Writing Letters of Recommendation
A Brief Guide

Basic Guidelines:
-Don’t write the letter unless you are comfortable writing a reasonably strong one

-The below is a basic outline-you needn’t (and probably shouldn’t) comment on every parameter listed below.

-A one-page letter is standard

-Also see the AAMC/ERAS letter request form that the student should have provided you regarding specific requirements including to whom to address the letter, being sure to indicate the AAMC number, where to send the letter etc…

Content should include 

1) How well you know the student

2) Comments on their medical abilities

3) Personal characteristics

4) A final impression

1) How well you know the student

a. Here write in what context you worked with the student.  In general, direct clinical contact is best and more important than just evaluative or peripheral contact.  Mention if you were the student’s attending for a rotation and what that rotation was (i.e. “I worked closely with John for two weeks during his time as a third-year student on the inpatient General Medical Service”).  It is probably not worth mentioning other content that is not based in the medical field (i.e. “She is my next-door neighbor and I’ve known her for 22 years” or “We attend the same church”)

b. Mention that you feel very qualified to comment on his/her abilities on the basis of this contact
c. In this first paragraph, you should also say whether or not the students has waived the right to see the letter (this is indicated on the letter request form from the AAMC/ERAS (i.e. “Joe has waived his right to see this letter under the Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act”).  Most view a letter to which the rights to see have been waived as a more honest and forthright one.
2) Comments on Medical Abilities

a. Here mention specifics of their clinical skills including

i. History and physical skills

ii. Medical Knowledge

iii. Diagnostic reasoning skills

1. Ability to generate and analyze differentials

iv. Presentation and written note skills

v. Problem solving skills
vi. Ability to think broadly and ahead 

vii. Ability to manage patients (day-to-day management skills)

b. Anecdotes can be useful to illustrate a point if concise and if they actually demonstrate a point

c. When appropriate, anchoring your comments by comparing the student to their peers can be very helpful

i. For example: “His medical knowledge is far beyond that expected for his level of training” and “He functioned at the level of an intern”

3) Personal Characteristics

a. Specific characteristics to consider mentioning include
i. Interpersonal skills
1. Interactions with team and patients and staff
2. A team player?  Always willing to help out?
3. Respectful of all members of the clinical team?
ii. Personality
1. Can comment on integrity

2. Easy to get along with?  Enjoyable to work with?
3. Mature? Dependable?  Consistent?
iii. Educational characteristics
1. A self-directed learner?  Reading on his/her own?
2. Enthusiastic?
3. Able to self-critique/reflect?

4. Able to accept feedback?

4) A final impression

a. It can be useful to close with a statement that includes a comparison to his/her peers and/or the level at which you believe he/she functions and whether you would like to see them train at your institution
i. For example “Overall Joe functioned at a level far above that expected at his degree of training and we would be thrilled if he were to choose to train at our medical center.  He will make an excellent house officer and physician.”

ii. Also consider adding how the student compares given your past experiences with medical students; for example "compared to the last 1,000 students I worked with, Joe was…"
