
 
Letters of Recommendation Guide 

Vanderbilt Pre-Health Students (A-Z: Athletic Training to Veterinary Medicine) 
 
What is a Letter of Recommendation? 
Letters are a critical part of the application process. Professional schools value the perspective of people who 
have observed your work and can speak to your abilities and personality. Overall, letters should highlight your 
personal qualities, characteristics, competencies, and capabilities as a future professional - from the 
perspective of someone who truly knows you. 
 
Most professional healthcare schools/programs typically require 2-4 letters as part of your professional school 
application. Research the specific amount and type of letters you will need for your individual professional 
school(s) of interest and plan accordingly.   
 

4 Key Steps to Secure a Strong Letter(s) of Recommendation:  
Guide to Prepare & Request Letters 

 
Step 1 - Prepare with Purpose: 

Seek mentors & understand common letter sources. 
 
 Seek mentors early.  

• Begin getting to know your professors or other mentors early in your college career. Mentors may 
include teaching/research faculty, professionals in the field, volunteer coordinators, internship 
supervisors or other professionals. 

• Don't wait until your senior year to seek out a mentor. Your mentor can provide valuable guidance and 
advice throughout your college experience. Your priorities and passions may change over time, and it is 
not uncommon that you may have a few mentors through different experiences.  

• Maintain your relationships throughout college. The better an individual truly knows you, the more 
they can speak on your behalf as part of a letter of recommendation for an admissions committee to 
consider you for professional school.  

 
 Always determine if any specific types of letter(s) of recommendation are required for an individual 

program of your choice. It is common for letters to typically be requested from:  
• Science Faculty & Non-Science Faculty 
• Research Mentor / Principal Investigator (PI)  
• Committee (For physician/dentist candidates only. See “committee letters” for full info.) 
• Health Care Provider 
• Employer 
• Volunteer Supervisor/Manager 
• Faculty Advisor 

 
 
 
 
 



Step 2 - Professionally Network:  
Professional habits & networking strategies to adopt early in your collegiate career. 

 
 Professionalism: Tips 

 Sit up front and speak up in class. 
 Attend office hours. 
 Introduce yourself and communicate in person, not just by email. 
 Be consistent: come prepared and ready to participate each week, be prompt and dress professionally 

(business casual) to class, events or in work settings. 
 Be present: when you are in class or any professional setting, avoid distractions such as your phone or 

social media. Be an active listener, thoughtfully reflect and respond when called upon to contribute 
with an individual or a group. 

 
 Networking: Tips 

 Familiarize yourself with your professor's research or other responsibilities. How do they spend their 
professional time other than teaching your class? 

 Acquaint yourself with a person’s organization or company. What is their specific role in the 
organization and how do they spend their professional time beyond their direct role? 

 Look for opportunities to enroll in a second advanced course with the same professor (if an option). 
 Consider serving as a teaching assistant, peer guide mentor, STEM tutor mentor, or research assistant 

for a professor you have taken a class with.  
o Vanderbilt Peer Guide Mentor Program 
o Vanderbilt Tutoring – STEM Tutor Jobs 
o New to research? Tips – Helping You “Research” Research at Vanderbilt 
o Undergraduate Research at Vanderbilt & FAQ: Undergraduate Research at Vanderbilt 

 
Looking for summer research opportunities? 

o Immersion Vanderbilt: Undergraduate Summer Research Program 
o Vanderbilt University School of Medicine Summer Science Academy  
o AAMC: Summer Undergraduate Research Programs database 

 
 Take the time to find ways to serve or be proactive when approaching others. 
 Be positive and always thank someone for their time or send them a thank you note. 

 
 Building professional relationships: Advice and Insights – What a mentor-mentee relationship should & 

shouldn’t look like. 
 
Relationship Should Look Like: 

 The mentor has had ample time (both quality and quantity) to observe and assess your abilities, 
personal qualities, characteristics, competencies, and potential. 

 You have consistently exhibited professionalism, positive qualities, and demonstrated skills, regardless 
of the tasks or projects you’ve worked on together. 
 

Relationships Are Not About: 
X Flattery, trying to win favor, or engaging in insincere behavior. 
X Focusing solely on your GPA or specific grade performance in a class as the basis of your relationship. 
X Striving for perfection. Part of developing your professional identity as a future healthcare provider is 

learning from your mistakes. When things don’t go as planned, reflect on what you’ve learned and the 
actions you’ve taken to grow personally and professionally. 
 

https://www.vanderbilt.edu/healthydores/peerguides/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/tutoring/student-jobs/stem-tutor/
https://admissions.vanderbilt.edu/insidedores/2014/12/helping-you-research-research-at-vanderbilt/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/undergraduate-research/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/undergraduate-research/faqs/
https://www.vanderbilt.edu/immersion/vusrp/
https://medschool.vanderbilt.edu/vssa/
https://students-residents.aamc.org/phd-biomedical-science/summer-undergraduate-research-programs


 
Step 3 - How to Ask Your Recommender: Tips and approaches. 

 
 Who should I approach?  

First, brainstorm 3-5 specific people whom you might approach. Consider people who have observed your 
work (academic or other environments) and can speak to your abilities, personal qualities, characteristics, 
competencies and capabilities. 

 
Ask yourself: 
• What is your professional relationship with them? 
• How well do they know me professionally? 
• In what context have they seen me develop? 
• What would they have to say about me? 
• Does this source meet any required, specific type of letter required for my professional application? 
 

 How should I approach them?  
Schedule an appointment early in your application process with your potential recommender(s) to discuss 
your intended goals and be prepared with your: 
• Current resume. 
• Personal statement. 
• Project or copy of work completed for the recommender’s class or community setting. 

 
Ask if they would be willing to write you a strong letter of recommendation versus just a recommendation 
letter. Consider offering the individual the opportunity to interview you if you feel they would like to 
consider your request. It may make them feel more comfortable if it has been a length of time since you 
have worked together. 
 
Be respectful and if they say no, please thank them for their time and consider alternative sources. 

 
 If they accept, what are my next steps?  

If they accept, please remember to: 
• Offer your writer the “VU HPAO – Guidelines & Resources for Letter Writers ” as a courtesy guide to 

assist them. This free, digital resources is located on HPAO Brightspace under “Apply” – “Letters of 
Recommendation.” 

• Provide your letter writer at least 6-8 weeks to write your letter of recommendation. 
• Please provide them with an agreed-upon deadline. 
• Provide detailed instructions on how to send your recommendation letter to the appropriate 

application or letter storage portal (if required).  
• Send a thank you note. Keep your recommender updated about your acceptances. 

 
 If they deny, what should I do? 

First, remember there are many reasons someone may defer from providing a recommendation. 
Consider:  
• Writing a strong letter of recommendation will usually take the recommender a large portion of their 

time. They may have pressing obligations that prevent them from being able to complete a letter in the 
time frame you require.  

• They may be unable to write you a strong letter. 
• Some individuals simply don't write letters of recommendation. 

 
 

https://success.okstate.edu/pre-professional/current-students/pre-health/healthcare-fields/medical/apply/letters-of-recommendation/student-resources.html
https://success.okstate.edu/pre-professional/current-students/pre-health/healthcare-fields/medical/apply/letters-of-recommendation/student-resources.html


 
If you approach someone early in your application process, there is still time to review your list of 
potential recommenders and schedule other appointments. If it is late in your application process, review 
the requirements for your potential programs before planning your next step. Depending on your scenario, 
you may already have enough recommendations, or you may need to broaden or reconsider your options 
for potential recommenders.  

 
Step 4 - Letter Submission: What to expect. 

 
The process of submitting letters of recommendation differs among professional schools depending on their 
application process. Some request letters must be submitted through a centralized application service, while 
other programs may request letters sent directly to the program. It is important to first confirm the 
application specifics for each individual program where you plan to apply. 
 
 When do you submit your letters of recommendation? 
Your official submission of the individual or committee letter of recommendation (for physician/dental 
candidates only) will occur when you are fully prepared to apply to a specific healthcare professional school, 
and when the application portal for that school opens. Keep in mind that application cycles and deadlines vary 
across individual professional healthcare programs. Please plan accordingly and utilize the HPAO Brightspace 
“Apply” resources section to assist you. 
 
Additional resources found on:  
 Electronic Centralized Application System Submission: Free  
For accredited programs participating in a national centralized application system (e.g. AMCAS, AACOMAS, 
ADEA AADSAS, TMDSAS, CASPA, PTCAS, OTCAS, PharmCAS, NursingCAS, etc.) you may request the direct, 
electronic submission of your completed letter through the professional application portal system. Please 
refer to your specific application system for specific instructions.  
 
 Medical and Dental Candidates only: If you chose to participate in the “Committee Letter” process at 

Vanderbilt University, you would need to plan accordingly to collect individual letters of recommendation 
as one of the eligibility requirements. This is an optional opportunity. Please review the HPAO Brightspace 
“Committee Letter” section to learn more about the committee letter process, timeline, eligibility 
requirements, guidelines and specific letter submission instructions to assist you. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


