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Letters of recommendation are utilized by professional and graduate schools as an important screening and 

selection tool. If written well, letters of recommendation allow admission committees to understand the applicant 

as a person, beyond metrics. With this in mind, know that you can, and should, say “No” to a student request for a 

letter if you do not feel you can produce a quality letter of recommendation for them. Feel free to develop your 

own guidelines regarding how long a student gives you to write a letter and any other criteria you feel is necessary 

in order for you to say “yes” to a student letter request. This handout is meant to provide some general tools for 

effective letter writing. 

What should go in a letter of recommendation? 

Letters that are most helpful in assisting admission committees in making decisions contain information such as1: 
 

 Personal characteristics: integrity, demeanor, reliability, resilience, determination, leadership, goal-
setting and motivation 

 Interpersonal qualities: communication skills, ability to interact in groups and establish peer 
relationships, empathy, and altruism 

 Classroom and intellectual abilities: problem solving, work ethic, intellectual curiosity, ability to integrate 
material  

 Exposure to field as an applicant: shadowing, internships, research, employment 
 
Letters of evaluation described as least helpful by admissions committees had one or more of the following 
characteristics2:  
 

 Repetition of information from the resume 

 Unsubstantiated superlatives or vague generalities  

 Description of a grade in one particular class (this is seen as an indication that the letter writer had a 
limited relationship with the applicant) 

 Inclusion of irrelevant information regarding such issues as the applicant’s family connections or the 
applicant’s religious beliefs 
 

What might be specifically relevant for certain professions? 

 
Medicine: The 15 Core Competencies for Entering Medical Students 
Dentistry: manual dexterity, oral communication skills 
Pharmacy: attention to detail and the ability to explain things on a simple level 
Physical Therapy: positive attitude and being able to deal with someone for a long period of time 
Nursing: ability to multi-task 
Optometry: comfort with high tech instrumentation 
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Chapman, C.P., & Lane H.C. Perceptions about the use of letters of recommendation. The Advisor. 1997;17:31-36. 
2  Elam, C.L., Edwards, J.C., Comeau, R., Taylor, E.D., Hinkley, R., Heldberg, C., & Johnson, M.M.S. Letters of Recommendation: 
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Example statements reflecting positive student qualities: 

 
Leadership: 
“Vanessa knows  exactly  when  to  lead  and  when  to  let  go;  when  to  speak  and  when  to  listen;  when  to  
assume control and when to delegate authority.  She negotiates this delicate balance between leading and 
listening better than almost any other student I have seen.” 
 
Intellectual curiosity: 
“He  was  one  of  those  rare  students  who  function  as  catalysts  for  the  entire  class.  His intellectual  curiosity  
and  willingness  to  participate  set  the  tone  for  a  whole  term  of  "Introduction to Humanities" and made my 
life as a teacher much easier.”   
 
Honesty/Integrity: 
“As a captain of the baseball team, he had to make decisions that pitted him between the coaches and his 
teammates. He was willing to make a decision that he believed was right, even though his teammates did not 
agree.” 
 
Motivation: 
 “Since she is  a  single  mother  who  puts  in  many  hours  a  week  working  to  support  herself  and  her  
daughter,  she  is  clearly  juggling  much  more  than the  traditional  student.  The hardships  she  has  overcome  
and  the  experiences  she  has  had  make  her  much  more  qualified  for  medicine  than  many  students. I can 
only say that her achievements in the face of such opposition humble me.” 
 
Communication Skills: 
“Paul is very articulate, poised and able to adjust his style and methods of presentation to both his audience and 
for the specific purpose of the communication.”  
 
Service to Others: 
“She is a mover and a shaker and gets things done. Last year she was in charge of the Humane Society and 
conducted a dog/cat food drive on campus and also worked with their employees to bring animals to campus for 
several hours.”  
 
Problem Solving: 
“The thing I found most refreshing about Mary is that she took full responsibility for her initial shortcomings and 
took the appropriate steps to overcome them. We had the typical 'I bombed your first exam, but want to know 
how to improve' conversation. The difference between Mary and most students with which I have that 
conversation is that Mary took my advice to heart and made the appropriate adjustments in her study habits. She 
showed up regularly at my office hours and came prepared with questions. She also asked for additional problems 
to make sure she was ready for the exams. She demonstrated the kind of resolve she will need to succeed in 
medical school.”  
 
 
 
 
 


	1 Chapman CP  Lane HC Perceptions about the use of letters of recommendation The Advisor 1997173136: 


