Mr. Nelson’s Letters of Recommendation Suggestions

Recommendations from teachers you’ve worked closely with will be an important part of your college application packet. Those making admissions decisions at colleges and universities place high value on teachers’ comments about your character and participation in an academic community. To ensure that the recommendation process goes smoothly, and to ensure that your recommendations are actually in your favor, here are some suggestions: 

1. Ask for recommendations from teachers who know your strengths. This doesn’t mean that you need to have received an A in that teacher’s course, but you should keep in mind that the recommendation process asks teachers to honestly comment on your academic abilities and personal qualities. Don’t ask a teacher to recommend you if his or her honest commentary might not be favorable. 

2. Always give ample time for the writing of your recommendation: one month or more is a good practice. Know that teachers are often inundated with recommendation requests, as in forty or more requests in two months. Be well aware of deadlines and try to meet them weeks or months in advance; this can help ensure that you get the recommendation you want. Moreover, don’t ask for a short-notice recommendation: less than a two-week notice is tactless; one- or two-day notice is insulting and morally troublesome for recommenders. Note: Mr. Nelson has a policy of not having more than ten pending recommendations at a time; in other words, if there are ten students waiting for recommendations, Mr. Nelson will not say yes to more. You’ll have to check back in a week or two, which is more reason to not procrastinate. 

3. Know that kindly asking for a recommendation weeks in advance is no guarantee of getting one. Teachers have busy lives and personal obligations. If someone tells you that he or she won’t be able to recommend you, don’t take it personally: this sort of thing happens; it doesn’t mean that the teacher doesn’t like you.

4. When you ask for a recommendation, come prepared to give the teacher all the materials and information he or she will need: (1) any forms from the schools you’re applying to, (2) envelopes with adequate postage, (3) your résumé and, if you have one, an academic plan describing intended major, (4) a brief letter reminding the teacher of the nature of your interactions (e.g., which class you were in and when) and any unique projects you may have done to demonstrate your skills, (5) your contact information in case any questions arise, (6) the deadline for the recommendation—and is it a postmarked deadline or a received-by deadline, and (7) instructions, such as: Should the recommender mail the letters or will you pick them up? Is there a form from the school? Is the form the only piece of the recommendation, or does the school want a letter in addition? Is the recommendation for admission or for a scholarship? If it is for a scholarship, be sure to provide information about the scholarship so that the recommendation can be tailored accordingly. 

5. It’s a good idea to follow up with your recommender about ten days prior to the deadline. Unless you’ve already heard that the recommender submitted the letter, a quick email or visit will remind of his or her commitment. Don’t be pushy, of course, but if someone has agreed to do this for you then don’t feel badly about checking in: after all, without the recommendation, your application may be invalidated, and that’s a risk you don’t want to take. It is a good idea to have an auxiliary recommender in mind in the event that a primary recommender blunders or has an emergency. 

6. You will not be able to see the recommendation. Don’t ask to do so. A recommendation is only valuable insofar as it is an honest comment on your skills and personal qualities. If the recommendation isn’t confidential, its validity is diminished. Most of your recommendations will be submitted electronically, but some may be in a sealed envelope that recommenders sign across the flap before mailing it or before turning it over to the student. Never tamper with the sealed envelopes.  

7. Some students like to give a thank you note or a gift as a token of appreciation to recommenders. If you feel inclined to do so, do it after the letter has been sent; otherwise, it can be mistaken for a bribe. 

8. Don’t forget your recommenders once you have your letters. They care about you and your future, else they wouldn’t have recommended you. Let them know the outcomes: Where were you accepted to and rejected from? Where will you go? What does your future hold? 
