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Every year scores of students try to decide which teachers they will entrust with their futures. No, we
are not talking about some form of brain surgery — we are talking about letters of recommendation.
Let’s face it - no-one is looking forward to this killing exercise. Students are wary “about asking,
knowing teachers arc busy as it is and surmising (rightly!) that they hate writing letters of
recommendation as much as students hate asking them to do so. Yes, teachers have an aversion to
~ writing these letters for many reasons. Here are some

a. they don’t want to write anything that doesn’t count as a publication or cannot be treated as the
proof of professional development

b. they find it hard to think of new adjectives | especially when they have 100+ letters to write for
students who are applying for the same graduate programme

¢. all students seem to be in the top five, and teachers don’t want to shoulder responsibility for the
mathematical impossibility 7 sittatla
d. they can’t say anything negative even if sometimes they fervently wish to do so

Given the natural reluctance of teachers to write references, it is very important for students to
approach them in the most effective way possible. Tor example, the following are not good ways to
begin this conversation:

a. *You probably don’t remember me but..."

b. © I was your student eight years ago and

¢. ‘I’'m desperate, no-one else will write me a letier

d. “The head-teacher suggested I ask you because you have lots of spare time on your hands and never
volunteer to do anything.’

e. ' hope you managed to recover from the injurics you suffered when I overre
gave me last semester.” AREILS apy
It may be much better to try something positive. For example, you could bound into the tegchcrs’
common room, saying, ‘Congratulations! I've just heard you've been voted Professor of the Year!
Well deserved!”. Like most people, he will fall for it and be grateful to you for breaking the news. If
you act on the spur of the moment, you stand a chance of securing the much coveted reference for
‘yourself before the teacher is put right. J eqee o€
Drawing on the vast experience of the gencration of reference writers, a list of most commonly used
phrases can be easily made to help the new arrivals come to grips with the problem. It is organised by
part of the letter. There is the Opening, where the tcacher will tell the committee how glad he is to
have been asked to write this letter. Then we shift to the part called the Connection, where the writer
tries to convince the readers that he actually knows (he student. After this we move onto what in most
cases is a lengthy section of Superlatives where the writer waxes poetic concerning the students
“diverse abilities. After three to four pages of superlatives. the teacher will turn to a Prediction about
the student’s future work P ok

The Opening

Here is the way most letters start, with some ol the commonest sccond sentences:

X has asked me to write a letter of recommendation in support of his/her application to your graduate
programme’,

followed by:

a. ‘and it is my pleasure to write on his/her behalt

b. ‘and it is my pleasure to write because it counts as community service at our school’

c. ‘and [ agreed because otherwise he/she wouldn't leave my office’

The Connection

It is critical to convey in what capacity the professor has known (he student and the nature of their
relationship. Some favourites:
a. *X was a student in the class 1 teach for three years on end and it was still the same class so [ know
him/her indeed very well”

b. X and I couldn’t have been closer. In fact, | scase this very closeness as L am typing this letter. It is
as if he/she is looking over my shoulder

¢ *X was always out standing in the canteen drinking coltee during much of the semester’
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[image: image2.jpg]d. ‘Although I don’t recognize X, he/she claims 1o have been my student. My record indicates that no
student of such name was enrolled but I will take his/her word for it because he/she is bigger and
stronger than [ am’

Superlatives

No letter of recommendation would be complete without a litany of unique and outstanding
accomplishments:

a. *X is really one of the most outspoken students | lhave cver had in my class. In the event you have
managed to put a word in edgeways, please let me know’

b. ‘Do not be put off by X’s many peceadilloes, these may prov ide fruitful opportunities for you to
practice your patience’ M apad i . h | SeX
¢. ‘I've put up with X for the longest three years i my career, now it's your turn. Please, take him/her ".’;igwﬂ_J
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off my hands!!’ A ey Sestd

d. *X took my class via distance education (or someone by this name took my class). Either X or this

person who actually took the class is a truly qualified graduate school candidate. Anyone who can BT
/

break into the secure servers we use to protect exams has the kind off skills you'd appreciate in a
computer science student”

The prediction

Even if it is via veiled implication, letiers must always make some prediction about a student’s future:
a. ‘When the range of Nobel Prizes expands, there surcly should be something lying in store for a
person with the talents displayed by X

b. *Although there is nothing to go by now, I believe that in the years to come X might be a great
student’

Offer to Provide More Information

This offer is usually the last line of the letter: “It I can provide more information, please contact me at
303-555-0022." If professors really want to say some bad things about you, they will underline and
italicize the word please. Otherwise you can tell how much they like you by whether they give their
real telephone number. ..

1. The word ‘wary’ means:
. careful

b. reluctant

c. shy

)

3. The expression ‘much coveted” means:
a. well-written

. desired

¢. otherwise unattainable

d. highly positive

4. Who is labeled as ‘new arrivals™?

5. What does ‘It” in line 30 refer t0?

Axo

Kknown the student’. Say the same, using your own words.

student?





