you will need different versions of your CV depending on 

who it is aimed at;  
3. Make your CV unique – don’t follow a standard template; 
4. Focus on relevant experience and transferable skills. 

 

 
 
 
 

 
This workbook will help you to consider the essential elements for your CV. We’ll look at 
both content and format to ensure you make the most of those vital 20 seconds. 
 

1: Content 
2: Format 
3: Useful words 
4: Putting it all together 
5: Useful resources 
 

 



1: Content 
Your CV is exactly that – yours, so not every CV will have the same information and certainly 
not in the same order or format. However, there are certain standard pieces of information 
that should appear in a CV (we’ll come onto format later.) 
 
 

Task: Open a new Word document and start to build information for your CV using the 
prompts below. Don’t worry about the way it looks for the moment… 
 

 
 

i. Personal Details 
You will need to include important details about yourself: 

 Name 

 Address (term time and home if relevant) 

 Contact telephone number and email address 
 

Sarah Jones 
29 Dinsdale Road 

Durham 
DH2 7XX 

Home Tel: 01910 123456                                                                             Email: sarahjones@hotmail.com  
Mobile Tel: 07946 654321                            

 

 
Tips: 

 Don’t waste space with a title – you are the focus of your CV 

 Make sure your email address is “suitable”: myname@hotmail.com will create a 
better impression than badgirl@hotmail.com  

 
 
ii. Profile 
This section is completely optional. Some employers like a profile, others don’t. 
If you do decide to include one, make sure it is focused to the vacancy you are applying for. 
A vague profile is better missed out. Aim for a maximum 3-4 lines. 
 

 
Profile: 
 
A Durham History graduate demonstrating high performance in both academic studies and 
extra-curricular activities. Keen to use excellent analytical skills and research skills in a 
leading consultancy firm. 
 

 

  

mailto:sarahjones@hotmail.com
mailto:myname@hotmail.com
mailto:badgirl@hotmail.com


iii. Education & Qualifications 
 List your most recent qualifications first; 

 Focus on your degree and A-level subjects, highlighting any particular aspects that 
are relevant to the role; 

 Summarise earlier qualifications. 
 
 

Education: 
 
2008-2011 
 
 
 
       

University of Durham     BA (Hons) History – 2:1 
Dissertation topic “The impact of the Black Death in the North East” 
Awarded departmental prize for best dissertation. 
 

Developed excellent written and oral communication skills; research and    
presentation skills; individually and as part of a group for tutorials; managed 
time effectively, setting deadlines and balancing academic study with a part 
time job.  
 

2001-2008 King’s High School, Bristol 
A Levels: History (A), English Literature (A), French (A) 
AS Levels: German (B) 
9 GCSEs grade A*-B, including Maths and English 

 
 

iv. Employment History or Work Experience 
 Don’t think of this section as just paid work. You can also include details of work 

placements, voluntary work, casual summer jobs – anything which you feel has 
helped you demonstrate the skills that are required; 

 Again, put the most recent first. 
 
 

Work Experience: 
 
Summer 
2010 
 
 
 
       

Volunteer English Teacher, Belgium 
Teaching English to children aged 8-13 at a summer camp. 

 Adapted to life in a different culture, working to build respect and 
understanding with camp leaders and children. 

 Learnt to be flexible, cope under pressure and work as part of a team.  

2007-2008 Woolworths PLC, Bristol – General Sales Assistant 
Assisted customers and re-stocked shelves; responsible for the toy section. 

 Oversaw a 10% revenue increase in toy section year-on-year. 

 Developed people skills and teamwork through serving customers and 
willingness to work long shifts, often under pressure. 
 

 
Tips: 

 Try to summarise the role to add context; 

 Use figures to quantify your achievements if possible; 

 Make the most of all your experiences. 

  



v. Key Strengths & Skills 
Highlighting key skills can be a good way to target your CV to a particular role. Have a look at 
the Person Specification and comment on your strengths in relation to these areas. (You can 
expand on this in your accompanying covering letter, which should aim to show how you 
match the person specification.) 
 
 

Key Skills & Strengths: 
 

 Communication  
Excellent oral and written communication skills developed through academic study. 
Preparation of presentations delivered to small group seminars. 

 Teamwork 
Experience of working in different teams and in different team roles. Noted for enthusiasm 
and ability to encourage others and keep the team focused. 

 Marketing 
Experience of producing newsletters and maintaining web pages for the College JCR. Ability 
to write for different audiences and environments. 

 
Tip: If you include a key skills section then in your employment/work experience section you 
would make more of individual task/duties, rather than the general skills shown, to avoid 
duplication. 

 
 
vi. Positions of Responsibility 
Depending on the variety of your formal work experience, this is a good section to 
demonstrate the skills you may have gained from extra curricular activities. 
 
 

Positions of responsibility: 
 
2009 
 
 
 
       

JCR Entertainment Officer 
Member of an 8 person student committee with responsibility for college 
entertainment.  

 Organised fortnightly “bops” and termly events, culminating in the 
summer ball. 

 Managed a small entertainment budget and through targeted 
marketing increased event revenue by 12% on previous years 

2010 College Hockey Captain 
Elected by team members as captain for a year. 

 Arranged fixtures and led weekly training sessions. 

 Worked to improve team morale by running regular social events. 
 

 
 

  



vii. Skills & Interests 
Interests are a good way to show that you are a well rounded person who enjoys learning 
new things. It is also an opportunity to highlight relevant skills, such as a language or first 
aid. 
 

 
Skills & Interests: 
 

 Languages – French (A Level), German (AS Level), Spanish (Intermediate) 

 IT Skills – Competent Microsoft Office user, some experience with statistical 
packages and web design 

 Sport – Hockey and Rowing with College Team; Squash & Tennis on a social basis 

 Theatre – took part in the college play 

 

 
viii. References 
Usually you would put your Tutor as a first referee and a previous employer, but always ask 
permission first! 
Don’t use a member of your family or a very close friend as a referee. 
It is fine to say “References available on request”, either to save space, or because you 
would like to warn them that they may be contacted before you give out their details. 
  



2. Format 
There is no one way to structure your CV. The choices you make over presentation can tell 
someone a lot about you, so think carefully and use this as an opportunity to send the right 
messages. 
 
General Tips: 

 Your CV should be no longer than 2 sides of A4; 

 Make the most of the space available: adjust the margins, use the headers and 
footers; 

 However, make sure there is some white space as well – think about the person who 
will be reading this; 

 Think about the font type and size. Size 12 is usually recommended with a simple 
font such as Arial, but you can sometimes get away with smaller, as long as there is 
plenty of white space; 

 Make use of bullet points, bold type etc to emphasise key information; 

 Ensure your layout is consistent – format headings in the same way and don’t mix up 
fonts; 

 Don’t include a photograph – it isn’t necessary; 

 Spell check your CV and get someone else to proof-read it for you – any mistakes 
could be costly; 

 If you are printing your CV, make sure you use good quality paper. 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

  



3. Useful Words 
You should aim to create a positive impression with the words you use – remember you are 
“selling” yourself in your CV. If possible try to always use action words:  
 
Achieved 
Coordinated 
Created 
Designed 
Developed 

Initiated 
Negotiated 
Organised 
Persuaded 
Planned 

Presented 
Promoted 
Proved 
Researched 
Succeeded 

 
 
The Prospects website (www.prospects.ac.uk) has a list of useful words and phrases for CVs 
and applications: 
 
Demonstrated skills in…  
Extensive academic/practical background 
in…  
Experienced in all aspects of…  
Knowledge of/experienced as/proficient 
in…  
Provided technical assistance to…  
Trained in…  
Proficient in/competent at…  
Initially employed to…  
Expert at…  
Working knowledge of…  
Coordinated…  
Organised…  
Promoted to…  
Succeeded in…  
Proven track record in…  
Experience involved/included…  
Successful in/at…  
Instrumental in…  
Delivered…  
 

In charge of…  
Supervised/delegated…  
Now involved in/coordinate…  
Familiar with…  
Employed to/handle…  
Assigned to…  
Project managed…  
Analysed/evaluated…  
Established/created/designed…  
Formulated…  
Initiated…  
Orchestrated...  
Managed…  
Presented…  
Committed to…  
Confident  
Enthusiastic user of…  
Thorough...  
Actively sought…  
 

 
 
 

  

http://www.prospects.ac.uk/


4. Putting it all together 
Don’t be tempted to use the same CV every time. Once you have the basic information 
saved you can modify it to create the best CV, depending on where you are sending it. 
 
Chronological CV 
This is probably one of the most common forms of CV where you list your experiences in 
order. Think carefully about whether you put your education or employment section first. 
Which will be of most interest to the person reading it and is most relevant to the role? 
 
Skills based CV 
This kind of CV emphasises the skills you have developed through your experiences. Make 
sure that the headings you use tie in with the person specification supplied by the employer. 
This can be a useful way to format your CV if your education and work experience isn’t an 
obvious match for the role you are applying for. It is a good way of highlighting that you 
have the necessary skills, even if they have been acquired in a non-conventional way. 
 
On the following pages there is an example of both a chronological and a skills based CV 
constructed from the information prepared earlier in this workbook. 
 
Remember: these are only examples; there is no “right” way to format your CV 
 
 
 
 

Task: Using the information you’ve created, try experimenting with the format of your CV. 
You could start with a simple chronological format, or if you are interested in a job in a 
particular sector, try tailoring the information to this kind of role. 
 

 
. 
 



Sarah Jones 
 

Profile: 
 
A Durham History graduate demonstrating high performance in both academic studies and extra-curricular activities. Keen 
to use excellent analytical skills and research skills in a leading consultancy firm. 

 
Education: 
 
2008-2011 
 
 
 
       

University of Durham     BA (Hons) History – 2:1 
Dissertation topic “The impact of the Black Death in the North East” 
Awarded departmental prize for best dissertation. 
 

Developed excellent written and oral communication skills; research and presentation skills; worked on 
my own and as part of a group for tutorials; managed my time effectively, setting deadlines and 
balancing academic study with a part time job.  
 

2001-2008 King’s High School, Bristol 
A Levels: History (A), English Literature (A), French (A) 
AS Levels: German (B) 
9 GCSEs grade A*-B, including Maths and English 

 
Work Experience: 
 
Summer 
2010 
 
 
 

Volunteer English Teacher, Belgium 
Teaching English to children aged 8-13 at a summer camp. 

 Adapted to life in a different culture, working to build respect and understanding with camp 
leaders and children. 

 Learnt to be flexible, cope under pressure and work as part of a team.  
 

2007-2008 Woolworths PLC, Bristol – General Sales Assistant 
Assisted customers and re-stocked shelves; responsible for the toy section. 

 Oversaw a 10% revenue increase in toy section year-on-year. 

 Developed people skills and teamwork through serving customers and willingness to work long 
shifts, often under pressure. 

 
Positions of responsibility: 
 
2009 
 
 
 
       

JCR Entertainment Officer 
Member of an 8 person student committee with responsibility for college entertainment.  

 Organised fortnightly “bops” and termly events, culminating in the summer ball. 

 Managed a small entertainment budget and through targeted marketing increased event 
revenue by 12% on previous years. 
 

2010 College Hockey Captain 
Elected by team members as captain for a year. 

 Arranged fixtures and led weekly training sessions. 

 Worked to improve team morale by running regular social events. 
 

Skills & Interests: 
 

 Languages – French (A Level), German (AS Level), Spanish (Intermediate) 

 IT Skills – Competent Microsoft Office user, some experience with statistical packages and web design 

 Sport – Hockey and Rowing with College Team; Squash & Tennis on a social basis 

 Theatre – took part in the college play 
 
References on Request 
 
 

         
29 Dinsdale Road, Durham, DH2 7XX   Mobile: 07946 654321; Email: sarahjones@hotmail.com 

mailto:sarahjones@hotmail.com


Sarah Jones 
Term Time Address:  29 Dinsdale Road,      Mobile: 07946 654321     

Durham, DH2 7XX     Email : sarahjones@hotmail.com 
 

Home Address:   21 The Avenue, 
   Bristol, BS3 1AJ       

 

Key Skills & Strengths: 
 

Communication: Excellent oral and written communication skills developed through academic study. Preparation of 
presentations delivered to small group seminars. 
Teamwork: Experience of working in different teams and in different team roles. Noted for enthusiasm and ability to 
encourage others and keep the team focused. 
Marketing: Experience of producing newsletters and maintaining web pages for the College JCR. Ability to write for 
different audiences and environments. 

 
 

Work Experience: 
 

Summer 
2010 
 
 
 

Volunteer English Teacher, Belgium 
Teaching English to children aged 8-13 at a summer camp. 

 Planned and led workshop activities. 

 Supervised children during free time.  
 

2007-2008 Woolworths PLC, Bristol – General Sales Assistant 
Assisted customers and re-stocked shelves; responsible for the toy section. 

 Oversaw a 10% revenue increase in toy section year-on-year. 
 

Positions of responsibility: 
 

2009 
 
 
 
       

JCR Entertainment Officer 
Member of an 8 person student committee with responsibility for college entertainment.  

 Organised fortnightly “bops” and termly events, culminating in the summer ball. 

 Managed a small entertainment budget and through targeted marketing increased event 
revenue by 12% on previous years. 
 

2010 College Hockey Captain 
Elected by team members as captain for a year. 

 Arranged fixtures and led weekly training sessions. 

 Worked to improve team morale by running regular social events. 
 

Education: 
 

2008-2011 
 
 
 
       

University of Durham     BA (Hons) History – 2:1 
Dissertation topic “The impact of the Black Death in the North East” (Awarded departmental prize for 
best dissertation.) 
 

Developed excellent written and oral communication skills; research and  presentation skills; worked on 
my own and as part of a group for tutorials; managed my time effectively, setting deadlines and 
balancing academic study with a part time job.  
 

2001-2008 King’s High School, Bristol 
A Levels: History (A), English Literature (A), French (A), [AS Levels: German (B)] 
9 GCSEs grade A*-B, including Maths and English 
 

Skills & Interests: 
 Languages – French (A Level), German (AS Level), Spanish (Intermediate) 

 IT Skills – Competent Microsoft Office user, some experience with statistical packages and web design 

 Sport – Hockey and Rowing with College Team; Squash & Tennis on a social basis 

 Theatre – took part in the college play 

 
References supplied on request 

  

mailto:sarahjones@hotmail.com


5. Useful Resources 
 
There are lots of useful resources which will give you ideas to help develop your own CV. 
However it is important to remember that there is no “right” way: the individuality of your 
CV is one of its greatest selling points. 

 
Destinations 

Useful advice on how to target your CV, including use of positive language to sell yourself. 

http://destinations.dur.ac.uk/  (Look under Topics – CV)    

 

Prospects 

Examples of academic, chronological and skills based CVs, together with Covering Letters 

http://prospects.ac.uk  (Look under Careers Advice – CVs and cover letters) 

 

 

Books (All available in the Information Room in the Careers Centre) 
 

Cornfield, R. (1999) Preparing your own CV: how to improve your chances of getting the job  

you want. London: Kogan Page  
 

Higginbottom, G. (2002) CVs for graduates. Oxford: How to books 
 

Jackson, T. (2005) The perfect CV: stand out from the competition and get the job you really 

want. London:Piatkus 
 

Thompson, M.A. (2000) The global resume and CV guide. Chichester: Wiley 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
Hannah Speight  
Employability Development Manager  
(h.e.speight@durham.ac.uk) 
 

June 2011 
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