IESIE) THE UNIVERSITY OF

JMAINE
Guidelines for Letter Writers Studen Life

When writing a letter of recommendation (or evaluation) it is most helpful to provide as much personal and anecdotal
information as you can with the admissions committee. Usually applicants will share their transcript, test scotes, and a résumé
and/or curriculum vitae, so re-iterating these aspects is not necessary unless you can provide greater meaning and insight to
those areas. Some types of schools and programs may have specific characteristics and/or experiences of which they may want
you to discuss. The applicant should provide this information if applicable. For example, many medical schools have specific
competencies they want references to address. See attached handout.

When writing, remember to use official letterhead and sign the letter with your signature. It is also helpful to address the letter
generally instead of to a specific school, for example, “Dear Medical School Admissions Committee”.

Most importantly, many schools and programs have submission deadlines. Please be aware of these and make sure that you
submit your letter before the deadline. If you do not do so, the applicant may not be able to be considered for admissions.

Suggested Topics fot Lettets of Recommendation ot Evaluation
One should address topics you have observed or know well and for which you can give specific examples as evidence. The
more concrete your examples, the better.

Personal knowledge of the student: Provide context both for your knowledge of the applicant and fot his/het
petformance

* How long and in what capacity you have known the applicant

¢ How well you know the applicant

e How the applicant compares to others you have known, past and present

o -How well your applicant performed in your course(s)/employment/etc. (beyond a grade)

e How difficult your course(s)/employment/etc. is and why

Intellectual readiness and academic ability: How well do you think this applicant will handle professional school

e General intellectual ability o Creativity

e Ability to learn and retain information e Evidence of interest in the course(s) subject
e  Oral communication skills matter

e Written communication skills e Evidence of being a lifelong learner

e  Ability to deal with complex and abstract ideas e Evidence of initiative and the ability to work
o Ability to handle ambiguity independently

e Critical thinking skills o Laboratory skills and techniques

e Problem analysis and problem-solving abilities *  Research skills

Motivation and suitability for the profession: Do you think this applicant will thrive in this ptofession?
e Exposure to the realities of the profession
e Understanding of the profession
e Understanding of current issues affecting the profession
* Evidence of commitment to public setvice
o  Suitability for the profession

Personal characteristics and evidence of: Is this someone you would ttust to care fot you or a loved one? Please
share any obsetvations that will illuminate the applicant’s strengths and weaknesses

e Maturity e  Empathy and altruism

e Leadership ’ ®  Sincerity and dedication
¢ Moral/ethical integrity e Tolerance for diversity
e Law-abiding behavior o DPersonal initiative

e Social skills e  Overall potential

* Responsibility and dependability

Remember it is not about quantity but quality and remember to show not tell. Please note that use of these guidelines is
optional. They are intended to help you think about your letter and facilitate the writing process. It is not expected to provide
information about every characteristic listed above, only those in which you can portray the applicant to the best of your

ability.
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Health Professions Office THE UNIVERSITY OF 5748 Memorial Union

Career Center Orono, ME 04469-5748
The Division of Student Life Tel: 207.581.1359
Fax:207.581.3003

umaine.edu/career
umainecareercenter@maine.edu

Tips for Writing Composite Letters of Recommendation

OVERVIEW:

Letters of recommendation are one of the many important factors in getting an interview at a
health professions school. Here at the University of Maine, we require candidates applying to schools for
medicine, dentistry, and optometry to request 3 to 5 individual letters of recommendation to be used
when writing a composite letter of recommendation. (At least one of the letters should be from a
professional in the field that the student is applying to such as an MD, DO, DDS, etc.) The letters of
recommendation should be sent directly to the Health Professions Office. A composite letter of
recommendation will be drafted using direct quotes from the primary letters. The composite is written
on behalf of the student and it is the official letter from the University’s Health Professions Committee.
Faculty members from various departments write composite letters. There is no standard format. Styles
vary depending upon personal preference of the writer. This tip sheet is only a guide.

INTRODUCTORY COMMENTS:

Generally, writers use some opening statement regarding the letter being in support of the
candidate (include full name & application ID number) and that it is the official letter of the Health
Professions Committee.

Here are a couple of sample introductions:

Dear Director of Admissions:

This letter is in support of the application of Jane Doe (application ID # 12345678) for admission into your
program. Itis the official letter from the Health Professions Committee of the University of Maine. This committee
includes the following materials in its evaluation: letters of recommendation from persons outside the committee
who have known the student, a review of the student’s credentials, and several informal interviews with the
individual.

Dear Admissions Committee:

On behalf of the Health Professions Committee at the University of Maine, I am delighted to submit this
composite letter supporting the application of Joe Black (AAMC ID #12345678) to your M.D. degree program. [ am
Joe’s academic advisor and he was a student in my XYZ course. Joe performed extremely well in class ranking X in
a class of XX students. In a large class of students, you very rarely get to know any of the students well, but Joe
distinguished himself during our class discussions. He actively participated and I was very impressed with both his
ease in communicating his thoughts and his insights into the topics of discussion. While talking with Joe about his
application to medical school, he has continued to impress me with his confidence, his ease in talking with others
and his maturity. He is confident in his career choice and I think his maturity comes from his nature but also from
the path he has taken to arrive at this point....




BODY OF THE LETTER:

There are several options for incorporating the individual letters of recommendations into the composite.
Two common methods are to either quote verbatim the individual letters or to weave in multiple quotes
from the letters while blending in your own assessment of the candidate.

*Option 1: Using the letters directly or portions of them

After the standard introduction, the writer typically explains how he/she has gotten to know the
individual and offers a brief review of their credentials. (Remember that the schools already have GPA,
transcripts, and the student’s personal statement so try to avoid repetition.) The writer then moves into
the comments from the other faculty and the outside writers who support the student’s candidacy.

A letter might read something like this...

A number of individuals have written in support of Jane’s candidacy for medical school. Dr. Robert
Johnson, M.D., and professor of Chemistry at University XYZ has worked with Jane on her Doctoral
research. He writes:

“It is my pleasure to write a letter of support for Ms. Jane Doe on behalf of her application to
medical school. | have known Jane for approximately four years and I must say that she has impressed
me with her fierce determination, and her intellectual inquisitiveness....”

Note: The author includes the writer’s full name and his/her credentials. The rest of the paragraph(s) could be the entire letter or a portion of it unedited.

The author would then write a few sentences commenting on one of Jane’s skills, qualities, attributes, etc.
to transition into the next individual letter of recommendation. In other words, you would be pasting in
chunks of the individual letters and finding ways to make the letter flow from one recommender to
another.

Ms. Susan Smith, Manager of Volunteer Services at ABC Hospital, where Jane volunteered,
comments on the commitment she showed in her tasks:

Jane Doe has worked as a volunteer on Sundays on our LV. Station with tasks like organizing labels
and delivery samples, answering phones, keeping work order books current, greeting patients, and doing
pick-up/delivery from patient floors.

Ms. Doe has been a loyal and committed volunteer since 1998 and has trained new volunteers for
our department with enthusiasm and adeptness. She has been an asset to our volunteer staff and I feel
she would make a fine physician....

The composite letter is then drafted using all or the majority of the letters in any order the writer conceptualizes.




*Option 2: Incorporating comments from many individual letters on particular topics

This method may take more time, but it tends to create a personal view of the candidate. After careful
review of the individual letters, the author pulls out comments from various writers on particular topics.
These topics might include:

e academic talent (choice of major/ courses if unusual)

knowledge of the profession they are pursuing (job shadow experience)

career goals & decision making

communication skills/ interpersonal skills

personal attributes (why the candidate would be suited to medicine/dentistry...)
commitment to community (volunteer/service)

Rather than quoting the entire letter or large portions of individual letters of recommendation, the
composite letter writer uses shorter quotes such as:

Academically, John has uniformly impressed the faculty in our department. His first-year advisor Sally
Brown! writes, “He immediately impressed me as a highly motivated and hard-working young man.”

Dr. Smith?, Professor of Biology writes, “He is one of the best candidates for medical school that I have
recommended in several years. His conduct enthusiasm, performance, and participation in class have
been impressive, and [ feel confident in making exceptionally strong judgements about his prospects. |
would place him in the top 2% of the undergraduates that I have had over 20 years. John is constantly
probing with insightful questions.”?

His instructor for Biochemistry laboratory, Dr. Charlie Brown3 writes, “ He was the one student...who
assumed the leadership responsibility. John has great interest in science and pursues the things he
doesn’t understand tenaciously until he does understand them. He is able to inspire with associates to do
the same."3

The author would then go on to weave his/her own assessment as well as the comments of the other
writers into one recommendation. Rather than using the whole letter at once, portions of it are used
throughout and citations are made so the reader knows what source the material comes from.

CONCLUSION:

Typically, the conclusion is brief (about a paragraph) and the author says something like (two examples):

In summary, all recommendations, including my own, are in full agreement that Jane is a special
individual whose talents would be put to excellent use as a physician. We recommend her most highly
for your consideration. If I may provide you with any additional information, please do not hesitate to
call me at 207-581-0000.

In summary, it is clear that all the referees and I are agreement that John Doe is a well-qualified candidate
for a medical career, based on academic aptitude, personality, and demonstrated scientific skill. We
recommend him without reservation.

It Is also important to note that word choice can convey a great deal about the quality of a candidate (e.g. exceptional vs. well-qualified OR highly recommend vs.

recommend).



4
For those writers who use a notation system for indicating where the quoted material comes from you
may want to say...

The original letters quoted in this composite are on file at the University of Maine Office of Health
Professions. Individuals quotes are:

1. Sally Brown, Professor of Zoology, Department of Biological Sciences, University of Maine, Orono, ME 04469
2. Jason Smith, Professor of Biology, Department of Biological Sciences, University of Maine, Orono, ME 04469
3. Susan Smith, Manager of Volunteer Services, Eastern Maine Medical Center, 489 State Street, Bangor, ME 04401

PLEASE REMEMBER TO:
e Include the students name and application ID # on each page of the composite in a header
Number the pages.
e Leave at least a three-inch margin on the first page to allow for school addresses, which vary in
length.

e Write and send letter on a letterhead; it adds more to the composite letter.

¢ Indicate in the introduction that this is a composite letter and is the official letter of the Health
Professions Committee at University of Maine even if you are not a member of the committee.
(You are writing on behalf of the committee).

e Use your full name and title below your signature & leave a telephone number for the
admissions committee to contact you if necessary.

e State in the composite that the original letters are on file in the Office of Health Professions (in
rare cases they may request to have copies sent).

e Use atleast 10-point font. Also, some schools have a page limit (4 pages) and others have no
limit but lengthy letters are not necessarily better letters.

HOW IT ALL WORKS:

The student is expected to meet with you (in person) to talk about having you write a composite letter.
He or she should provide you all the materials in his or her file (letters of rec, transcript, list of schools,
personal statement, etc.). Once you have these materials and have met with the student in person, you're
ready to begin drafting the letter. The Health Professions Office will submit the composite letter via a
virtual evaluation system. The letter will be submitted as a pdf so we need to have an electronic
signature of the author.

If you have any questions or concerns, please contact
Samantha Wheeler, Career Counselor, STEM/Health Professions
Health Professions Office
3rd Floor, Memorial Union
207-581-2587
samantha.wheelerl @maine.edu




