
“I recommend….without 
reservation?” Authoring Letters for 
all kinds of learners
(Sabrina Holmquist, MD)
Lisa McQueen, MD
FAME Radiology Workshop
August 2, 2021



2FAME Letter Writing Workshop 

I have no conflicts of interest to disclose.

CME: text TOYCEV to 773-245-0068



Who do you write letters for?

Medical students
Residents
Fellows
Post docs
Faculty



How did you learn to write letters?

By reading others’ 
letters Googled it/online 

templates

From a mentor
Just by doing it



Objectives
By the end of this workshop, participants will:

• Understand and apply best practices in letter 
writing across the continuum

• Identify, decipher, and employ “code 
phrases” commonly used in letters

• Identify and avoid unintentional bias in letters

• Develop strategies for authoring or declining 
letters for challenging learners
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The Ask
• Sally has approached you to write a “strong” 

letter of recommendation for residency

• What do you need to consider?

• What information do you need?
– CV and a personal statement
– Meet with the applicant in person
– What are the requirements of the position?
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Anatomy of the LOR: Standard four paragraph format
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• “It is my pleasure to write this letter in support of …”
• How do you know the learner?
• Overall summary of learner’s ability

Intro

• Reasons for your recommendation
• Attributes that make the learner an asset to the program; consider ACGME 

competencies
• Personal stories and specific examples

Meat

• Highlight other learner characteristics: research experience, volunteer 
activities, etc, and how these make the applicant a better doctor

• Address applicant challenges, focusing on positive attributes
Optional

• Overall summary of learner performance, highlighting strengths
• Your recommendationClosing
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Case Study #1
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Highlight or put in 
the chat:

What makes this 
applicant sound 
strong?

What makes this 
applicant sound 
weak?
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Percentage of PD’s rating letter feature important
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Deciphering the code

Positive
• Would like the 

applicant to stay 
at our institution

• Will be an asset to 
any program

• Exceeded 
expectations

• I give my highest 
recommendation

Neutral
• I recommend
• I recommend 

without 
reservation

• I highly 
recommend

• Solid performance

Negative
• Showed 

improvement
• Overcame 

personal setbacks
• Performed at the 

expected level



Pitfalls
• Don’t reiterate the CV in the letter

• Sweet spot length is about a page and a half

• Be aware of unconscious bias
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American Economic Review, September 2004
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Try this calculator!
http://slowe.github.io/genderbias/

No gender differences in the 
calculator, BUT:

Assistant professors less likely 
to use gendered language than 
associate or full professors

URiM had fewer “standout” 
descripitors

http://slowe.github.io/genderbias/
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Differences by gender were 
identified in narrative 

comments but not in the 
standardized section
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Differences by race and 
gender were identified in 

narrative letters but not in 
standardized letters
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Standardized letters have 
fewer superlative traits and 
greater interrater reliability
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Case Study #2:

Andy is a visiting 4th year medical student 
applying to diagnostic radiology 

residency. He approaches you asking for 
“a strong letter of recommendation.”

He didn’t really stand out in any particular 
way during the rotation and the few times 
you questioned him reading films, he was 
just kind of average. But he’s a nice guy.
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Case Study #2: What if you can’t 
write a strong letter?

How do you say no?



Saying no with grace

“I’m concerned that our time together didn’t 
afford me the chance to see you at your best. 
May I support you in a different way?”

(borrowed from Kimberly Manning, MD)
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Sometimes you can’t say no

• What’s the purpose of the letter?
– The letter to warn
– The letter to promote
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The letter to warn
• Comparing your setting to others: this 

applicant may do very well in another 
environment

• Code: what do you say?
– Please call me
– Meets expectations
– NO effusive statement
– What do you NOT say? (leaving things out)
– Don’t mention that we want to keep them here
– “With strong mentorship I expect they will be successful”
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The letter to promote
• If there are glaring deficiencies, address them 

directly, if you are in a leadership position
– If you aren’t in a position to comment on this history, DON’T

• Focus on the character traits that helped 
them overcome adversity

• Also write about the ways they are 
outstanding as if they were a typical 
candidate
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Case Study #3



It’s the beginning of the academic year and 
you see that already you have six 

appointments with residents on your calendar. 
You realize they are all applying for fellowship 
and are meeting with you to request letters of 

recommendation.

How do you handle this volume?!
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Strategies for multiple letters
• Have your learner draft their own letter

• Create a template

• Send out a questionnaire to your learners
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A great example here: 
https://twitter.com/gradydoctor/status/1402362740497391622?s=11

https://twitter.com/gradydoctor/status/1402362740497391622?s=11
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Summary of best practices



DO
• Write 3-4 paragraphs and cover about 1 ½ 

pages

• Reflect on your language

• Be specific

• Remember this is a recommendation, not an 
evaluation

• Double check the details

• Provide a summary statement 
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DON’T
• Regurgitate the CV

• Describe personal appearances, habits, or family 
circumstances except with great caution

– Caveat: You may be the best person to explain a setback in the 
applicant’s favor

• Write that the applicant is in the top 1% of all students 
for half of your letters

• Write a one paragraph, one page letter. Short letters 
communicate lack of enthusiasm
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Attention Attendees:
Physicians, Fellows, Residents, and 
Other Health Care Professions, To 
Mark Your Attendance and Claim 

CME for today’s session

Text SMS Code: TOYCEV
to 773-245-0068
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