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Getting Strong Letters of Recommendation 
Getting over the daunting task of asking for a letter 

 
A necessary step in applying to summer research opportunities is obtaining letters 
of recommendation. Unfortunately, many students find the very prospect of asking a 
professor to write a letter of recommendation daunting. 
 
Remember, faculty expect a certain percentage of their students to ask them for 
letters of recommendation each year. Writing letters of recommendation is part of 
their job. Your job is to make it as easy as possible for them to write you a STRONG 
letter. 
 
Why are letters of recommendation so important? 
First, letters of recommendation shed light on who you are as a person- most 
selection committees want to know something about your character from someone 
who knows you well! Second, university professors travel a lot and are tied into an 
international network of experts in their field. They know many of the faculty at 
other institutions, at least by reputation. One strong letter of support by a respected 
faculty member can do a tremendous amount of good for your application. With 
such a letter, you increase your chances of getting into your program or institution 
of choice- even if you do not have a perfect GPA. 
 
Whom should I ask to write me a letter? 
Professors, deans, or supervisors with whom you have worked closely in an 
academic setting, and who know you well, such as: 

 Professors who have had you in class, for whom you have done a project, or 
with whom you have done research 

 Your academic supervisor 
 Supervisors from internships related to your academic work 

 
You should NOT have recommendation letters from graduate students or staff 
 
What if I am a freshman or have never done internships/summer research? 
Choose a mentor, supervisor, or professor with whom you have had contact who can 
speak to your character and work ethic. Create one-on-one academic relationships 
where someone can get to know you and your work well. 
 
If you particularly enjoy one of your courses, or if you know you are doing 
particularly well in a course, be sure the professor knows you.  

 Attend office hours, even if you do not need help  
 Demonstrate your enthusiasm by inquiring about research opportunities 
 Tell your professor about your summer research ambitions  
 Be involved in opportunities that your professor is hosting outside of class 
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How can I make sure I get a good reference? 
First, select your references carefully! Choose references that know you well and 
can speak specifically to your work. Ask them: “Do you feel you can write me a 
STRONG letter of recommendation?” If they say yes, then make it as easy as possible 
for them to write you a strong letter: 
 

 Give letter writers plenty of time! Be sure to ask them at least two months 
ahead of time, even if you don’t have the list of places you are applying to yet.  

 
 Summarize what you are applying for. Provide a full list of all the programs 

you are seeking letters for, include:  
o a brief description of each position/program  
o addresses or electronic submission information  
o clear submission deadlines for each letter 
o URL or flyer for the program if appropriate 

First, a list makes the scope of what you are asking for clear. It enables letter 
writers to plan; they may send out all letters at once, rather than one at a 
time. Second, letter writers need to be able to tailor each letter to the 
individual opportunities you are applying to.  

 
 Help define your strengths. Prepare a packet of information for each of your 

recommenders. Include: 
o a draft of your statement of purpose  
o a list of courses you took with that professor with your grades  
o your academic resume  

Also, remind recommenders of particular accomplishments or skills you’d 
like the letter to mention. Draw their attention to particular items on your 
resume or transcript that they might be able to speak to. 
 

 Waive your right to view the letters of recommendation. This is normal. 
 

 Follow up to make sure the letters are sent and received. Email your references 
a week before the deadline. If you don’t get a response saying they’ve sent it, 
follow up again. A simple email can do it kindly and politely: 

“Dear Professor X, 
 
Thank you for agreeing to write a recommendation letter for me. I was 
wondering if you needed any additional information from me in order 
to send my letter of recommendation to University X due next Friday, 
January X. This letter can be sent electronically at… Thanks! 
 

 Lastly, say thank you. After you have completed the application process and 
have heard back on your acceptance, share the outcome with your 
recommenders. They care about you and will want to celebrate in your 
success! Or, if your application wasn’t successful this time, they will be able 
to help you plan for the next round. 


