Letter of recommendation overview
Three types of recommendation letters
	Type of letter
	From
	Usual purpose

	Employment recommendation
	Employer
	Getting a job

	Academic recommendation
	Teacher, professor
	Getting into college or graduate school, receiving a scholarship or fellowship

	Character reference
	Friend, relative
	Getting a job, winning an award, child adoption, court hearing, etc.


**All letters of recommendation must be complete by a person 18 years of age or older 

Employment recommendations


Whether you are laid off or leave your job on your own accord a letter of recommendation from your employer can be a valuable tool for finding a new job.  Such a letter is often preferable to listing your supervisor and his or her phone number on your resume.  A reference letter
· Provides an organized analysis of your attributes and abilities 

· Is a "fresh when written" appraisal not clouded by time 

· Creates an unchanging assessment  

· Saves future employers the effort of interviewing your former supervisor 

· Saves your former supervisor the time and trouble of being interviewed 

Importantly, obtaining a written letter also gives you insight into how your former employer perceives you-- on balance either favorably or unfavorably.  With this information in hand you can spotlight a good reference or downplay a poor one.
Academic recommendations

Letters of recommendation are required for acceptance to the vast majority of both undergraduate and graduate degree programs.  Often applicants must provide three or more letters.
While requirements differ by institution, program and concentration, generally speaking successful academic recommendations should
· Provide testimony to your aptitude, curiosity and industriousness 

· Demonstrate your maturity and seriousness of purpose 

· Speak to your leadership ability 

· Paint you as "well rounded" 

· Compliment your character 

· Include other pertinent information about you-- things not readily apparent from admission test scores or transcripts
Character references

Character reference letters are a special category of recommendation because they are usually written by friends, neighbors or relatives.  These letters meet a variety of non-employment and non-academic related needs.  Everything from gaining memberships and winning awards to child custody and adoptions.  Character reference letters can also be useful in job seeking.
Requesting a letter of recommendation 

You not only need the letter, you need it to be as effective as possible.  So it's important to plan your request. 

Who to ask
Given a choice about who to ask, ask someone who
· Is comfortable writing a letter for you 

· Can write well and write easily 

· Has experience writing letters of recommendation 

· Is familiar with your work 

· Knows you well enough to be able to include personal anecdotes in the letter 

· Has the highest and/or most relevant job title 

These guidelines apply to both supervisors and teachers.  Keep in mind that if you've been working in Payroll but want a new career in Marketing, a letter from the Sales Manager of your old company will carry more weight than one from the Accounting Manager.  Also, the higher up the writer the more clout the letter will carry.  For example, a letter of recommendation from a full professor is more valuable than one from an assistant professor.
When to ask
Situations vary, but the more time you can allow for receiving your letter the better.  As a general rule request your letter at least a month or two in advance.
How to ask
Always be forthright when requesting a letter of recommendation.  Explain exactly why the letter is needed and its importance to you.  In addition
· Lead up to the request if possible.  Get a sense of the writer's comfort level before actually making the request 

· Never put the writer on the spot 

· Always offer to provide information that makes the writing task easier (biographical data, employment or attendance timelines, etc.) 

· As a practical matter, if writing the letter will clearly be a favor make sure the writer knows you understand that  

· If the subject is broached by the writer, offer to compose the letter yourself for the writer to sign
