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How to Write a Scholarship Reference Letter
by Lisa Higham (with revisions by Saul Greenberg)

About the Author

From 1991 to 1994, Lisa Higham served on the NSERC Engineering and Computer
Science Scholarships and Fellowships committee, chairing it in her final year.
Subsequently, she served on the Alberta Heritage Scholarships Committee for 3 years
and then the Alberta Ingenuity Scholarship committee. She also evaluated theses
recommended for the NSERC Canadian Doctoral prize and for the Engineering Canadian
Prize. These committees have given her plenty of exposure to every imaginable style of
reference letter, so she felt that she could offer the following advice on preparing letters
of reference for students who are applying for scholarships or other competitive
positions.

Your Job as Referee

HIGHLIGHT THE STRENGTHS AND EXPLAIN THE WEAKNESSES OF THE SCHOLARSHIP
APPLICANT

How to do it

It is critical to WRITE about the student. Some applications provide a form for you to
rank the applicant on several attributes. These forms allow for further (sometimes
"optional™) comments. You will seriously disadvantage your applicant if you do not give
comments to support your evaluation. No matter how strong your applicant, there will
be others with equivalent ranking and grades etc, but with some exceptionally strong
comments particular to her. These will certainly strongly influence the committee.

Most committees ranking scholarships have specific criteria that they look for in every
application. These criteria should be addressed in your reference letter. Ideally, you
should use clearly labeled headings to emphasize each criteria. For example, in 2005
NSERC provided the following table of criteria to the scholarship committee on how they
should rank MSc students (PGS M), PhD students (PGS D), and Postdoctoral students
(PDF). While the committee may be able to judge academic excellence from transcripts
and research ability from publications, it is usually only the reference letter that talks

about research potential, about oral i :
TABLE 1l - Relative Weightings

and written communication skills, PGSM |PGSD |POF

and about interpersonal & leadership
abilities. If you omit these, the

student will likely receive a very oW  [esearch Ability/ Potential 20 50 50
rating in these areas. See the last page

Academic Excellence 50 10 15

of this form for further details from  [Ora & Written Communication Skills |10 L L
NSERC about these criteria. Interpersonal & Leadership Abilities 10 10 15
Total 700 100|100

Department of Computer Science revised October, 2005



Graduate Affairs Guidelines How to Write a Reference Letter

Support your claims with evidence that is as specific and concrete as possible. Rather
than "this student has great research potential™ (which presumably says nothing more
than the ranking you just gave) write (for example):

“George completed an undergraduate project on ... under my supervision. During this
project he uncovered a substantial error in .... and was able to suggest a correction.
After an additional summer of work on the problem, we jointly published ... , which
describes new results in ... that were inspired by George's undergraduate work.”

Do be clear about the size and level of comparison groups, and don’t inflate your
rankings. A list of “outstanding” evaluations for all attributes will be highly suspect.
This can only fly if your written comments clearly and extensively support it.

Deal openly and honestly with shortcomings. It is common to see a record with a poor
start in first year or one lousy term. Explain it if possible. Point out the improvements.
State what the student did to overcome problems. For scholarship applications, it is
crucial that you explain GPAs or other criteria that are lower than the standard expected
for the scholarship (this assumes that they can be explained, e.g., the student took an
exceptionally heavy course load, etc). If they are not explained, it is unlikely that the
application will succeed.

Committees seem to be looking more and more for the “extra” excellence of a student,
often demonstrated by extracurricular activities. Volunteer service or participation in
community activities should be acknowledged. Anything that highlights communication
skills is important. Personal hobbies or sports should be mentioned but not
overemphasized. When all else is equal, these qualities will tip the scales.

The application must be neat, clean and readable. A messy application sends the signal
that the applicant either doesn't care or didn't take enough time --- neither will the
committee. Similarly a hand written scrawl for a reference letter sends the message that
the referee doesn’t think this applicant is worth much time.

Even if you use the same general comments for several letters for the same student, you
should direct your letter to the specific committee by editing the “to” field.

You might ask students for whom you are writing an evaluation to supply information
that will make your job easier. | always ask for a CV, a draft of the research proposal, the
student's academic record, and a personal statement that includes career goals, interests,
and non-computing activities. | also instruct the student to come back at a prearranged
time to ensure that | have done my letter.

Rationale

If a student asks you to write a letter, that student is putting their trust in you that you will
do a diligent job. A badly written reference letter for a good student will have as much (or
more) impact as a bad grade. Of course, it is important to be honest and complete. The
scholarship committee is also putting their trust in you to help them make their decision.
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Remember that deciding between applicants is incredibly difficulty, as normally only
students who have achieved some measure of excellence apply. The committee looks at

your reference letter as a true critical appraisal.

Graduate Affairs Guidelines

007 WdOo4

asuauadxa yopm — | 2Teyg

do-02) aouaniadxa yiom JueAaj2 pue Sululen snwapesy

10 AN)Iqy yaseasay

“§-a) spseme 10410 pue ﬁ__._n.a_o:um -gofegy - suofieuasasd (810 Jo s1agsod ‘spodas ‘siaded so0j spremy UL PUE [BIO
| xipuaddy -«
ssardoud i so paajdwos sisay | - pafey -
punoidyoeq ojwapeoy — | adey - pouad swn endosdde ue uiynm syvafosd :zjdwos o) Lnpiqy
(111 pue || sueq) 7 pue | sasipuaddy™ + 12JEasal J0j Wiseisnijua *Kwouoing “asneniul “Ajeuidiio
wawaess s uesddy - Yuawadpnl ‘a3papmouy jo uoneandde “Furyuiy jeanu)
) yoaeasal pasodoid jo SUIPNG "+ T (AauediiiiFis pue s Ajigqisea)) jesodold yaieasay
I — [ Nipiaddy
wawaems s ueaijddy -
a7 01 SUolNgIIUd uedjuds jsop -
paystiqnd sapomuy # (s1msod ‘spodas
ssasdosd w Jo uﬂo_n_E_uu SISYL - ¢ afieg  +| *siwajed ‘suoneaijgnd) iuawdo|2A3p pue YaIeasal 01 uonNqLUILOY)
(v L)ainuaj jo uoieao| 10§ :o_:uuc:na -gofleg .| 2INU3) JO UONEDO] JO) uOHESIISN[
ey — ]
wawams s guedyddy  « {p2pnjow [enuaog

L1 pue I} sueq - 7 xipuaddy

SIUAWWOoD pue Sunjuel LjisiaAlup)/jeiuawpedag

_31q¥1 SpIEME Jay10 pue &E.ﬂu_a—_um s afey

v::a._m__uﬁ_ swapedsy - | adey

“ssaidoid Uy Jo pajajdwios sisay] - pafey

siduasurl] Aisiaaiuf)

{(38nsaxd

pue uolEINp ‘Junowe ‘ssauaaniadwod) spremesdiysie|oyos

saipnis snotaasd Jo uoneingg

PGl SilispEoy

20Ud|[20X7] JIWAPEIY

AINIAIAT

SHOLY ANI

NOIHALIHD

$00Z vonnadwo) ‘4ad ¥ $Od H0A SHOLYIIANI ANY YIHALIEO NOLLOATAS 1 A TdVL

revised October, 2005

Department of Computer Science



