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ALL RECOMMENDATION LETTERS FOR GRADUATE APPL ICANTS ARE READ BY THE SAME 
COMMITTEE,  THE DEPARTMENTAL GRADUATE ADMISS IONS COMMITTEE.  N O ONE FACULTY 
MEMBER HAS SPEC IAL INFLUENCE OVER ADMISS IONS DEC IS IONS,  AND THE COMMITTEE WIL L  
WEIGH AL L THE PARTS OF EACH APP L ICANT’S FILE.  INTERNATIONAL APP L ICANTS AND U.S.  
APP LI CANTS ARE EVALUATED BY THE SAME OVERALL CRITERIA. (THERE ARE SOME D IFFERENCES 
IN DETAI L; VERBAL GRE SCORES ARE NOT DIRECTL Y COMPARED UNLESS THE INTERNATIONA L 
APP LI CANT IS A NATIVE ENGLIS H SPEAKER.)  
 
THE FOL L OWING ARE ESPECIA L L Y IMPO RTANT PIECES OF ADVICE FOR FACULTY WRITING 
RECOMMENDATION LETTERS FOR INTERNATIONAL STUDENTS.  
 
(1) PLEASE BE SPEC IFIC. AMERICAN RECOMMENDATION LETTERS ARE EXPECTED TO SHOW 
SPECIFI C PERSONAL KNOWLEDGE OF THE STUDENT’S ABI LITIES, PERHAPS EVEN OF THEIR 
DEFIC ITS AS WEL L (HONESTY IS IMPORTANT).  ALTHOUGH USEFUL,  IT IS NOT SUFFICI ENT FOR A 
RECOMMENDER TO SAY “TH IS IS AN EXCEL LENT STUDENT, WHO WROTE A GOOD PAPER FOR MY 
SOC IO L INGUISTICS COURSE.”  YOU SHOUL D TRY TO EXPLAIN WHAT PARTICULAR 
INTE L LECTUAL ABI L ITIES OR PERSONAL TRAITS MAKE THIS STUDENT A SPEC IAL L Y GOOD  
CANDI DATE FOR OUR GRADUATE PROGRAM.  IT IS HE LPFUL TO CITE SPECIFIC INSTANCES OF 
EXCEL LENT PERFORMANCE BE YOND EXPECTATIONS (PERHAPS THE STUDENT RAN INTO SOM E 
DIFFICULTY, BUT COMP LETED AN ASSIGNMENT SAL IENTL Y WEL L DESPITE THE DIFFICULTY;  
PERHAPS Y OU WERE PARTICULARLY IMPRESSED BY THIS STUDENT’S ANAL YTIC ABI L I TIES IN A 
CERTAIN AREA). SPEC IFIC DETAI LS ARE USEFUL TO US BOTH IN GETTING TO KNOW THE 
APP LI CANT, AND IN HELP ING INSURE THAT RECOMMENDERS REAL L Y KNOW THE APPL I CANT 
WELL AND ARE QUALIFIE D TO GIVE AN OPI NION.  
 
(2) PLEASE GIVE US “CAL IBRATION.” GENERALL Y, YOU SHOUL D TRY TO HE LP US UNDERSTAND 
Y OUR UNIVERSITY’S GRADING AND EVALUATION S YSTEM – GRADING SYSTEMS VARY GREATL Y 
AROUND THE WORLD, WHIC H OFTEN HANDI CAPS US IN EVALUATING THE GRADE RECORDS OF 
INTERNATIONAL APPL ICANTS.  IT IS  THEREFORE HELPFUL IF AN INTERNATIONA L 
RECOMMENDATION LETTER TEL LS US WHAT PERCENTAGE OF STUDENTS IN YOUR PROGRAM 
WOULD NORMALL Y RECEIVE GRADES IN THE CANDIDATE’S RANGE OR HIGHER.  MORE SPECIFI C  
DATA IS WELC OME TOO; ONE LETTER TOL D US THAT A PARTICULAR APPL ICANT’S GRADES WERE 
IN FACT THE HIGHEST GRADES EVER AWARDED TO AN HONORS STUDENT IN THAT PROGRAM.   
 
(3) PLEASE BE HONEST. WE ASSUME YOU WI L L ONL Y WRITE A RECOMMENDATION LETTER FOR A 
CANDI DATE OF WHOM Y OU THINK HIGH L Y. BUT A REALISTIC ASSESSMENT OF A CANDIDATE I S 
ULTIMATEL Y THE MOST USEFUL TO BOTH THE CANDIDATE AND THE PROGRAM. BESI DES,  
EXAGGERATED PRAISE OFTEN SOUNDS UNREALISTIC AND IS HARD FOR THE READER TO TAKE 
SERIOUSL Y.   
 
(4) TO THE EXTENT POSSIBLE, PLEASE ADDRESS BOTH THE CANDIDATE’S PERFORMANCE IN 
Y OUR PROGRAM AND HIS OR HER GENERAL RESEARCH POTENTIAL.  WE REALIZE THAT NOT 
EVERY RECOMMENDER WIL L BE EQUA L L Y QUAL IFIE D TO EVALUATE FUTURE RESEARCH 
POTENTIA L OF A RECOMMENDED CANDIDATE – BUT EVERY CANDI DATE SHOUL D HAVE 
RECOMMENDERS WHO SPEAK SPECIFICA L L Y TO THIS POINT.  


