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FACULTY OF GRADUATE STUDIES



 Does not mean embellishing or being 
dishonest

 Allows reviewers to properly evaluate 
candidate

Improving Scholarship Letters



 Very General
 Does not address all of the criteria 
 Superlatives without examples
 Hard to find relevant information

Low Quality Scholarship Letter 
(Assuming Strong Candidate)



 Highly competitive
 Reviewers will be reading many, many letters
 It will be easy to frustrate reviewer

Assumptions



 Are you the right person to write this letter?
 Research the criteria on which the student will be 

evaluated
 Meet with student– are there relevant activities of 

which you are not aware?
 Obtain relevant documents (transcripts, CV, research 

proposal, etc…)
 Volunteer as a reviewer in another competition (read 

a lot of letters)

Preparation



 Don’t re-use a previous letter if criteria are 
different– Tailor to the competition

 Make it easy for reviewers to know what criteria 
you are addressing (Headings?)

 Read instructions for letter writers
 Can often download instructions for reviewers 

(http://www.nserc-crsng.gc.ca/_doc/Students-
Etudiants/SelectionCommitteeGuide_e.pdf)

Write directly to criteria



NSERC Committee Guide



NSERC Committee Guide



NSERC Committee Guide



 Experts?
 Non-experts?
 Both?
 Think about what reviewer will know, and what they 

will not know

Who is going to be reviewing 
application



 Provide context for awards (how many in 
competition, how imp’t in your field, etc.)

 Draw comparisons to peers (how many peers over 
how long)

Emphasize Strengths
Use anecdotes



 Things that are already obvious from transcript
 Things that the student has already described in 

detail

 What are you in a unique position to comment on 
(e.g. communication skills)

Don’t spend time writing 
about what is already obvious



 Poor grades in certain classes
 Lack of publications
 Staying at same school

 But don’t raise areas of concern, if they are not real 
concerns

Address obvious areas of 
concern– minimize concern



 Don’t write about yourself (other than research 
environment)

 How will this research be received in the field?
 How will it affect others?
 Degree to which it will advance the field

Write about importance of research



 Independence
 Where do you see their future career going?
 Relative to others

Potential of Student



Specifics Trump Superlatives





 Generic letters– not personalized
 Similar letters for multiple students
 Summarizing application rather than providing 

additional information
 Jargon
 Supervisor instead of student
 Superlatives without examples
 Not commenting on potential
 Gender bias

Things to Avoid



http://www.cihr-irsc.gc.ca/lms/e/bias/



-Trix F, Psenka C. (2003) Exploring the Colour of Glass: Letters of Recommendation for Female and Male Medical Faculty. Discourse & Society,14(2), 
191-220. doi:10.1177/0957926503014002277
-WISELI. (2012) Reviewing Applicants: Research on Bias and Assumptions. 



https://www.ncwit.org/sites/default/files/resources/avoidingunintendedgenderbiaslettersrecommendation.pdf
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