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People are usually happy to write letters of recommendation on behalf of a student. However, you should never assume a faculty member will 
automatically provide a reference, so it is important to always ask permission first. Requests for recommendation tend to occur during the 
busiest times of the year, in order to facilitate this process, the following guidelines should be considered.

TYPES OF RECOMMENDATIONS
There are formal letters and less formal recommendations. The formal letter is your typical recommendation, usually printed or written on 
letterhead and sent through mail. Less-formal recommendations are what you can obtain over e-mail or LinkedIn. 

In differentiating between which is more appropriate, assess to what extent this recommendation needs to be formal. Some employers are 
more casual and are willing to accept an informal recommendation, while when applying for graduate programs, it may be better to go with the 
formal, more traditional option. Always double check the application instructions to be sure you are requesting a letter in the correct form.

HOW DO I ASK FOR A LETTER OF RECOMMENDATION?
Approach someone who will remember you and your skills clearly. Professors and employers teach and manage many people throughout 
their careers, so in the first contact, it may be worth mentioning something about you or your work that would spark their memory. For example, 
you could say, “You may remember the large self-portrait I did for my final.” Don’t be afraid to be specific. 

Be direct. Make sure your referees will name the skills you want to pinpoint. For example, if you’re applying for a museum curator position, 
choose a referee who has seen you utilize those specific skills, rather than skills that may be irrelevant to that position. 

WHAT TO PROVIDE THE PERSON  
WRITING YOUR RECOMMENDATION
• Type of recommendation (i.e. school, fellowship, grant, etc.)

• The specific nature of your proposal (give them a draft of 
your statement of purpose or letter of intent)

• What “kind” of letter you need (give them the directions) – your reference 
might need to include specific format: read instructions carefully! 

• Any information you have regarding the expectation of the readers of this letter

• Name and address of school(s) and program(s) or organization

• Stamped and addressed envelopes to send letters and 
forms directly to the organization (if applicable)

• Whether or not the letter should be written on letterhead 
or on an official form from the school, or both

• Deadline: Indicate if they should give the letter to you, or mail 
it directly to the school, and in both situations

• Details such as: should the letter be signed on the seal & confidential? 

• Whether this deadline is a “receive by” or “postmark” deadline.

LETTERS OF RECOMMENDATION
best practices for requesting recommendations
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Do …
• Waive your right to see your letter. This creates trust and allows 

the referee to write honestly. If you are worried about what they’re 
going to say, they’re probably not the right person to provide a 
reference.

• Obtain more letters than required. This may help your future 
employer have a better idea of who you are and why you’re perfect 
for the job. 

• Give your referees plenty of notice, especially during the busy 
seasons (finals, critiques, holidays, commencement, and other 
heavy application periods). Several weeks or a month is considered 
courteous.

• Give your referees samples of your current work and a resume/
bio or short description of your professional and personal activities, 
especially if you have not been in recent contact with them. 

• Give a reminder call a week or two prior to your deadline. 

• Send a sincere thank you note to your refrences following the 
deadline.

• Follow-up with and let your references know the results of your 
applications. Having supported you, they will want to celebrate your 
success, learn about your results, and/or assist you with future 
applications. 

• “What’s in a name?” A sincere and well-written letter from 
a professional who knows you and your work very well, will 
often carry more weight and influence than that of a “famous” 
professional who does not know you and your work well

• Ask for reference letters from those who can speak of and for you 
in a positive and supportive manner.

Don't …
• Do not wait until the last minute to request a reference. It is impolite.

• Never list a person as a reference or as someone who will provide a letter of recommendation until the person has agreed to do so.

• Never ask someone to lie, exaggerate, or stretch the truth.

• Never forge signatures. Odds are, you’ll be found out, and past and future relationships will be tarnished.

WHAT TO DO & WHAT NOT TO DO


