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Graduate School
Recommendation Letter Kit
Who to ask • how to ask • what to send • when to follow up
A practical planning kit for Master’s and PhD applicants. Use it to choose recommenders who can provide specific evidence about your work, make a clear request, organize multiple deadlines, and give each recommender the context they need.
	THE CORE RULE
Choose specificity over prestige.
A recommender who knows your academic, research or professional work well and can give concrete examples is usually more useful than a famous or senior person who barely knows you. Always follow the requirements of each program, because some specify the type or number of recommenders.


1. Who should you ask?
For recent students: academic recommenders who taught, supervised or researched with you are often strongest. For experienced applicants: a recent manager or supervisor can be appropriate when the program accepts professional references. Research-heavy programs: prioritize people who can evaluate your research ability, analytical thinking and readiness for graduate work.
Recommender decision scorecard
	Criterion
	Candidate A
	Candidate B
	Candidate C

	Knows my work well
	0  1  2
	0  1  2
	0  1  2

	Can cite specific examples
	0  1  2
	0  1  2
	0  1  2

	Relevant to my target program
	0  1  2
	0  1  2
	0  1  2

	Can assess research / academic / professional ability
	0  1  2
	0  1  2
	0  1  2

	Likely to write a strong, candid letter
	0  1  2
	0  1  2
	0  1  2

	Can realistically meet my deadlines
	0  1  2
	0  1  2
	0  1  2

	TOTAL / 12
	
	
	


Scoring: 0 = weak/unknown, 1 = reasonable, 2 = strong. Treat the score as a thinking tool, not an admissions formula.
Before you ask
□ Check each program’s exact recommendation requirements and deadline.
□ Confirm whether it expects academic, professional, research or other specific references.
□ Ask whether the person can write a strong recommendation, not simply whether they can write one.
□ Have at least one backup recommender if your timeline is tight or you are applying widely.
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2. Email templates that sound like you
Use these as starting points, not scripts to send unchanged. Personalize the relationship, course/project, program and deadline. Keep the first request concise.
A. Professor or research supervisor you know well
	Subject: Graduate recommendation request - [Your Name]

Dear Professor [Name],

I’m applying to [program/degree] at [university], and I wanted to ask whether you would feel comfortable writing a strong recommendation for me.

I especially valued working with you in [course/research/project]. [One sentence reminding them of a specific project, result or interaction.]

The recommendation is due [date] and is submitted through [application portal / method]. If you’re able to support my application, I’ll send a short packet with my CV, program details, statement draft and the deadlines.

Thank you for considering it.

Best,
[Your Name]


B. Professor you have not spoken to recently
	Subject: Recommendation request for graduate study - [Your Name]

Dear Professor [Name],

I hope you’re well. I was a student in your [course/lab] in [term/year], where I [brief reminder: project, paper, research or other memorable work].

I’m now applying to [program/field], and I’m reaching out to ask whether you would feel comfortable writing a strong recommendation for me. The first deadline is [date].

I realize some time has passed, so I’m happy to send my CV, transcript, statement draft and a short summary of the work I completed with you to make the context easy to review.

Thank you for considering my request.

Best,
[Your Name]


C. Manager or professional supervisor
	Subject: Graduate recommendation request - [Your Name]

Hi [Name],

I’m applying to [program/degree] at [university] and wanted to ask whether you would be comfortable writing a strong recommendation for my application.

Because we worked together on [project/responsibility], I thought you could speak directly to my [analytical ability / leadership / technical work / communication / other relevant strength] and the impact of my work.

The recommendation is due [date]. If you’re able to help, I’ll send the program information, my CV, statement draft and a simple deadline tracker.

Thank you,
[Your Name]
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3. Recommender Brief: send this after they say yes
Purpose: give your recommender accurate context without writing the letter for them. Admissions offices value candid, specific recommendations based on the recommender’s own assessment.
	Applicant name
	____________________________________________

	Target degree / field
	____________________________________________

	University / program
	____________________________________________

	Recommendation deadline
	____________________________________________

	Submission method
	____________________________________________


Why this program fits my goals
2-3 sentences. Keep this focused on the program, field and your next step.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
How we worked together
Course, lab, thesis, internship, team, project, dates and your role.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Specific work you may remember
List 2-4 concrete examples: project, paper, research contribution, analysis, result, presentation, improvement or challenge.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Strengths relevant to this application
Choose only strengths the recommender has personally observed.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Anything important about my trajectory
Optional context: growth, increased responsibility, research direction or a meaningful challenge the recommender witnessed.
________________________________________________________________________________
________________________________________________________________________________
Documents I’m sending
□ CV / résumé     □ Statement of Purpose draft     □ Transcript (if useful)     □ Program page / prompt     □ Deadline tracker
	IMPORTANT
Do not draft the recommendation letter for your recommender unless the program explicitly permits that practice. Your brief should provide facts and context; the evaluation and wording should remain the recommender’s own.
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4. Timeline & deadline tracker
A practical default: ask about one month before the first deadline when possible. MIT faculty guidance recommends roughly 3-4 weeks for most programs and notes that less than two weeks is generally too short. Some applications have different rules, so always use the program’s stated deadline as the authority.
	6-8 weeks before
	Check requirements; shortlist recommenders; prepare CV and statement draft.

	4-6 weeks before
	Ask each recommender personally. Confirm they can write a strong letter.

	After they agree
	Send the Recommender Brief, program information, submission method and complete deadline list.

	10-14 days before
	Check the application portal. If needed, send a brief, polite reminder.

	3-5 days before
	Check status again. Send a final courteous reminder only if the letter is still outstanding.

	After submission
	Thank your recommender and later share the outcome of your applications.


Application tracker
	Program
	Due date
	Recommender
	Invite sent
	Submitted

	________________
	__________
	____________
	□
	□

	________________
	__________
	____________
	□
	□

	________________
	__________
	____________
	□
	□

	________________
	__________
	____________
	□
	□

	________________
	__________
	____________
	□
	□


Polite reminder email

	Subject: Quick reminder - recommendation due [date]

Dear Professor [Name],

Thank you again for supporting my application to [program/university]. I wanted to send a quick reminder that the recommendation deadline is [date].

The application portal currently shows the letter as pending. Please let me know if I can resend the submission link or provide anything else that would be useful.

I really appreciate your time and support.

Best,
[Your Name]


Thank-you email

	Subject: Thank you

Dear Professor [Name],

Thank you for taking the time to support my graduate applications. I really appreciate your recommendation and the time you put into it.

I’ll keep you updated as I hear back from the programs.

Best,
[Your Name]
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5. Final check before you send a request
□ I checked the program’s required number and type of recommendations.
□ This recommender knows my work well enough to provide specific examples.
□ I asked whether they can write a strong recommendation.
□ I gave them a realistic amount of time.
□ I provided the exact deadline and submission method.
□ I sent a concise recommender brief, not a pre-written recommendation letter.
□ I included my CV and relevant application materials.
□ I am tracking every invitation and submission in the application portal.
□ I will send reminders politely and only when useful.
□ I will thank the recommender after submission and update them on the outcome.
Important application notes
Requirements vary. Some graduate programs specify exactly who may recommend you, how many letters are required, and what the recommender must address.
Submission is usually direct. Many universities email recommenders a private upload link after you enter their contact details. Applicants generally do not submit the letter themselves.
Deadlines differ. Some institutions require letters by the application deadline; others may technically accept late letters but do not guarantee review. Treat the stated deadline as firm.
Waiver choices matter. Some U.S. applications ask whether you waive your right to inspect the letter. Read the application’s explanation before choosing.
Program-specific letters can be stronger. When practical, give the recommender enough context to tailor the letter to the program rather than using a completely generic reference.
Source-informed guidance
This Course Centrals resource was prepared using current guidance from official university admissions and career-advising resources, including MIT Graduate Education, MIT Career Advising & Professional Development, Stanford Graduate Admissions, and UC Berkeley Graduate Division. Program rules can change, so always verify requirements on the official page for the specific graduate program you are applying to.
Use this kit with the full guide
	Graduate School Recommendation Letters
Who to Ask, Email Template & Timeline

Course Centrals • coursecentrals.com


Educational guidance only. Always follow the instructions of the university and graduate program.
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