
 
 

Asking for Reference Letter for Graduate School 
 
If you want to go to graduate school (law school and medical school count too!) 
you will likely need reference letters from your professors that can speak to your 
abilities as a student. Knowing how, when, and who to ask can be confusing, so use 
this handout to help! 

Choosing a Referee  
You should choose your referees carefully. Use these guidelines to help you figure 
out who to ask.  
 

¨ Choose a professor who knows your work well. Think about: 
o How well you did in the course, or as their TA or RA. If you did poorly 

in their course, or showed up late or not at all, you might want to 
choose someone else.  

o How much time you spent with them in office hours or in meetings. 
The better a professor knows you, the better they will be able to speak 
about you as a person and as a student. Do not choose someone who 
you did not speak with outside of class: this person does not know 
you well. 

o Think about the professor’s title or position. Assistant professors, 
associate professors, and full professors are good choices. You can 
also choose a lab instructor if you worked closely with them. Never 
choose a course TA: these folks are students just like you and cannot 
write you an adequate letter. Sessional (or adjunct) instructors can 
write reference letters too, but sometimes their letters carry less 
weight because they are not tenured.  

Making the request 
¨ Make a specific request via email or office hours. Let the professor know: 

o what you need (do you need a full letter, or just a name to include for 
now?) 

o what schools you are applying to 
o what program(s) you are applying to 
o deadlines for each individual program  
o how to submit their reference. 



¨ Ask early: you should ask at least a month – or more – in advance of the 
deadline. This is especially true if you are asking your professor to write a 
letter to multiple schools. Each letter will need to be written slightly 
differently, and this takes a lot of time. You want to give your referees lots of 
time to think about the best way to speak about your work. 
 

¨ Give your referee as much information as you can. You should include: 
o An updated CV  
o Papers from the classes you took with them (ones with comments are 

best) 
o A draft of your statement of purpose/statement of intent/research 

statement. This draft should be as flawless as you can make it and 
should be free of grammar and spelling issues.  

o Anything else you think they need to know to write you a good letter.  
For example: if you took a break in your degree due to an unforeseen 
circumstances, your referee might be able to discuss that in your 
letter.  

 

Dos and Don’ts: 
¨ Do listen carefully to the advice your referees might give you about the 

program you’re applying to, or the way your statement is written, or even 
your chances of being successful with your application materials.  
 

¨ Do not pester or hound your referee unless they ask you for a reminder. If 
they have committed to writing you a letter, they will do it.  
 

¨ Do not be upset if your referee says that they cannot write a letter for you. 
They might not feel they have adequate experience with your work to write 
for you, they may be busy with other things you aren’t aware of, or they may 
already be writing several letters. If they say no, accept that as their 
response and move on to the next person on your list.  
 

¨ Do remember to thank your referees and keep them updated: they’ve 
written a letter for you, and now they’re invested in seeing how things turn 
out! 


