
+ 

Guidelines for Letters of 

Evaluation 

 



+ 
Are your letters of 

recommendation 

beating you up? 



+ 
Before Writing-What do you ask for? 

  Getting to know the student… 
 Letter of intent or personal statement 

 Personal narrative: 

 Family life and Youth experiences 

 Church and mission service 

 Work experience 

 Community Service 

 Strengths and weaknesses (and what you are doing to 
overcome them. 

 What program?, To whom should it be sent?, When it is due? 

 Should I do a personal interview? 

 Constantly observe students and make mental 
notes….do they live the honor code?...how do they 
interact in a group?...how do they serve?...do they ask 
good questions?... 

 

 



+ What are the legal issues that I should be concerned 

about? 
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27-Dec-2012 BYU–Idaho Letter of Recommendation Form 

 

Permission to Release Education Record Information 

 

 

             

Name of Student      Student I-Number 

 

 

I give permission for        to write a letter of recommendation  

 

on my behalf for the purpose of         . 

 

This letter can include the following information (please check all that apply): 

 

☐GPA   ☐Grades  ☐Class Rank 
 

 

Please send letters of recommendation to: 

 

              

 

              

 

              

 

 

 

I waive my right to review a copy of this letter of recommendation now and in the future: 

 

 

☐Yes  ☐No 

 
              

Student Signature        Date 

 

 
 Instructions to the writer of the letter of recommendation:  

1. Retain a copy of both the letter of recommendation and this waiver for your records. If desired, you may send 

both of these documents to the Student Records and Registration Office to be stored in the student’s permanent 

file.  

2. Mail both the letter of recommendation and this waiver to the entities the student listed above.  

3. Once written, this letter of recommendation becomes a part of the student’s education record and can be viewed 

by the student unless he or she waives his or her right above.  

 



+ 
When should I decline to write a letter? 

 Among the mini lessons in ethics offered from the 

Dick Van Dyke show (including not eaves dropping 

on neighbors, not sticking your toe in the bathtub 

faucet, and perambulatory care around ottomans) 

episode 108 is a moral tale about writing 

recommendations. 

 Dick Van Dyke Show Season 4 Episode 14 

 Will my letter be more harmful than helpful? 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=gGMQVuUMG84


+ 
What are the Ethical Issues? 

 Letters can do great good or they can do great harm 

 People’s lives are changed due to letters of recommendation.  

 What is our responsibility to the student and the academy? 

 How do we ensure accurate letters and still advocate for the 

student? 

 Inflationary rhetoric exists but the letters are critical.   

 Writers, for mere accommodation, will often exceed their 

knowledge or falsify it. 

 The writer may overestimate or underestimate the case of the 

candidate. 

 Considering the substantial power that recommendation letters 

have to either help or harm the student, and assuming that by 

the very act of agreeing to write a letter we mean to help, let us 

recognize the ethical context in which we write. 

 



+ The Paradox of Praise 

 A dual ethical responsibility exits both to the candidate and 

to the evaluators making the decisions. Clearly, what is needed 

is a form of praise that honors both the student and the letter 

evaluator equally.  

 A rephrased Golden Rule is the best guide: Write to others the 

kind of letter of recommendation you would like to receive 

from them.  To follow the rule is responsible professional 

conduct. Not to follow the rule perpetuates harmful practices in 

the academy.  

 Though by definition a recommendation letter will always be 

complimentary and flattering, recommenders serve their 

students and academia best by writing: a letter where praise is 

measured and exacting; where superlatives are backed up by 

demonstrative examples; and where statistics about student 

ranking or quality are used with consistency and great care. 

(Joe Schall) 

 



+ 
What impact will a negative 

statement have on a candidate? 

 From the Lexicon of Intentionally Ambiguous Recommendations. 

 You’ll be lucky if you can get this person to work for 
you.(absenteeism) 

 The volume of work he can perform, while staggering, is still only a 
fraction of what he can do. (alcohol problems). 

 I can’t tell you what a fine person he is. (charter defects) 

 He’s a man of many convictions (criminal background) 

 Although her  work record was only average, her true ability was 
deceiving. (dishonesty) 

 When and how are negative comments appropriate and what 
impact will they have on a candidate? 

 Letter readers read with a great deal of sophistication. We have to assume that 
even a minor comment can be interpreted and remembered as definitive and 
potentially damaging, even in an otherwise positive letter. 



+ 
What goes in my letter of 

recommendation 
Adapted from American Association of Medical Colleges 

guidelines 



+ 
Guidelines for Letters of 

Evaluation 

 Provide an accurate assessment of the applicant’s suitability for 

medical school rather than advocate for the applicant. 

 Briefly explain your relationship with the applicant:  

 how long you have known the applicant 

 in what capacity you have interacted (e.g., faculty, pre-medical advisor, 

supervisor, etc.) 

 whether you are writing based on direct or indirect observations.  

 Quality is more important than letter length. Focus on the applicant 

rather than details about the lab, course, assignment, job or 

institution.  



+ 
Guidelines for Letters of 

Evaluation 

 Only include information on grades, GPA or MCAT 

scores if you are providing context to help interpret 

them. (be sure to have a FERPA waiver if including grades\ranks\GPA) 

 Focus on behaviors that you have observed directly 

when describing applicants’ suitability for medical 

school. Consider describing: 

  The situation or context of the behavior  

 The actual behavior(s) you observed  

 Any consequences of that behavior. 

 Comparison information is helpful. But, if you make 

comparisons, be sure to provide context.  



+ 
Unique Contributions to the Incoming 

Class 

 Describe obstacles that the applicant had to 

overcome, and if applicable, how those obstacles led 

to new learning and growth.  

 Note. If you write about any information that could be 

considered potentially sensitive, confirm with the applicant 

that s/he is comfortable with the inclusion of that 

information.  

 Explain how the applicant may contribute to a medical 

school’s diversity, broadly defined (e.g., background, 

attributes, experiences, etc.)  

 What unique contribution might they bring to the class? 



+ 
Core, Entry-level Competencies 

 Describe how the applicant has, or has not, 

demonstrated any of the following competencies 

that are necessary for success in medical school.  

1. Thinking & Reasoning Competencies  

2. Science Competencies  

3. Interpersonal Competencies  

4. Intrapersonal Competencies  

 



+ Thinking & Reasoning 

Competencies  

 
 Critical Thinking:  

 Uses logic and reasoning to identify the strengths and weaknesses of 
alternative solutions, conclusions, or approaches to problems  

 Quantitative Reasoning:  

 Applies quantitative reasoning and appropriate mathematics to describe 
or explain phenomena in the natural world  

 Scientific Inquiry:  

 Applies knowledge of the scientific process to integrate and 
synthesize information, solve problems and formulate research 
questions and hypotheses;  

 Is facile in the language of the sciences and uses it to participate in 
the discourse of science and explain how scientific knowledge is 
discovered and validated  

 Written Communication:  

 Effectively conveying information to others using written words and 
sentences  

 



+ 
Science Competencies  

 

 Living Systems:  

 Applies knowledge and skill in the natural sciences to 

solve problems related to molecular and macro systems. 

 Human Behavior:  

 Applies knowledge of the self, others, and social systems to 

solve problems related to the psychological, social, and 

biological factors that influence health and well-being  

 



+ 
Interpersonal Competencies  

 

 Service Orientation:  

 Demonstrates a desire to help others and sensitivity to others’ 

needs and feelings;  

 Demonstrates a desire to alleviate others’ distress;  

 Recognizes and acts on his/ her responsibilities to society, locally, 

nationally, and globally  

 Social Skills:  

 Demonstrates awareness of others’ needs, goals, feelings, and the 

ways social and behavioral cues affect peoples’ interactions and 

behaviors;  

 Adjusts behaviors appropriately in response to these cues; and 

treats others with respect  

 



+ 
Interpersonal Competencies 

Cont. 

 
 Cultural Competence:  

 Demonstrates knowledge of social and cultural factors that affect 

interactions and behaviors;  

 Shows an appreciation and respect for multiple dimensions of 

diversity;  

 Recognizes and acts on the obligation to inform one’s own 

judgment;  

 Engages diverse and competing perspectives as a resource for 

learning, citizenship, and work;  

 Recognizes and appropriately addresses bias in themselves and 

others;  

 Interacts effectively with people from diverse backgrounds  

 



+ 
Interpersonal Competencies 

Cont. 

 
 Teamwork:  

 Works collaboratively with others to achieve shared goals;  

 Shares information & knowledge with others and provides 

feedback;  

 Puts team goals ahead of individual goals  

 Oral Communication:  

 Effectively conveys information to others using spoken words and 

sentences;  

 Listens effectively;  

 Recognizes potential communication barriers and adjusts 

approach or clarifies information as needed  



+ 
Intrapersonal Competencies  

 

 Ethical Responsibility to Self and Others:  

 Behaves in an honest and ethical manner;  

 Cultivates personal and academic integrity;  

 Adheres to ethical principles and follows rules and procedures;  

 Resists peer pressure to engage in unethical behavior and 

encourages others to behave in honest and ethical ways; and  

 Develops and demonstrates ethical and moral reasoning  

 Reliability and Dependability:  

 Consistently fulfills obligations in a timely and satisfactory 

manner;  

 Takes responsibility for personal actions and performance  

 



+ 
Intrapersonal Competencies  

 

 Resilience and Adaptability:  

 Demonstrates tolerance of stressful or changing environments or 

situations and adapts effectively to them;  

 Is persistent, even under difficult situations;  

 Recovers from setbacks  

 Capacity for Improvement:  

 Sets goals for continuous improvement and for learning new 

concepts and skills;  

 Engages in reflective practice for improvement;  

 Solicits and responds appropriately to feedback 

 



+ 
Final Note: 

 I try to emphasize strong points in their educational process, 

or in their character.   

 There are many students that aren’t A students that would be 

especially caring and knowledgeable physicians but struggle 

with chemistry or physics. 

 Emphasize/demonstrate key personal qualities that set the 

student apart: integrity, honesty, ethical behavior, leadership, 

dedication, reliability, professionalism, determination, 

motivation, compassion, altruism, communication skill, etc.  

 These are often qualities that our students at BYU-I have in 

abundance. 

 If the student has had a personal tragedy or sickness, 

sometimes it is easier for the letter writer to explain the 

problem than the student. (Remember to get permission from 

the student first). 

 

 

 

 



+ 
Ten commandments of Writing 

a Letter of Recommencation 
Joe Schall – Penn State 



+ 
10 Commandments for Writing 

Recommendation Letters 

 
I. Thou shalt influence thy students to waive access privileges. 
Students who waive access rights should recognize that selectors 
naturally trust a confidential letter more readily. Some faculty do 
share letters with students, but on their own terms. 
 
II. Thou shalt not make graven images of thy school, thy 
program, or thyself. Some recommenders shout irrelevancies in 
their letters, often to the detriment of the student. Context is 
necessary, but not to the point of inappropriate idolization. 
 
III. Thou shalt not take thy student’s character in vain. Respect for 
the student’s character must be implicit in a letter of reference, 
fostered by examples that uplift and humanize, such as a personal 
interaction or a memorable moment. 
 
 



+ 
10 Commandments for Writing 

Recommendation Letters 

 IV. Remember thy letter deadline, and meet it verily. Just as we 
expect students to follow our protocol for recommendation letters, we 
must follow theirs. 
 
V. Honor thy student and thy reader both. Strike a balance between 
your need to praise the student and your reader’s need to trust your 
praise. Offer credible praise and even criticism, especially if invited to, 
and practice even-handed judgment. 
 
VI. Thou shalt not lessen thy student’s chances with ambiguous, 
waffling, seemingly coded, or negative language. Even phrases like 
“As far as I can tell” and “I assume” can suggest a lack of support. Affirm 
rather than equivocate. 
 
VII. Thou shalt not commit discrimination in thy letter. It is legally 
risky, stupid, or both to make discriminatory comments about a student’s 
race, gender, age, sexual orientation, appearance, nationality, parental or 
marital status, or disability. 
 
 



+ 
10 Commandments for Writing 

Recommendation Letters 

 
VIII. Thou shalt not steal the platitudes of others. “This student is 

the best I’ve ever had!” you proclaim, and the audience wonders if 

you’ve ever taught before. Suspect praise, hyperbole, and clichés are 

tired melodies in reference letters. 

 

IX. Thou shalt not bear false witness against thy student. Don’t 

speak beyond your experience, and don’t make malicious claims 

about one you’re endorsing. 

 

X. Thou shalt not covet thy student’s flattery, currency, or any 

other possession that is rightfully thy student’s. We write letters 

as a professional courtesy and because others wrote them for us, not 

because we need the student’s gratitude or payback. 

Author: Joe Schall, College of Earth and Mineral Sciences, The Pennsylvania State University. 

mailto:schall@ems.psu.edu


+ 
Resources:  

 

 Penn State Faculty Handbook on Writing Recommendation 

Letters – (a great reference for any questions you may have 

about writing letters of reference.)https://www.e-

education.psu.edu/writingrecommendationlettersonline/nod

e/121 

 AMCS (Association of American Medical Colleges) - 

https://www.aamc.org/initiatives/admissionsinitiative/33257

2/lettersofevaluationguidelines.html 
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