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Letters of Recommendation

andidates for employment, graduate school, scholarships or any activity for which others will evaluate their
talents and abilities will need to request letters of recommendation. The content and quality of these letters, as well
as the caliber of the people who write them, are critical to
the selection process.

Selecting People to Serve as References

Select individuals whom you feel are knowledgeable
of your skills, work ethic, talents and future capacity. The
selection of your references is critical, as a reference that is illinformed could sabotage all the great work you have done in
a matter of minutes. Choose people who have known you
for a minimum of six months. The longer they have known
you the better, but they must have had regular contact with
you to observe your growth and development. A reference
from someone who may have known you several years ago
but you have not spoken to in a year or more is not in a position to critique your skills.
If you must choose between several people, select those
who know you the best but who also hold a higher rank in
their profession. A department head is a better candidate
than a graduate assistant or an instructor. Never choose
someone on status alone, continue to choose people based on
how well they know you and how much they want to assist
you in your job search. Do not choose people who are not committed to you or who are not very familiar with your background.

Try to Meet Face to Face

Never assume someone will want the responsibility to
serve as your reference. Make an appointment to discuss
your career goals and purpose of the letter of recommendation. Determine if the person would want the responsibility of serving as your reference, which involves not only
writing a letter supporting your skills, but also handling any
phone inquiries and responding to other questions which
may be posed by a selection committee. Persons who
serve as a reference have responsibilities that go beyond
the words they put on paper. They should feel strongly
about your success and desire to do whatever they can to
assist you in reaching your goals. You have come too far
to let someone jeopardize your future.
A personal meeting is always best because you can
observe your potential reference’s body language to
see how interested he or she is in assisting you. A slow
response to a question or a neutral facial expression may
be this person’s way of trying to show you that he/she
does feel comfortable serving as your reference. Trust
your instincts. If you don’t feel that you want to pursue this
person as a referenceyou are not required to inform them of
your decision. At any rate, always thank the person and end
the meeting on a positive note.

Help Them Help You

You must assist your reference-givers so they can do
the best job possible. Provide them with a copy of your
current resume, transcript, job descriptions for the type
of employment you desire or other detailed information
related to the purpose of the letter. Provide a one-page
summary of any achievements or skills exhibited with
the person who will be writing the letter. They may not

remember everything you did under their supervision or
time spent with you. Finally, provide them with a statement
of future goals outlining what you want to accomplish in the
next few years.
An employer will interview you and then contact your
references to determine consistency in your answers. You
should not inflate what you are able to do or what you may
have completed in work or school assignments. A reference is looked upon as someone who can confirm your skill
and ability level. Any inconsistencies between what you
said in your interview and a reference’s response could
eliminate you from further consideration. The key is to
keep your references informed of what you are going to
be discussing with employers so there is a clear understanding of what is valued by the employer.

What’s the Magic Number?

Each situation will dictate the appropriate number of
r eferences that will be required. The average would be three
to five letters of recommendation. Generally, references are
people whom you have known professionally; they should
not be family or friends. When selecting people as references, choose people who know you well and have the most
to say pertaining to the purpose of the letter. One person
may be very appropriate for a reference for employment,
while another would be best for use in admission to graduate or professional school or a scholarship application.
Encourage your reference to use strong, descriptive
words that provide the evidence of your interpersonal
skills initiative, leadership, flexibility, conflict resolution,
decision-making, judgment, oral and written communication skills, and grasp of your field of study. Education
Majors are encouraged to request a letter from the cooperating teacher, supervising teacher, professor(s) in your major,
and a current or former employer.

Maintain Professional Courtesy

Give your reference writers ample time to complete their
letters and provide a self-addressed stamped envelope.
Make it as easy for them as possible so they don’t have
to spend valuable time searching for the proper return
address and a stamp. Follow up with your letter writers
and let them know the status of your plans and search. They
will want to know how you are doing and whether there
is anything else they may do to increase your candidacy.
You never know when you will need their assistance again,
and it is just good manners to keep those who care about
you informed of your progress. Finally, many times when
two or more candidates are considered equally qualified,
a strong letter of reference can play an important role in
determining who is selected for the position.
Maintaining a good list of references is part of any professional’s success. Continue to nurture valuable relationships
with people who will want to do whatever they can to aid in
your success. Your personal success is based on surrounding yourself with positive people who all believe in you. No
one makes it alone; we all need a little help from our friends.
Written by Roseanne R. Bensley, Career Services, New
Mexico State University.
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