


LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION

At some point in their career, most students will need a letter of recommendation. Letters of recommendation (sometimes called “letters of support”) are required for all sorts of opportunities - for grants, internships, graduate school applications, etc. And yet most of us were never taught how to properly ask for one, or what information to provide the recommender. Let’s fix that here.

Before you begin
Most graduate school and funding applications will ask you if you are willing to give up the right to read your letters of recommendation. I know it is tempting to not waive that right - of course you want to see what they are saying about you! But the reality is that it can actually hurt your application to not waive that right. If you want to know more, read the addendum at the end of this guide.

Whom to ask
This really depends on two factors - what does the receiving organization (whomever will receive this letter) want, and who can provide the best letter that fits that need.

Different entities have different requirements for their letters. Some want a “professional” or “academic” reference in addition to a “personal reference”. Others will specifically require that the reference be from your advisor, or supervisor, employer, etc. Knowing, for example, that the people you are asking for a grant request an academic recommendation narrows down who you might ask. 

But even so, which of your possible references should you choose? Sometimes, the choice is easy - you only really know one professor well enough to ask, or maybe there is one professor with whom you have worked so closely/had so many classes they are an obvious choice. But if it is not an easy choice, here are some things to consider:
1. Grades/academics. A common instinct is to only want to ask professors from classes where you got a high grade. I had a student tell me “I was hesitant to ask you for a letter, because I only got a “B” in your class”. And all things being equal, it does give your letter writer an edge to be able to say things like “this student got the highest score in my course”. But in the real world, all things never ARE equal, and most professors (and most entities asking for letters) really care more about a student’s overall abilities than they do about a specific grade or metric. Don't limit yourself to professors of courses where you earned “A”s; think about professors who know you well, who saw you persevere through tough times, or ask lots of questions in class, or organize study groups, etc. And, for the record - I can never recall what grade a student received in my class without looking it up, but I DID recall if they were bright, hard-working, and made the class better with their presence, so can nonetheless write a great letter.
2. Depth of interaction. You want a letter-writer who knows you well enough to explain what a good fit you are for this opportunity/grant/etc. Sometimes I get this depth of a relationship with a student pretty quickly - over several weeks of doing research together, or an intense class with lots of lab and fieldwork, or a lot of time in my office helping a student who had some struggles. Other times it takes longer - for example with quieter students sometimes it takes having them in more than one class before I really know them well enough to be able to write a great letter. That doesn’t mean I won’t write a letter for them - it just means it won’t be as useful, because there is less I can say!
3. Goodwill. You want a letter-writer who wants you to succeed. Certainly most faculty, bosses, or advisors have your best interests at heart. But it is easier to get someone to put a lot of effort into your letter if they have positive feelings about you - you tended to participate in class, you felt like you had a good rapport - that sort of thing. 
4. Famous vs familiar. Sometimes, you might know someone who is quite famous in their field. And that is definitely a positive for your letter - readers will be impressed that your letter came from Sylvia Earl or Ayana Elizabeth Johnson (look her up - she is amazing!), and so that letter will carry a little more weight. On the other hand, if you are deciding between that famous scientist who really doesn’t know you that well (e.g., you worked in their lab but really only interacted with their grad students, or you were a student in a huge lecture class and didn’t really get to know them), you would be far better off picking someone who is not famous, but who knows you really well and could write you a strong letter. 

How to ask:

Making a good “ask” has two parts: getting all the information you need, and then contacting your recommender:

Your goal is to make it as easy as possible for your letter writer to create a targeted, positive letter. To do that, there are a few things you need to do before you contact them.

GATHER THE INFORMATION. First, figure out what the guidelines are for your letter. You need to know things like:
1. When is it due?
2. What format (PDF? Submitted online? Emailed? Printed/signed/snail-mailed? Naming convention? Some places have a specific way they want the documents named, like “RecommenderLastNameRecommendeeLastName.pdf”. 
3. What are they looking for. Does this scholarship really want students who are leaders? Talented scientifically? Changemakers? Is the letter-writer specifically supposed to address particular things in the letter?
It is not a bad idea to make a spreadsheet, especially if you have more than one place you are applying, and/or more than one recommender. That way you could include stuff like the due dates, format, emphases, etc. all in a place where your letter-writer can easily keep track. No recommender ever felt bad that a student was too organized!

Got everything together? There are really two parts to asking for a letter - the ask (“would you be willing to write me a letter”), and then, if they say “yes”, the information they need.

THE ASK:.
a. What the letter is for
b. When the letter is due
c. Some form of “would you be willing to write a strong letter of recommendation for me? If so, I would be happy to send you more information about the program and why I think I am a good fit”.

If they say “sorry, I don’t think I could write you a strong letter”, don’t be too put off. Usually that just means they don’t feel they know you well enough to write a letter that would be super helpful. That is ok - thank them and move on to your next potential writer. 

Note that you need to give people plenty of time to write your letter. It helps them feel less rushed and have time to prepare, and also helps you get a higher-quality, more targeted letter, because it is not something just dashed off to get it turned in. I would shoot for at least three weeks, but more is better. 

Sometimes, of course, you just can’t give that much lead time. Maybe you didn’t know about the grant/job until just before applications were due, or maybe you misread the instructions. That’s ok, but make sure you acknowledge that this makes it a more tenuous request, and express your regrets for the short turnaround time. We all have situations like that, but it shows that you value other people’s time and effort to acknowledge that it can be tough to write something on such short notice. 

Now, if they agreed, you move on to sending them what they need to write your letter. Your call/visit/email should be super clear about what is needed, and how they can best align with the need. This can be a tough needle to thread - you need to give the writer enough info to give you a great letter, but not just copy and paste everything from the instructions into a document. Again, the same guidelines apply - you are trying to help them write the best letter they can, as easily as possible - you don’t want to make them wade through a webpage looking for hints. So, how to do this?

a. You should send them, if you have it, a CV/Resume and any cover letter that you will be sending to the organization. If you are writing an application for a National Science Foundation Graduate Research Fellowship, for example, sending your statement of purpose to the letter writer helps them back up and emphasize the same things you say in your statement, which is very helpful. 
b. Let your writer know what specifically the grant/job/etc. is looking for. Do they want someone who shows leadership? Someone doing work that advances a particular field? Someone who has overcome hardship?
c. Now, remind them of things that you think might demonstrate those traits. For example, you might say “This grant is particularly interested in people who show leadership, and I organized study groups in your class, as well as served as captain of the debate team, which I think speaks to that quality”. It doesn’t hurt to remind them of anything at all that might be good in your letter - “I was proud of how well I did in your class, and think that it demonstrates how much passion and skill I have with field research”. You can also point to specific things in your CV or statement that you think supports those points - “I feel like my time in that service organization in high school shows just how dedicated I am to community service”. 
d. Multiple letters from that person? Send them your spreadsheet with the names of the organizations, due dates, submission details, etc. 

For all of this, you might feel uncomfortable…that is normal! It is really tough to talk about your own talents and experience, because we all worry that it will make us seem arrogant. But ignore that and do it anyway - this is one time where it is not only appropriate, but necessary to put humility (and imposter syndrome!) aside and brag a little! Trust me, your letter-writer won’t feel put off by it, they will welcome you making their job easier!

FOLLOW UP!
Remind them. Everyone is busy, and it is far too easy for things to fall off of people’s radar, even when they really want to help. In that informational email/conversation, let them know that you “will send you a reminder a week or so before this is due, just in case”. That is really helpful!

It is not a bad idea as well to send one last email the day it is due, just as a fail-safe. If you are uncomfortable (and you shouldn’t be), you can frame it as “I am sure you have done this already, but just in case, I wanted to remind you that the letter of support is due today”. 

Finally, do some follow-up longer term. Your writers invested a lot of time into crafting a good letter for you, and they would love to know how it went, good or bad. So, whether it is a rejection or acceptance, try to reconnect with your letter writers, thank them again for their letter, and let them know how it turned out! 


ADDENDUM - WHY YOU SHOULD WAIVE YOUR RIGHT TO READ YOUR LETTERS.
It sounds counterintuitive - wouldn’t it be helpful to know what your recommenders are saying? Might that help you improve your applications?

The answer is “yes, but…” There are a couple of reasons waiving that right is helpful.

1. It gives more weight to the letters. Many admissions or funding panels will view the letters written without those rights waived with skepticism. The idea is that the letter writer may be reluctant to be completely honest if they know the applicant has access to it, and may not want to say anything negative in case the student gets upset. So even if all they have to say is positive, the panel may view it with suspicion.
2. The recommender may view it as demonstrating lack of trust. I suspect this is not true for most recommenders (especially since you chose them specifically because you have a good relationship with them), but there are definitely some folks who might react that way, so why take a chance?
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