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Proper Etiquette for Letter of Recomendation Requests
By Dr. Diana Francis

As a senior, transfer student, or an 
upcoming graduate ready to embark 
on your future career, you'll need sev
eral recommendations from your pro
fessors and directly involved faculty. 
This article provided by Dr. Diana 
Francis is a summary o f the steps of 
how to go about getting your letters 
of recommendation.

The first thing to remember is that 
you are asking for something which 
you hope will say something good 
about you. Ask for the letter in such a 
way that you will leave room for the 
person to say no if he or she does not 
feel comfortable giving you a heart
felt positive recommendation. This is 
to your benefit because you do not 
want to be “damned with faint praise.” 
If the answer is no, then be grateful 
for the honesty, say thank you, and 
move on. Select your recommenders

carefully—will they remember you? 
Will they have positive and interesting 
things to say about you? (Don’t expect 
them to write a letter if you made few 
contributions to class, or if you attended 
infrequently).

Request the letter in person. Do not 
send email. You might approach the 
recommender with:

“I am in need of a recommendation 
for (fill in the blank) and I wanted to 
ask if you would feel comfortable giv
ing me a recommendation?”

Remember that if you merely ask— 
will you write me a letter of recommen
dation? Your author might say yes. 
This is after all a fundamental part of 
our jobs and we will write letters. But 
that in no way guarantees that you will 
receive a good letter. And if it isn’t 
going to be good, then you’d rather not 
have it, right?

The second thing you need to do,

once your recommender agrees to write 
your letter, is to offer reminders and 
current updates on yourself: i.e. bring in 
old papers or projects that he or she 
graded, offer information on your ac
tivities (especially if you haven’t been 
in contact for a few months or more). 
Be specific about what you would like 
the writer to address—reliability, punc
tuality, particular skills, personality 
traits, creativity, etc. Remember that 
your recommender has a lot of other 
things on his or her plate and that yours 
may be the 25th letter in a list of 40 or 
50. Trust me, that happens, especially 
with Teacher Education Portfolios. For 
an original and memorable letter, mak
ing this effort is important.

Of course you have given your writer 
ample time to write the letter—a mini
mum of three weeks. Again, your 
recommender will have a very busy 
schedule and sometimes slotting the time 
to write a letter takes several weeks. 
Ask when he or she expects to be able 
to make time and agree on a date. Make 
arrangements to pick it up at that time, 
or if it is to be a confidential letter, for it 
to be sent. Do not expect to be notified.
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Again this takes time that your 
recommender may not have.

You may check in with the writer a 
week before and offer a friendly re
minder. This is a touchy time. You do 
not want to appear pushy or demand
ing. But you do want to make sure that 
the letter gets out on time. Perhaps 
mask it as an advance thank-you for 
the service rendered. Perhaps offer a 
further update of your activities.

So the date rolls around and the 
letter isn’t ready. What do you do? 
Politely (referring to step one and the 
need for a positive recommendation) 
remind your writer of your due dates 
and your need. Though your 
recommender has already agreed to 
write the letter, courtesy says that you 
may not make demands of your writer.

Finally, you should thank your 
writer and offer an update as to the 
success or failure of your venture for 
which the recommendation was 
needed.

Remember:
Do not make demands, even if the 

writer has agreed to write the letter.
Be friendly, polite and offer remind

ers of yourself and your work.
Do the extra legwork yourself—go 

to the office of the writer, make ar
rangements in person.

Provide postage for letters which 
need to be sent.

Do not rely on email.
Say thank you.
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