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High school seniors, shopping around for teachers to write college recom
mendation letters for them, often select English teachers to praise their 
character and extol their good works. In most cases this is a wise deci
sion on their part, for English teachers have presumably been trained to 
write coherently; but we have all seen the sloppy and generalized letters 
produced by well-meaning but careless teachers of all subjects, including 
English. So how can we improve the quality of the recommendation let
ters we write for our students and save valuable time in the process? One 
method we have tried at Northfield High School is to require students to 
complete a one-page information sheet noting such things as English 
courses they have taken, their grades in these courses, job experiences, 
travel, co-curricular activities, and reasons for selecting a particular col
lege. Once the students complete the information sheet (simply titled "Col
lege Recommendation Information"), we schedule a conference with them 
to clarify information or to raise questions about any confusing responses. 
Though this procedure has merit for teachers of any subject, it is especially 
practical for teachers of advanced placement or college prep English 
courses, for they are most likely to be bombarded with requests for recom
mendation letters. 

One obvious advantage in securing this information from students is that 
it will save these beleaguered English teachers some time, particularly 
in the actual writing of the letter but also in at least two other ways. In
stead of searching the cumulative record files for information about com
munity involvement or co-curricular participation, teachers ask students 
to provide such information, and having this information in writing reduces 
the number of last minute phone calls we might have to make to ask clari
fying questions. 

Another important advantage of this tactic is that it puts some of the 
responsibility back where it belongs-on the students. Letters of recom
mendation are, after all, written on their behalf. Asking them to provide 
the information makes the students partners in the process and may also 
help them appreciate the effort it takes to write an effective letter. In ad
dition, the process of completing the form may assist them in assessing 
their strengths, weaknesses, and goals . 
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Finally, having this information on paper may give English teachers a 
greater opportunity to do what we are always asking our students to do
"show, not tell." We are constantly reminding our charges to "back it up, 
give examples, avoid generalizing"; so this is our chance to practice what 
we teach. If we use the information on the sheet to support our observa
tions about a student's character, work habits, and intellectual abilities, 
we increase the probability that the recommendation letter will have an 
impact. College admissions people have to make some tough choices, and 
a letter that paints a lively portrait of a candidate is much more likely to 
be read with interest than one that is devoid of specifics. Most of us are 
unable to call to mind instant biographical sketches of our students, but 
using a form such as this to gather information should help us color .in 
their portraits. 

So the next time you are asked to write a recommendation letter, hand 
the student the "College Recommendation Information" form and say, "I'd 
be delighted to write a letter for you, but would you please complete this 
sheet first?" 

(See next page for College Recommendation Information form) 
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COLLEGE RECOMMENDATION INFORMATION 

STUDENT DATE 

GOLLEGE(S) ____ _ DATE DUE AT COLLEGE ____ _ 

A. INFORMATIONAL RESPONSES. 

1. Gourse(s) taken with instructor-
2. Grade in the course(s )-
3. Senior Honors course(s) a local college 
4. Go-curricular activities connected with school-
5. Job experience-
6. Travel experiences-
7 . Community activities-
8. Any special talents or hobbies-

B. OPEN-ENDED RESPONSES. 

1. I want to go to college because . 

2. This college appeals to me because . . . On what is the response 
based (word of mouth, visit, parent recommendation, family 
tradition, college brochures, etc .)? 

3. My anticipated course of study will be . 
4. My personal strengths are ... 
5. My weaknesses are ... 

6. My strengths as a. writer are . . 
7. My biggest problems as a writer are . 

8. If asked to tell how I relate to my peers and teachers, I would say ... 
9. I want people to remember me as . .. 




