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NOTE THAT A CAMPUS COMMITTEE WILL BE LOOKING AT THEM

B25 Fahy Hall

Seton Hall University

Dear recommender:

One of the most important components of any application for a nationally competitive scholarship is its letters of recommendation.  In many cases, a candidate's letters make the difference between being selected as a scholar or not.  Consider that the elite scholarship competitions (such as the Rhodes, Marshall, Goldwater, Truman, and a few others) typically award ten percent or less of a given year's applicants.  Every year, then, there are scores, even hundreds of applicants who do not win a scholarship, despite backgrounds and biographies that are very similar to the scholarship winners.  The fine line between a successful application and one that does not win the award is, quite frequently, the quality of the letters written on behalf of the candidate.

So what constitutes an effective letter of recommendation for an elite scholarship competition?  In this letter, I will attempt to provide some general answers to that question.  Of course, each situation will vary, so I encourage you to adapt your letters as you see fit for each student and for each competition.
Before getting to the suggestions for writing your letters, I thought I might comment on your right to decline to write the letter.  The most obvious issue here, of course, is that the student must give you ample time to complete the letter.  If a student approaches you with only two weeks left before the deadline, or at a time when you will not be able to complete a competitive letter, you should tell them that you cannot write the letter.  Similarly, if you feel that you do not know the student very well, or if for any other reason feel that you would not be able to write a glowing letter for them, you should decline their request.  In the end, such a decision avoids a situation in which a letter written without sufficient time makes it into the student's application and actually works against them in the competition.  

With that thought out of the way, let me now offer a number of suggestions that I hope you will find helpful.  I've listed them as DOs and DON’Ts:
Preparation
1. DO: chat with the student.  Often, the very first step is the easiest: talk with the applicant about their application.  Why are they competing for this particular scholarship?   What makes them a good candidate, as they see it?  What are their goals, aspirations, and dreams?  Where do they expect to be in ten or twenty years?  Why did they ask you for this letter, and what kinds of comments do they think you could provide in a letter?  You can ask them for a copy of their other application material, such as essays, proposals, or a resume; some students can also provide you with copies of work they have completed in classes.  Such material is often very helpful in providing details in your prose.  You will also want to ask about the deadline, which is discussed below.  Simply put, the more you know about their vision of the process, the better you will be able to assist them.
2. DO: investigate the scholarship.  Before you write your letter, investigate the scholarship and its criteria as carefully as possible (the major scholarships all have comprehensive websites that are easily found using a search engine).  If a scholarship has very specific criteria that its officers are seeking, your letter will be much stronger if it directly addresses those criteria.  In addition, be aware of deadlines.  Schools typically have an on-campus due date that might be weeks or even months before the date listed on the scholarship's website.  Communicate clearly with the student about the due date, and when in doubt check with the SHU faculty member who advises the competition.  Of course, you will want to give yourself ample time to draft, revise, and proofread the letter before submission.

Composition
3. DO: establish your credibility.  Tell the committee in what capacity you know the student, and how long you have known them.  You can mention both in-class interactions as well as times that you have worked together outside of class.

4. DO: aim for distinction.  Ask yourself what sets this student apart from others.  What have they achieved that has been special or has exceeded expectations?  What makes them stand out from the crowd, and even from the better students on campus?  You can certainly comment on their distinctiveness in terms of their intellect as well as on their character.  If the candidate is truly superlative, you could even explicitly tell the committee that the applicant is, say, in the top five percent of students that you have worked with, or that they are, say, one of the five best students you have ever taught.  If you know a previous winner of the scholarship for which you are writing, you can also favorably compare the applicant to them. (Note that, except for past scholarship winners, such comparisons should be broadly based; avoid, for example, assessing a student in terms of a single class that they were in.)

5. DO: provide examples and other forms of detail.  Nearly every letter in the competition will be filled with adjectives such as "great," "outstanding," "smart," "hard-working," and so on.  While there is nothing wrong with using these sorts of word choices, they are unlikely to allow the candidate to stand out by themselves.  Thus, find ways to provide concrete anecdotes about the candidate that show how "great" or how "outstanding" they are, or that show why they are.  What did they write about in their powerful research paper?  What really struck you about the experiment they did?  What positive differences did you see their leadership make in a specific situation?
6. DO: consider matters of form and format.  A powerful letter of recommendation for a competitive scholarship is almost always longer than one page, but does not exceed two pages.  This should give you ample room to discuss a number of the candidate's qualities.  As for the salutation, if there is an individual whose name is listed as being the chair of the national-level scholarship committee, write the letter to them by name.  Otherwise, address the whole committee (e.g., "Dear Fulbright Committee").

7. DO: consider matters of style.  A poorly-written letter, unfortunately, reflects on the applicant.  If you know that your prose is prone to being long-winded, or that your paragraphs often lack coherent structure, or that you often overlook misspelled words in your editing, do what you can to consciously avoid such glitches.  Feel free to ask a colleague to proofread your letter before submission. 

8. DON'T: write generic letters.  The more specific you are about this student and this competition, the better the letter will be.  General statements and platitudes are not effective.  Fellowship committees are particularly aggravated when letters discuss the student's suitability for the scholarship ─ but then list the wrong scholarship!  (This is particularly common in the Rhodes and Marshall competitions, which are similar and are due in the same time frame.)
9. DON'T: criticize the candidate.  Elite-level competitions are crowded with impressive candidates.  Thus, committees often look for ways to disqualify an otherwise-strong applicant.  Any criticism in your letter is likely to render the student's application ineffective.  If your feelings about the criticism are strong, you should reconsider if you are the best person to be writing in support of the student.

10. DON'T: be dishonest or exaggerate.  The best letters are direct and frank.  Committees are wary of hyperbole, so your letter will be much more effective if you provide an accurate, honest assessment.

Delivery
11. DO: follow directions.  Many elite scholarships have now automated their entire application process.  In these cases you will upload your document according to the instructions on the web site (or according to the directions in an Email that is sent to you by the national fellowship office).  In other cases, a hard copy of the letter is required.  In still other cases, you must submit both an electronic and a hard copy.  To add to all of these variables, sometimes you will be delivering your letter to the campus advisor for the scholarship first.  Please ask if you are unsure about the process.
12. DO: inform the student.  When you have submitted your letter, consider letting the student know that your part in the process is complete.  Applicants are under a lot of stress in this process, so it is good to help them feel that their application is moving forward.

There are many other ideas that I could probably mention about letters of recommendation, but I think the ones above are the most important.  I encourage you to contact me if you have any questions about these suggestions, about the application and / or about the scholarship for which you have agreed to write.  If you are interested, I would be glad to comment on drafts of your letter, or to assist in other ways.  While I specifically advise the Rhodes, Marshall, Fulbright, Truman, and Goldwater competitions, I am glad to work in other areas as well (or to put you in touch with the faculty member who does advise the competition).  My contact information is as follows:

(973) 275-2776

kimbleja@shu.edu
Thank you for agreeing to write a letter of recommendation on behalf of the applicant, and for reading through the suggestions above.  I look forward to working with you!

Best regards,

Jim Kimble

Fellowships Advisor
