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Letters of Reference (LOR) 
Workshop Agenda

• Different kinds of LORs

• When to say yes & when to say no

• LOR formatting and content 

• Avoiding gender bias & other tips



Types of LORs
• Job reference (first job or new job)

• Often your trainees (post-docs, grad students, fellows, summer students) 

• Promotion
• Trainees
• Professional colleagues
• Strangers

• Awards
• Usually people you know well but not always

• School (Medical, Graduate, Veterinary)
• Usually people you know well



Saying Yes to Writing LORs
• LORs are time consuming

• Review CV before agreeing to write LOR

• If you have questions, reach out to requester

• Be truthful, but positive

• Say no, if you do not feel comfortable 
Your own reputation is at stake

• Identify any conflicts of interest



“Are all of these letters of recommendation from your mother?”



Before starting your LOR
• Job reference 

• Review job description
• Talk to the candidate

• What do they want to highlight? 
• What makes them unique?
• Why are they a perfect candidate? 
• Their goals & interests
• Things that need explaining

• Promotion
• University promotion criteria
• Personal statement
• Other information about the institution
• Scopus or Google scholar for stats on candidate

• Awards
• Review the description
• Previous recipients



Opening Paragraph

• To make letter easy to read, highlight candidate’s Full Name

• List to what the letter is in reference 
• (job application, promotion, award)

• Briefly describe yourself & how (how long) you’ve known the 
candidate

• Set the stage for what you are about to tell them



Job Reference Example 1st Paragraph

his



Promotion Example 1st Paragraph



Award Example 1st Paragraph



Components of a Good LOR

• Body paragraphs
• Focus on research, clinical, and/or educational expertise
• Highlight achievements in context of requirements
• Focus on accomplishments not effort
• Show, don’t tell. Use examples to illustrate professional attributes, technical 

abilities, character strengths

• Summary
• Brief
• Language to indicate level of support
• Indicate they may reach out if they have questions



Tell them what you’re going to tell them

Tell them

Tell them what you told them



Job Reference
• Middle paragraphs

• Address the job description
• Ability for independence
• Often ask about managerial & leadership skills
• Quantify: #of calls, # of publications, # of projects
• “This candidate ranks in the top XX% of all fellows I have trained.”
• Conferences= teaching
• Messages the candidate wants you to relay
• Anything relative that is not on the CV 

• Closing paragraph
• Summarize why this is a good, great, excellent candidate
• You should leave them with a sense of how you feel about this candidate



Promotion
• Middle paragraphs

• *Address the invitation letter & University requirements*
• Academic positions usually Research, Teaching, & Clinical Service (if applicable) 
• CEP and/or personal statement key for clinical achievements
• Ability for independence KEY
• Gaining national/international recognition
• Contributing to the mission of the University
• Quantify: Scopus, #of 1st or last author publications, # of trainees, Citation counts, 

#of collaborators, #of grants, #of people supervised, etc
• Compare to peers

• Closing paragraph
• Summarize why this individual deserves promotion
• Leave with a sense of how you feel about this faculty & their potential for success



Appointments and Promotions Guidelines 
and Requirements (APGAR)

• Investigator Track

• Research Track

• Clinician Track

https://facultyaffairs.med.wustl.edu/appointments-promotions/appointments-and-promotions-guidelines-and-requirements-apgar/



Appointments and Promotions Guidelines 
and Requirements (APGAR)
• Investigator Track

• Faculty members on the Investigator Track are involved in basic biological, 
biomedical, clinical, and/or educational investigation, and accomplishment in 
this realm is the primary basis for promotion on the Investigator Track

• Appointment and promotion are based generally upon investigation and 
scholarly activities, teaching, clinical excellence (where appropriate), and 
service.  Although all of these activities are considered, excellence in scholarly 
investigation is the cornerstone of a candidate’s record

https://facultyaffairs.med.wustl.edu/appointments-promotions/appointments-and-promotions-guidelines-and-requirements-apgar/



Appointments and Promotions Guidelines 
and Requirements (APGAR)
• Research Track

• Faculty on the Research Track are involved in basic biomedical investigation, 
clinical, and/or educational investigation and must meet a standard of 
excellence based upon research accomplishments.  

• The primary focus of Research Track faculty is to facilitate and support the 
overall research mission of Washington University, rather than to develop 
independent programs. 

• Excellence in research is the major criterion for appointment and promotion 
for faculty on the Research Track, although other activities may also be 
considered. 

https://facultyaffairs.med.wustl.edu/appointments-promotions/appointments-and-promotions-guidelines-and-requirements-apgar/



Appointments and Promotions Guidelines 
and Requirements (APGAR)
• Clinician Track

• The Clinician Track provides a mechanism for recognizing and rewarding 
faculty at WUSM who excel in one or more of the areas of patient care, 
education, administrative and research functions that assure the delivery of 
excellent patient care through current practice and/or by training future 
clinicians

• Essential criteria for promotion for faculty members on the Clinician Track are 
superior clinical skills and recognition, and involvement in the teaching 
mission of the Medical School

https://facultyaffairs.med.wustl.edu/appointments-promotions/appointments-and-promotions-guidelines-and-requirements-apgar/



P&I Request Letter



Scholar

Scholar’s

Dr. Scholar’s

Scholar
Scholar’s

Dr. Scholar’s

Scholar

Other University Request Letter



Example





Scopus



Scopus



Award
• Middle paragraphs

• Address the award description
• What makes this candidate unique?
• Compare to previous awardees
• Specific examples of achievements

• Closing paragraph
• Summarize why this is a good, great, excellent candidate



School (Graduate, Medical, Veterinary)

• Middle paragraphs
• Address the instructions
• Often looking for the following

• Research experience
• Service to the community—especially Global experience
• Leadership
• Experience in the field (medicine, veterinary, research)
• Hobbies or evidence that they are a well rounded person
• Academic achievements

• They get lots of applications. 
• What makes this person unique? 
• What makes you think they will succeed?
• How will they contribute to the university?



LOR Tips
• Have the ad/job, promotion, award information available. 

• Use T Format match need with have

• Highlight key words depending on job description: 
• Research, Education, Clinical Excellence, Service

• Cite specific examples of outstanding behavior or achievements
• Make letter unique-- Describe things not listed on CV
• Be succinct
• When appropriate, ask candidate to prove you with important 

information they want highlighted
• The tone & length of your letter should indicate exactly how excited you 

are about the candidate
• Send your letter on time!!!



LOR Tips
• Have the ad/job, promotion, award information available. 

• Use T Format match need with have

• Highlight key words depending on job description: 
• Research, Education, Clinical Excellence, Service

• Cite specific examples of outstanding behavior or achievements
• Make letter unique. Describe things not listed on CV
• Be succinct
• When appropriate, ask candidate to prove you with important 

information they want highlighted
• The tone & length of your letter should indicate exactly how excited you 

are about the candidate
• Send your letter on time!!!



Avoiding Gender Bias



LOR- Avoiding Gender Bias
LORs for women are: 
• Significantly shorter & 4X less likely to mention the applicants’ 

publications & research. 
• 1/2 as likely to mention specific accomplishments such as leadership roles 

& awards. 
• More focused on effort (“hard working, dependable”) and personality 

traits (“delightful”) in women’s letters, rather than ability (“skilled, 
independent”) & use of fewer superlatives (“best, excellent”)

• More “irrelevant”, vague or unexplained content. 7X more likely to include 
comments about the applicant’s family, children & personal life. 

• More often have descriptors such as ‘caring’, ‘helpful,’ & 
‘compassionate’ whereas words such as “successful,” & “accomplished,” 
are more likely in letters for men. These are ALL positive traits but they 
also reinforce gender stereotypes. 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-tips-writing-great-letters-reference-avoiding-bias-sharonne-hayes/

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-tips-writing-great-letters-reference-avoiding-bias-sharonne-hayes/


LOR- Avoiding Gender Bias

•Be comprehensive: Include leadership roles, research, publications, and other 
important content in all letters regardless of gender. 

•Emphasize accomplishments, rather than effort. Where appropriate, use terms 
such as successful, excellent, accomplished, skilled, knowledgeable, research, 
insightful, and independent. 

•Keep it professional. Use formal titles, such as Dr. and Chief Resident, and 
surnames instead of first names - for both men and women.

•Avoid the irrelevant: Don’t mention personal life and other information irrelevant 
to their future role. 

•Don’t reinforce gender stereotypes with your words. 

https://www.linkedin.com/pulse/5-tips-writing-great-letters-reference-avoiding-bias-sharonne-hayes/



Avoid 
Communal 
Adjectives 

Avoid 
Grindstone 
Adjectives

Adjectives to Include

Caring Hard-working Successful Ambitious
Compassionate Conscientious Talented Independent
Nurturing Dependable Excellent Intelligent
Interpersonal Diligent Accomplished Expert
Warm Dedicated Outstanding Analytical
Helpful Tactful Skilled Superb
Sympathetic Meticulous Knowledgeable Exceptional
Nice Reliable Insightful Unique
Agreeable Responsible Resourceful Remarkable

Organized Confident



https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-nominations

Example

https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-nominations


https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-nominations

Example

https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-nominations


https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-nominations

Example

https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-nominations


Summary—Writing LORs 

• Letters supporting promotion, first or new job, and Award 
nominations are most common

• Be sure to review CVs before saying yes, allow plenty of time to write, 
and have someone else proofread

• Showcases what makes person unique. 

• Avoid communal & grindstone words. Be quantitative and use 
standout words.



Questions?



Thank You!

• Thank you to everyone who shared examples

• Happy to review your LORs

• Please take a few minutes to fill out your workshop evaluation

https://pathology.wustl.edu/office-of-faculty-development/

https://pathology.wustl.edu/office-of-faculty-development/


Resources

• https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-
nominations

• https://csw.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/avoiding_gender_bias_in_letter_of_reference_writing.pdf

• https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2017/01/19/advice-how-write-effective-tenure-review-
letters

• https://www.hhmi.org/sites/default/files/Educational%20Materials/Lab%20Management/letter.pdf

https://www.aamc.org/professional-development/affinity-groups/gfa/faculty-vitae/art-successful-nominations
https://csw.arizona.edu/sites/default/files/avoiding_gender_bias_in_letter_of_reference_writing.pdf
https://www.insidehighered.com/advice/2017/01/19/advice-how-write-effective-tenure-review-letters
https://www.hhmi.org/sites/default/files/Educational%20Materials/Lab%20Management/letter.pdf
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