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Objective

• Name 3 things that are perceived to be important in 

LOR

• List 1 phrases that are often interpreted negatively

Disclaimer: I really don’t like writing LORs.  
Disclaimer: I only find ~20% of the LORs that I read to be helpful



During Recruitment Season…



Standardized LOR for Residency PDs

SLOR have a specific:

• Length: Two pages

• Content: 
– Program Description

– Competency Achievement with examples

– Scholarly Work

– Characteristics and skills beyond residency requirements

– Performance related extensions, probation

– Overall assessment of candidate’s suitability

Alweis R, et al, Amer J Med, 2017; 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjmed.2017.01.017

https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amjmed.2017.01.017


Narrative vs. Standardized LOR





• Survey of 1079 pediatric fellowship and residency PD/APDs; 
43% response rate; published June 2018

• Three topics:
– Importance of LOR features

– Importance of applicant abilities

– Perceptions of commonly used phrases



Letter Features – more important

Saudek et al, JGME, 2018



Letter Features – less important



Mixed emotions on these…

• Indicating tier of applicant

• Commenting on clinical reasoning abilities

• Commenting on communication skills

• LOR writer’s experience with learners

• Rebutability of LOR writer



Thoughts?



Perception of Phrases



How to Write a Good LOR

• Be timely and grammatically correct

• Include your interaction with applicant

• Provide examples

• Make a summary statement



How to Write an Honest LOR

• Put yourself if reader’s shoes – what would you want to know?

• Be factual, not emotional

• Be specific

• Include a statement about your desire to discuss applicant over a 
call

• Use the negatively perceived phrases  (?)



Be honest about yourself…

• Implicit bias can sneak into LORs

• Most reported is gender bias

• Likely other bias creeps in

• Check your language!!
– Research vs Teaching

– Accomplishment vs Compassionate 

– Use of Doubt Raisers – ‘it appears that…’ ‘while she has not done…’

www.ncwit.org; image from benjerry.com

http://www.ncwit.org/


Final Tips:

• Most important things to include in LOR:

– Depth of interaction

– Character traits and abilities

– Summative recommendation statement

– Personal story

• Negatively perceived statements:

– ‘solid performance’ ‘showed improvement’ ‘performed adequately’

• Honesty is best:

– State facts. Be specific. Offer to talk.

– Check your biases and your language


