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I place below some general comments about letters of reference which derive from my experience both asking for and writing letter of references. Throughout your career you will both ask others for letters of reference and you will also be asked to write letters of reference. 


When you were in high school, you probably received your first request for a letter of reference. College applications asked for some references although, probably, you did not think too much about these letters since your parents, teachers, and others helped you put together your application packages. Within a very short time, getting a letter of reference became something so natural, that you probably do not even think about what it is when you need one.


Why do I write this? By the time students are thinking about graduate school, jobs, and careers, students generally think the letter of reference is a 'normal' part of the process of applying for anything. Once something becomes normal, it often means that we do not think too carefully, critically, or strategically about it. For example, there are people who are better able to give students the kind of letter of reference that they want, but students often ask someone else to write the letter of reference. Or, students seem to be unaware that the their activity and behavior within classes impact what a referee will write.


So here are some general comments:

Deadlines:


Who is writing a letter of reference for you? Too often students will appear out of nowhere at some point before a deadline. How are we expected to speak of our knowledge about you, if we have not seen you for one semester, one year, or even a few years? How do we know what you have done since we were in touch? Do you want a letter of reference that says “XX was a good student in my class three years ago but I have not seen him/her since”?


Staying in touch with potential referees is important. This should not be simply a utilitarian or strategic thing, though doing so, obviously, will help you get a better letter of reference.


Be aware and respectful of your referee's time. If it takes you time to write your applications, assume that it takes time for your referees as well. Too often we receive requests which are, literally, last minute. Even if we are disposed to write a letter of reference, and even a good letter of reference, and even if we can clear our calendar to write a letter of reference for you, how can we speak of your ability to complete a graduate program or to be a good worker in a professional setting if you are so careless about deadlines?

Waive rights:


If you expect someone to write a letter of reference for you, make sure that you waive your right to his or her reference. The referee may show you a draft or final copy or ask for your comments, but that is his or her choice. If  you do not trust the referee, do not ask him or her in the first place.

Choose the right classes:

If you want someone to write a letter of reference which demonstrates that he or she knows you, make sure that he or she does know you. Beware of large classes. Make sure you take advantage of office hours. Otherwise, you need to choose between a teaching assistant who 'sort of' knows you writing a letter or a professor who does not know you at all.

How should you choose a referee?

When you apply for a letter for graduate school, the referee will be asked to evaluate the following:

Familiarity with applicant.


Do not get a letter of reference from someone who does not know you.  We will be asked how long we have known you and in what capacity. Too often, students will ask for letters of reference after having only been in our classes for a few weeks. In general, you should ask for letters of reference from professors with whom you have had at least two classes.

Academic interest and motivation 


We are often asked about your interest and motivation. One thing that is important here, and for other questions, is the following: how well have you communicated this to us! You may have a lot of interest in a subject and be very motivated but we may not know this. Again, the better your referee knows you, the more capable he or she is of writing something that will help you. Remember, we can only judge based on what we see and it is not always easy to see 'interest and motivation.' It is easier to assess performance. I may know you wrote a great/good/mediocre/bad paper but that does not speak to your interest or motivation. 

Academic Capacity (for independent Study)


This is probably the most straightforward for a professor. The judgment for this largely comes from our observation of your understanding of materials in the field and your ability to write in a discipline-appropriate way about it. We look for your ability to not only understand ideas, themes, and the field broadly, but your potential to contribute to scholarly discussions.


Again, if you ask a professor three weeks into the semester for a reference, he or she will not be able to judge this. It is not wise to ask for someone to assess you in this way if he or she has not read written work, particularly research essays. Importantly, while you may be able to substitute essays written for previous classes with other instructors, the professor can do the most with an essay which was part of his or her class.

Reliability and Discipline


This is one area where students often make very poor choices. While academic capacity is often linked to very specific 'outcomes' (though it also involves processes), judging reliability and discipline is something we do regularly. One dear professor told me: “if a student cannot finish a doctorate in five or six years, how does he expect that a university will judge him worth of tenure in the same time period?” While never his student, I have never forgotten him or this advice. Of course, there are different reasons for not 'finishing' things or handing them in on time. In some cases, it is because the student is anxious about making everything perfect. While we respect students who are conscientious, the adage 'a good dissertation is a finished dissertation' is helpful. In other cases, students cannot make a deadline because they have work due in other classes at the same time. Although a professor may grant you an extension in this case, he or she will still note that you were incapable of doing work in a timely way. If you struggle to get work done at your current academic level, should he or she think you will be better off when pursuing a more advanced degree?


This is important: just because a professor allows you to hand in work late, does not mean that the lateness is not noticed. His or her interest may be that you thoroughly understand the material and do a good job on a written assignment. However, if he or she must write attest to your reliability, lateness is important. I have noticed that students who ask for extensions often ask for them repeatedly and in multiple semesters. This augurs poorly. I have also had students who asked for permission to miss a class because they needed to prepare for another class. Obviously, doing this not only is potentially insulting to the professor, but it impacts our assessment of your professionalism and reliability. Finally, arriving late to class, late when you are scheduled to give a presentation, or, missing class when you are scheduled to give a presentation has similar negative impact


Please note, the point of expressing this is not to punish anyone who does this but to suggest that a) you should avoid such behavior and b) you should think carefully about asking for a letter of reference from someone in whose class you did these things. 

Ability to work with others/work independently


Graduate school involves working with other people. It is important that your referee not only think that you are intelligent but that you interact well with others. Realistically, you will need to work with colleagues on various types of projects and if we see evidence of difficult working with others, it will be difficult to not include this in a letter of reference. Similarly, students who set up study groups, help others in class, and so on, are more likely to succeed and our letters will reflect this.


Of course, much of graduate study involves independent work. Your referee needs to feel like you can and will work well independently. This involves academic capacity, discipline, motivation (see above).

Ability to adapt to new circumstances


One thing we need to consider is how well we think you will react to new and, potentially, adverse circumstances. Again, the better that we know you the more likely we are to be able to address this in a way that helps your application.

More things to think about:

Do not assume someone will write you a letter of reference:


Sometimes, I may want to write a letter for a student but I might suggest that the student talk to someone else who might be better (might know the student better, might understand the student's subfield better, etc). 


Also, not all people will want to write a letter of reference or they may only write a limited number of references (might be willing to write 3 or 5 letters, but not 10 or 15). 

Do not assume that because someone likes you that they will write a letter that helps you get in.


I have read letters that were very enthusiastic about a person's character but did not address other issues.


Similarly, even if someone is disposed to writing a letter of reference for you, it does not mean that the person has the time (again, be aware of deadlines).

Try to think of what the reader of the letter of reference wants to learn about you from your letters of reference. And then answer:


Will the referee know what the reader of the letter of reference wants to know?


Will this person be able to attest to your ability, character, motivation, etc? (will he or she does so in the correct combination, with the correct prioritization?)


Does he or she have reason to worry about any of those things? Think carefully here (see reliability above). Were you diligent in your assignments in his or her class? 


Will his or her name, position, status in the field help or harm your application?

What information you should give your referees:


People who write letters of reference should know you well and they should know the types of programs to which you are applying. You should, at the very least, give them:

an updated resume

a copy of your personal statement

copies of papers/assignments that you did in their classes

the semester and title of the courses that you took with them

an explanation of why these programs are correct for you (if that is not obvious in your personal statement)

