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Unidentified Female:
Let us kick off today's session. Today's speaker is Lauren Broyles. She is a research health scientist in the Center for Health Equity Research & Promotion at the VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System. She is joined with today's faculty facilitator, Dr. Adam Gordon, core faculty also at the Center for Health Equity Research & Promotion at the VA Pittsburgh Healthcare System. Lauren, can I turn things over to you?

Lauren Broyles:
Sure, thank you Heidi. I appreciate the opportunity to speak today. Adam and I are really looking forward to being able to do this sort of presentation. We hope that there will be some pragmatic information that everyone can use regardless of what their level or orientation is in terms of being a career development awardee, and alumnus, or a mentor.  

In 1983, Dr. Richard Freeman offered an article in the New England Journal of Medicine‎ about his experience reviewing letters for internal medicine residency applicants at his institution. He said tonight I traveled to a wondrous place, a fantasy land of sugar plums and fairy tales. Since some of you may have never had the opportunity to visit this glorious place, let me tell you about it. It's a land where everyone will make a fine physician. Where people have excellent interpersonal skills and a good rapport with their peers. In this land, about a tenth of the inhabitants are among the finest I have ever worked with. A full quarter are outstanding. Almost all are in the upper quarter. Everyone is a pleasure to work with and has excellent initiative, and so on.  

Despite this comment or this introduction to his editorial being in the specific context of residency letters. Despite it being almost 30 years ago, in many ways, this remains the nature and the quality of many different types of letters of support or recommendation in academia. What kind of letters are we talking about? How can we make sure that the ones that we write for ourselves and for others are effective? That is what we are going to be focusing on today. By and large, letter writing is not a skill that we are taught. There is often no clear rewards for the writer. Ultimately it is really important because reputations and people's futures are at stake.  

In terms of the types of letters that we are talking about, they might be letters for students or trainees who are applying for graduate school. They may be tenure and promotion letters for people that you either know or don't know. They could be research collaborators applying for grants or colleagues who are applying for jobs or awards. All of these instances can translate into lots of different types of letters that have a lot of similarities in terms of content and structure and tone. But today, we are going to be focusing on three distinct types; letters of support, letters of recommendation, and then letters for promotion and tenure.  

We are going to also cover some of the special issues that can arise in this context, namely inadvertent text files and then also potential legal concerns. Our goal today is to provide some new ideas for letter writers who might need some guidance as well as provide some fresh ideas for experienced letter writers or senior faculty. I would like to first get a sense of who we have in the audience right now and then what you are – just at least a nutshell of what your experience is with writing these kinds of letters have been.  

We have a poll question first regarding what your current role is. This will give us a sense of who is in the audience.  

Unidentified Female:
The options that we have here are CDA Awardee, CDA Alum, CDA Mentor, or Other. Responses are coming in nicely. I will give you all just a few more moments to respond before I close things out here. It looks like we have stopped. What we are seeing is 42 percent of the audience saying CDA Awardee; zero percent, CDA Alum; 11 percent, CDA Mentor; and 47 percent, Other. Thank you, everyone.  

Lauren Broyles:
Okay. Thank you. It looks like I missed the boat on a little bit with the other. I am interested to hear later on who that is. Because it will just be again helpful for us to conceptualize that. The second question that I would like to get a sense of is which of the following types of letters have you written for yourself or for other people? Here you are welcome to choose all that apply.

Unidentified Female:
The options here are letter of support for a research proposal. A letter of recommendation for a job or award; and letter for promotion or tenure. Once again, I will give everyone just a few more moments to respond before I close things out here. It looks like responses have slowed down. What we are seeing is 80 percent saying a letter of support for a research proposal; 95 percent, letter of recommendation for a job or award; and 40 percent, letter for promotion or tenure. Thank you, everyone.

Lauren Broyles:
Okay, thank you. That is a pretty good snapshot for us. It looks like we do have some experience. The last poll question, have you ever drafted or written a letter of support or recommendation for yourself?

Unidentified Female:
The options here are yes, I have a few times. Yes, I do frequently. Yes, I do it almost all of the time -– or no. Once, I will give everyone just a few more moments to respond before I close things out here.  Okay, what we are seeing is 52 percent saying yes,  I have a few times; 19 percent, yes I do frequently; 24 percent, yes I do it almost all of the time; and five percent no. Thank you, everyone.

Lauren Broyles:
Okay, great, thank you. There is some more variability there. What we would like to start out with today are just some general recommendations that really apply… – In drafting your own. Even if some of you out there do not think that you are necessarily senior enough to be writing these types of letters for a colleague, or a student, or a mentee, you probably need these types of letters yourself. Ultimately while the freedom and responsibility for the content of these letters is that of the person who is writing or signing off of them, there are a lot of reasons why drafting your own can be a really pragmatic move as well as a very strategic move. One of the first reasons is about expectations.  

It helps set expectations early when you provide a draft for your letter writer. Initial conversations with either collaborators or co-investigators can leave both sides with some faulty assumptions about _____ [00:07:10] expectation. For what they'll be contributing or what they will be offering, or doing. It is written in black and white, including what you are going to provide to them. Or, what they are going to provide to you. It does help prevent some potential misunderstandings from growing into full blown conflicts later on. It really helps put everyone on the same page.  

One of the second advantages of drafting your own is timeliness. When you are drafting it, it does help expedite the process. It means that the letter will be more likely to be completed in time. Your grant application, for example, or other process that you are going through is of course, a high priority for you. You are very well aware of the grant deadline. But your collaborators may not be. Or, they may just have lots of other things on their plate. Your letter of support may drop lower on their to-do list. When you offer to write it first, you are more likely to get a quicker response. One that helps you beat the deadlines with all of the other moving pieces that you are likely to have going on.  

The third reason is facilitation. It is a lot easier for collaborators often to edit letters, and add thing, or chop things then to start from scratch and draft the letter themselves. Again, this helps us with deadlines. It is easier for them to read your letter and offer some comments or clarifications than to start from scratch. Because it just feels easier to start with something and then correct it. Finally, the fourth reason is congruence. It really helps make sure that the letters support the grant. When you are able to take some time initially and draft it. You are most well aware of what your strategy is in, for example, in applying for a grant. When the letter of support is written by you personally, it can be a part of your overall strategy in terms of what you want different people to emphasize.  

It can be time consuming to have to fully convey to another person what exactly is needed. What your overall strategy is and what to cover. It is often more expeditious to really take that on yourself. All of that said, there are some potential challenges that are involved with drafting your own letters in addition to just the fact that it takes a lot of time up front when you are often trying to work on the science or other pieces of an application, or tenure, or dossier, or whatever.  

One of the first is that you need to be very careful about making sure you are avoiding similar word choices, phrases, and style. You probably have common ways of saying things or orchestrating your sentences and word choice. It is really important to make sure that they do not sound like they all came from one person. Similarly, you need to make sure that different things are being stressed or pointed out in the letter so that they are not similar.  

Then most importantly, you might need to be able to comfortably negotiate edits. If the person that you are drafting it for disagrees with what you wrote or wants to modify it substantially, or say things differently, you need to be sure that you are comfortable in having those conversations. But overall, you just want to make sure that you are not a PI, who has drafted multiple letters of support. But it makes it very clear that one person had written all of those letters. Moving on to more general recommendations are going to apply to all three types of letters that we are discussing today.  

There are some general recommendations for you as the requestor or that you can often point out that your requestees provide to you. Most importantly, it is important to request early and request carefully, and politely. It can also help to review some successful samples from colleagues to get a sense of how different people have their underlying strategy that is coming across. It is important for the requestor to at least meet, or seek briefly, or have an e-mail conversation with the letter writer to let them know what is expected. What the purpose of this is. To really go over any of these relevant refresher materials; whether it is someone's CV, a specific aim page for the grant, a criteria for award, or a criteria for a promotion and tenure.  

Having a conversation is important early to make sure that everyone is on the same page. It is also really important to provide adequate information and correct information about who the letter is to be addressed to. I review - I serve not only on HSR&D review panels but also on internal institutional _____ [00:11:50] awards here at the University of Pittsburgh. It is amazing how many letters of recommendation are just addressed to the wrong person, or just addressed to Dear Doctor Review Committee. Whenever you can you use someone's name, that is really important.  

You can as we just mentioned offer to draft. When the situation is applicable, it is also helpful for the requestor to waive their right to see the letter. It often means that you will get a more honest and less biased assessment or letter. It is always important to close the loop at the end and thank the writer. Definitely proofread the final version that you received just double check for any typos, or omissions, or making sure that the final letter is consistent with say other application materials.  

Naturally, there are also _____ [00:12:48] key general recommendations for the letter writers. I am going to break these into three phases. The first is preparing to write the letter. Again it is important to consider meeting with the person who is requesting the letter to review either the proposal or the person's career goals, or other aspects that are going to be important to create an honest picture of either the candidate or the application. It can also just help refresh people's memories with respect to the proposal. It is also important to be very clear about whether a letter of reference is being requested or a letter of recommendation.  

A letter of reference is often meant to be a more genuine evaluation of someone's strengths and weaknesses. Whereas a letter of recommendation is really a commentary that is focusing of the strengths of the individual or of the proposal where weaknesses are really intentionally, purposefully omitted from the discussion. That is really important to understand the nature and the purpose of the letter. Because you cannot write an appropriate letter based on the context. You really need to be able to say that to the requestor up front.  

The other thing is that positive flattering letters can also lead to things like appropriate acceptance of someone into a program, or into a job, or inappropriate advancement of someone. It is just really important to be honest. It is also important to, as I mentioned before, request a name so that you are addressing it to the proper person. Then ultimately being committed to committing the appropriate amount of time; not too much but not also too little. Not doing it at the 11th hour so that it creates additional stress for the requestor.

In terms of writing the letter, it is important to be short and clear, and yet formal in your tone, and in your business letter format. Overall, you want to provide the type of information that you would want to know, and discuss the most relevant skills or characteristics for whatever is at hand. Again, I will get into specifics in just a moment about the different types.  

One of the overriding themes that I want to stress today as well is to use specific examples or to be as specific as possible with everything that you say. It just adds considerable credibility to the letter. It helps avoid misinterpretation. It is really important to be specific and to tailor your letter, not only to the individual but to the purpose. When doing that and when being specific, it is really easier to be authentic and to come across as a genuine recommendation. It is also important in the letter to offer your contact information for clarification or a question.  

Finally, the last of the general recommendations; before sending the letter, it is really important to critically re-review what you have written. Look at your tone and look at your language choice. Make sure all of the information is accurate and truthful; and again triple check for typos, particularly in people's names. Place the letter on letterhead. A lot of these things may seem intuitive. But again, I have been really surprised at the lack of attention to these minor details that I have seen again both at the national HSR&D level, often from senior investigators all of the way through to new, a post-doctor applying to Institutional K programs. A lot of these things are just overlooked and really do make a difference.  

Okay, let us get into some of the actual specific types of letters that we are going to talk about. The first one is the letter of support for a research proposal. The purpose of this type of letter, which it seems like many of you have written before is really to send the message to the funder that the collaboration that is planned is both appropriate – is a good fit. Also, that it is genuine. People are going to actually follow through.  

The goals here are to use that letter to specify what the collaborator or the consultant is going to contribute to the research. Then convince their reviewers that the person is actually going to fulfill it or will follow through. You also want to convey a sense of enthusiasm for the work. Again, overall the cohesion as a big picture, it really helps lend credibility to your proposals.  

If we break this out in terms of the actual paragraph format of the letters, we can start with what the introductory paragraph typical contains. It is usually one to three sentences. It usually has a statement of enthusiastic and not lukewarm support for the project or the research. It always explicitly should start out with an identification of the research project by title.  

Also, what the applicant's name is? It is just again how to set that tone right off of the bat that you are informed. You know what is going on. It is also helpful for you as the writer to include your current title and professional role; which also gives some context for the information that you are about to present and your perspective. For example, with great enthusiasm, I agree to serve as co-investigator on your research proposal titled X-X-X. In that case, the first bullet is really spun towards the letter that might be written directly to the PI, which would be included with the research proposal application.  

But in some instances, it is addressed specifically to the investigator. In the second example, it is written more to the director of HSR&D, which we might do here in terms of our letters of support. I am writing to express my fullest support for Dr. Scientist's proposal entitled X-X-X. To help service this researcher, the Associate Professor of Public Health at Big Name University, I agree to serve as co-investigator on this study. All of that introductory material just helps frame the information that is to follow; which is really the body of the letter. This might be one to three paragraphs or even more depending on what is typical. In this case, you want to show that you know what is going on with the study just by stating what the study purpose is or recognizing that you are aware of what the aims are.  

It is also really helpful for reviewers to speak a little bit to the alignment of the proposal with the original RFP, the writer's research, or even better larger questions or initiatives, or priorities that are going on in the field. You can also do this by making specific mention of how the proposal addresses a clinical, an economic, a policy need, or gap, or question. How it builds upon or improves previous research or current research that is going on in the field. Or how it might serve as a platform or a foundation for future investigations.  

The body of the letter of support can also include – or it needs to include what your specific role or contribution is going to be on this study. Why this collaboration or what person, actually, or collaborator is the appropriate person to perform the work. It is important to make sure that you are outlining specifics in terms of what types of resources or time, or interest that you are committing. What any deadlines will do or are involved. Again, this helps dissolve any potential misunderstandings later on. It is really important to specify as I mentioned in the second bullet, why this person is a good fit, this person, or organization, or lab? Do they have relevant experience or expertise? Have they done previous work on a similar project? Do they have special equipment or reagents or other resources that might be applicable?  

But again, and the idea is really to show that fit. Additionally, if they have relevant experience and they work together with the person, then it is important to describe that. That prior collaborative history and evidence of prior productivity can also be pretty compelling. For example, then that proposed study is particularly timely given the new parameters for addiction treatment laid out in the Affordable Care Act. It will help answer ongoing questions in the field about the effectiveness and cost effectiveness of collocated and integrated substance use treatment in primary care settings. Or, as co-investigator on this study, I'm prepared to make contributions in two key areas; provider in clinic recruitment and analysis data from cluster randomized trials. My own work on A, B, and C, we have successfully recruited over 20 primary care clinics and 60 providers. Lessons learned from these experiences will directly inform recruitment strategies from Dr. Scientist's proposed study additionally, and so on, and so on.  

The closing section of a letter of support again is very brief, just one to three sentences. It is typical to reaffirm your support or your interests; and reaffirm that potential or impact or significance for the field. Then again, include a cordial closing. Sometimes people would say things like I look forward to continued collaboration with Dr. Scientist on this work or best of luck with your grant application. I anxiously await results of this study and its impact on our field. As you have probably gotten a sense from some of these examples, sometimes the letter is addressed to the PI. Sometimes it is the funder. It just really depends on what the convention is or what the instructions in the RSA are.  

One of the other questions that comes up often is whether or not to refer to the applicant by his or her first name or more formally as Dr. Jones or Dr. Scientist. There are a lot of mixed feelings on this one. It does come in later when I talk a little bit about inadvertent sex bias. There are advantages and disadvantages to both strategies. Sometimes the first name basis can seem too informal. On the other hand, it can reflect that the writer and the requester know each other well and have a good existing relationship. Some of that really just depends. But I think that by and large, when in doubt it is better to err on the side of formality and refer to the person with their title. Moving on to the second type, which is letters of recommendation.  

The purpose here is a little bit different. It is to provide an overall assessment of the candidate's potential to excel in a new position. The audience is different. It tends to be committee members or administrators who are interested in what the candidate's professional promise is and what your evidence is for supporting that assessment.  

In general the typical topics that are included are your – or the applicant's – experience and expertise. Their past job or task performance. Their scientific and other accomplishments. Their intellectual acumen and then certain personality attributes; physically, leadership qualities, team building, perseverance, and communication skills. The main section for this session and for this type of letter which is only about one to two pages is introduction and background, your specific assessment.  

Obviously, some of the things that I just mentioned; then your summary of the recommendations that you are making on behalf of this person. In the introduction and background again, similarly to in the letter of support for a proposal, you do want to identify the candidate as well as the position that they are applying for. It just shows that you are entirely on the same page. It is also important to assess this page by describing what your relationship with the candidates and how long you have known them. If it is your intention to do so, then to go ahead and state again as a frame for the rest  of the letter that your intention is to provide a highly favorable recommendation for this person.  

In the next section regarding specific assessments, you are providing again highly specific evidence for what their recommendation is that you just said you are making. It is important to ask yourself how does information that I am about to present or the assertion that I just made about this person, how do they fit together to send the message that this person is a quality candidate with high potential and a good fit for the position or award that they are applying for?  

With respect to personal traits, it is really important to speak only to those personal traits that are really relevant to the position. Again, I am going to say more about this when I get to the inadvertent sex bias section of the presentation today. But it is really important to focus on things like leadership, creativity, problem solving ability, and management, motivation, and people's ability to collaborate effectively or teach effectively. A lot of other personality characteristics or personal attributes can inadvertently backfire or just come off as irrelevant.  

With respect to letter of recommendation, it is also important to keep in mind some things to avoid. There is a term known as doubt raisers. There are several categories of this. The first of which is negative language, which inadvertently can undercut other things that you are saying in your letter. For example, while not the best post-doc I have ever had, and then you go on. The second is faint praise. She worked hard on the project she accepted. Again, it leaves this room for funny interpretation or doubt about exactly what the writer is trying to say. Or hedges that use language like seems or appears.  

He appears to be highly motivated. It sends the message are you saying there that you are not sure the person is highly motivated? Are you saying he appears to be highly motivated but actually is not? He is a poser or a farce. It just leaves….  It causes the reader to pause for a moment and again raise some doubts. It is also important to avoid a lot of discipline specific or field specific jargon or a cliches. Also, it is just really highly effusive language that is over the top; and really it probably just doesn't come across as sincere or believable. At the end of a letter of recommendation very similarly to the letter of support, it is important to summarize and leave on an upbeat tone, cover the main points of the letter; and restate your recommendation. Or, if you are stating it for the first time, do it boldly there at the end. Then again, invite the receiving individual to contact you if they have additional questions or need clarification.  

There are also some special circumstances that arrive in the context of letter of recommendation. Predominately one of the things that comes up is that there might be issues that delayed someone's time to degree, say in completing their doctoral work or other work; or special issues that affected their productivity. This is another instance where it is really helpful to have a conversation with the letter of requestor ahead of time to get a sense of what their preferences are.  

In general, it is better to address the issue rather than avoid it. In fact, being vague about it or dancing around it, or just hedging in general can sometimes be worse than avoiding it all together. One positive way of framing this is to directly mention it. Then very carefully frame the issue as evidence that the applicant has the ability to problem solve or overcome adversity. That they are resilient. That they have made a quick and rapid comeback back to productivity. That can be a really helpful way of simultaneously addressing it and yet framing it as a positive and deflecting potential concerns.

The third type of letter that I want to talk about that also has a slightly different flavor is the letter for promotion and tenure. It is a special type of recommendation letter. These are really important because they are really tied to salary position, power, and ultimately people's financial and professional security. They are taken very seriously. They are often poured over and really deconstructed by the folks who are reading them.  

The purpose here is it is similar to the letter of recommendation in that the goal is to provide an overall assessment of someone's potential to excel in a new higher level position; or to have the institution make a long-term investment in this person, specifically tenure. The audience here is the tenure and promotion committees as well as other academic administrators who will be reading this entire packet that accompanies the applicant in this process.  

In general, promotion and tenure letters can either be internal from folks within your own department division or institution. But they will also obviously include external letters as well. They also need to be very specific. We are only able to really talk about these in a general sense. Because very often, there are specific letter instructions or questions that need to be answered. A lot of those are institution specific as are the institutions on requirements for promotion and tenure. It is really important to be familiar with what the instructions are that are coming from the institutions with respect to both of those. But by and large, the promotion and tenure letter is focused on those three key areas of research, teaching, and service.  

This letter is also about typically two to three pages. But again, there are norms that are different across institutions and disciplines. In general, with regards to the introduction, again you want to speak to a warm opening that is recognizing who the writer. How long they have known the candidate and in what capacity. Then a brief description of what the candidate's discipline or topic area is. Again, this just shows familiarity and it conveys genuineness that the person is actually known to the letter writer.  

I am going to start with the research section. Because I think that as CDAs, this is where most of us are going to be focused is on research intensive institutions. This section is really designed to provide a substantive and again specific description of the applicant's work. The sense that you want the reader to be able to come away with is a context for what that work is. Then what its larger scope for importance or promise is in the field.  

There needs to be specific examples of the grant support, the awards, and of course, the publications that are all associated with someone's research. But you also want to, if you are able, give a brief description of what the applicant's next steps are in terms of research or publishing so that the committees feel reassured that the person has a long range plan and a sustainable future. In short, it is really important to be able to provide both a sense of the forest as well as the trees. The individual pieces of work but then its placement in the larger context for the field.

The section commenting on teaching usually starts with some of the basics like course names, methods that the person uses, then what the feedback or receptivity to this teaching has been. It may include departmental observations or evaluations to the extent that you have that available. But it is really important to give a sense of what that person's teaching abilities are. This often comes more in the sense of how effective are they in delivering their course? What is the quality of the course content? Any courses that they have developed or curricula they have developed. What is the quality of that?  

The effectiveness of advising or mentoring both students and trainees, and maybe even peers. Their effectiveness as a thesis or a dissertation committee member, or advisor, or a chair. Any recognition or awards that they have received for their teaching. Then what can really be an innovative spin is being able to speak a little bit to the intersection of research and service that they are also doing. How that has informed or is enhancing their teaching in the classroom or a small group type setting. 

Service is also the third. It is also a really important area. It is really the third leg of that stool. The ideal letter would speak to the applicant's service to the institution, to the profession; even to society through consultation outside of the institution, or even outside of the field. Again, any recognition of service; and then any ability to speak how again, teaching and research intersect and come together to enhance somebody's service activities. It really helps send a well-rounded picture. One of these things that these letters often ask of the writer as well is to speak to some sort of ranking.  

There are a whole bunch of different types here. I have outlined them in general in terms of – pardon me, the specific questions that sometimes these institutions will request of the writer to comment on. They can be particularly challenging to respond to. Because for example, in today's increasingly interdisciplinary environments or teams, there is a lot of potential for great differences in interpretation regarding what constitutes a peer. What constitutes the field? When you are asking questions that refer to the field or to one's peers, it can be hard to know exactly what that means. Some fields also, people are asked to make specific comparisons actually to other applicants or candidates. These people just may simply be unfamiliar to the letter writer. Or, while their institutions may be familiar, their individual department where the quality or strength of those departments can also vary widely and maybe not be familiar to the speaker.  

I have alluded a couple of times to this section on inadvertent bias, which is really an important _____ [00:36:38] area of attention for me that I think is really important. That I spend a lot of time working on with my own mentees and students. There has been a lot of attention to this issue recently. This article that I am going to be covering today and really featuring is one of the most heavily cited articles on the issue of inadvertent bias in letters for male and female applicants.  

In this study, they evaluated letters of recommendation for successful applicants for faculty positions at a large American medical school over a three year period from 1992 to '95. This amounted to about 300, just over 300 letters for applicants for over 100 faculty positions. There were basically about three letters per applicant. The positions were for clinical and research positions. They were largely at the assistant professor level. But they also included adjunct positions as well as associate professors and one full professor position. They covered 37 different medical specialties and 29 percent of the letters were for women and 71 percent were for men. Of the majority of recommenders, 85 percent were men. Of the majority of gatekeepers, the people that the letters were addressed to were overwhelmingly male, a third – at 96 percent.  

What these others did was a content analysis of the letters. They looked at length, naming practices used in the letter, the negative language, sex-linked terms, repetition and some other interesting linguistic analysis that I will get into in a second. I think the interesting this is that this study is based on data from 1992 and '95 – to '95. It was published in 2003. But this is very much far from an outdated issue. Marsha McNutt, who is the Editor and Chief of Science just discussed very small _____ [00:38:35] differences in recommendation letters in the May 2015 think piece.  

What they found that few of the letters varied in length. But when they focused on the shortest of the short letters, they created a new category called letters of minimal assurance instead of letters of recommendation. Because they really lacked even the most basic features of a letter of recommendation. For example, we see the one here for Dr. Sara Gray, which just provides literally five or six sentences without a lot of specific information. What they found was when they looked at the whole sample, 15 percent of the letters for women fell into this category, but only six percent of the letters for men.  

Additionally, there was an interesting use of gender terms. For example, we see that for all of the letters for female applicants, ten percent included these types of references like an extremely intelligent and insightful woman. All of them but one were made by male recommenders. Ten percent of the letters for women and five percent of the letters for men. The patterns were different. When gentlemen or a man would use for a male applicant, it tended to be used like it is here in this cliched kind of manner like a gentlemen in every sense of the word. Or a man of great personal integrity whereas for women, woman or lady was typically paired intelligence as if it was somehow like remarkable as anomaly. Or it was paired with irrelevant information such as a reference to her age like her age – sorry, a young lady.  

They also detected – well, they conducted an analysis of adjective and noun pairings. Then they looked at those by sex. The descriptors and the nouns were differentially associated with male and female applicants. For example, for men successful the adjective successful was typically paired with words like accomplishments or achievements whereas for women, adjectives like compassionate or relates well to patients and staff at all levels stood out. The interesting thing here is that this consistent with traditional notions of men as successful and women as nurturing.  

We also saw a lot of doubt raisers, as I mentioned earlier. Negative language hedges potentially negative, thin unexplained comments like now that she has chosen to leave the laboratory. Faint praise and then a lot of irrelevant comments; so the authors look at instances of negative language in these letters. Then they realize that there were lots of these other subtypes here. What they found was that 24 percent of the letters for women had at least one doubt raiser whereas only 12 percent of the letters for men did.  

We see here a very specific example of that. In the third line down we see while she has not been able to accomplish a lot in academic pulmonary medicine due to the last few years, and due to career changes and other personal issues, et cetera, et cetera. Another finding was that these grindstone adjectives about how hard people work. Things like hardworking, conscientious, dependable, meticulous, dedicated differed by sex as well. It is not necessarily that the use of these words is bad. But the context matters. The second example works really well because it is specific. It talks about her personality characteristics and work ethic in the context of her research. The dicey thing here is that these terms can also tend to reinforce gender scheme of that and associated effort with women but ability with men.  

What the researchers in this group found was that 34 percent of the letters for women included grindstone adjectives, and 23 percent of the letters for men. We also again and this is something I mentioned at the very beginning, the naming or use of titles. Titles were more common in male applicant's letters. The authors did acknowledge that it's difficult to know if the women had titles that were not being used or referred to. Or, if there was indeed a higher percentage of men who had achieved leadership positions. There are also a lot of differences in possessive semantics. In this case, they looked at all of the instances where his or her was mentioned. As you can see, for female applicants, the word pairings were more often references to her training, her teaching, and her application whereas for men there were more references to his research, his skills and abilities, and his career. 

Similarly, we see sex based differences here in terms of more references for men going to their publications, their CVs, their patients, and their colleagues whereas the number of references to her personal life in some respects were considerably higher there on the far left for women. There are some recommendations here on how to avoid these pitfalls in letters for both sexes. In general, just being specific, avoiding man or women with people specific terms; and being careful about stereotypic or grindstone adjectives. Avoiding those doubt raisers; and using names and titles whenever you can. Being aware or at least conscious of how often his and her are paired with different facets of things that you might be commenting on.

I have an example here of comments that are focused more entirely on interpersonal skills, which can be perceived as a gender stereotype versus comments that are more focused on the skills required for the physician. I will let you take a look at that a little bit later on. I want to briefly in closing before we open for questions just mention some legal issues that can arise in the context of writing letters. This is often a concern for people who are particularly those who are obligated to speak to the applicant or requester's negative features or weaknesses. There have been cases.  

Some of the ones that I had seen in the literature were really from the '80s where, for example, at Brigham and Women's Hospital in Boston, three senior physicians on the faculty had written enthusiastic letters for an anesthesiologist colleague without mentioning the fact that he had recently been convicted of rape. They had been aware of that. When hospital officials who had then employed the physician were angry when it was discovered that actually a convicted felon had been hired. The Massachusetts Medical Society censored the three physicians and placed them on a one year's probation for failing to reveal a deficiency in a fellow physician's character.  

In another instance also from the '80s, there was a chairman of the orthopedics department who got an inquiry from a former resident about a former resident from the hospital in another state. The chairman described his performance as well below average. He said that he was not well suited to orthopedic surgery. The resident later sued the professor for defamation. What is important to know in terms of defamation is that there are three criteria that are required. There needs to be a false and derogatory statement that was made about an individual. It has to be communicated either in written or verbal format to another person.  

Then there has to be actual harm resulting to the individual from that statement. In general, it is fairly easy to avoid these legal issues unless there is a particular snafu that you might want to seek institutional counselor or guidance on. But in general, it is important to not disclose information without written permission, particularly personal information or medical information.  It is important to ask the requestor to raise – to waive their right to access. The Family Educational Rights and Privacy Act of 1974 does help limit the potential for liability in these cases. It is important to again only share specific factual and truthful statements that are going to be made in good faith. If there is any pertinent negative information that needs to be conveyed, again it is important to inform the requestor of that. Then reconfirm that they definitely want you to write the letter.  

This is essentially the same slide. But I wanted to close on it again with what some of the main take home messages are. Be formal, be short and clear, provide the information you would want to know with regards to the type of letter that you are writing. Be specific, discuss only the relevant skills or characteristics, not random personality characteristics. Or the fact that you go to church with the person, or they babysit for you or whatever. Choosing your words carefully will help come across as authentic and sincere. Then offer contact information in the event that this person on the receiving end has additional questions. With that, I think we will leave about ten minutes for questions. We are really interested in not only your questions; but some of your experiences or snafus that you may have encountered in either drafting these letters for yourself or for other people.  

Adam Gordon:
The questions are open for everybody. Please feel free to use the GoToMeeting question box to ask your question. One thing that I wanted to point out. I think Lauren you did the great job with the presentation. Certainly this is not something that is taught in either a research training programs, universities, or what not. Certainly it is an art and a science with regards to writing really good letters of support or recommendation for promotion and tenure. I do want to mention a little bit about the promotion and tenure issue. I think that is something that very few people really learn how to do well. It is more of a trial by fire. 

As Lauren mentioned, it is a little bit different than the recommendation letters for grant proposals or for references. Certainly, almost all of the time the promotion and tenure letters are written by senior faculty. The applicant provides a dossier, including a CV, and maybe his teaching evaluations. It may be a summary of service and teaching to the university. But the senior writers are generally writing these de novo. In that vein, it becomes much more objective and can be a little bit more critical. In many respects, a lot of the review committees look at these letters that are received for their faculty from external faculty as a way to get to know the field and to understand not only the context of their faculty in the world of science, but also faculty at the other institutions.  

I have heard many times that if you are good letter writer for promotion and tenure, often you are invited for lectures, speeches, or even faculty positions at that university. Those promotion and tenure letters also are confidential. They sometimes can go back to the applicant. But for the most part, they only are for the committee that is evaluating that faculty in the internal position.  

One thing that I also want to point out just from hearing Lauren's presentation on letters or grants. We just went through a large grant cycle. Oftentimes, people are writing or helping to write letters for other people's proposals. Oftentimes, I think junior faculty or the grant writer is really questioning whether letters of reference are important to the review process. As a reviewer, I will say that this is extremely important. We often peer over letters of reference or letters for grant proposals not only to see who wrote the letters and who did not write the letters, but also the content of those letters for grant proposals are very important. Often if you are a key personnel, and it is a very tepid letter of support, it is often a very big negative for the grant or application.  

I will stress the importance of grant proposal letters of reference. They are not just pro forma. They are very important to the grant process. Lauren, I have a question for you though. Certainly we just went through the grant cycle for HSR&D and the VA. Almost everybody has to write, if you are an investigator or a consultant, or a programmatic office, the officer has to write a letter of support. Often as you mentioned, the grant writer himself or herself are drafting these letters. It can be very hard to not be duplicative and repetitive. I am wondering in your experience either as a writer or a reviewer of grants, what makes…? Are there any tricks to avoid that repetition and uniqueness for each letter?

Lauren Broyles:
I think for me what has been one of the most helpful things and that I encourage my mentees or others to do is to look at samples. Whether they are from your colleagues or whether they are from your _____ [00:53:18] or elsewhere at the university, just to see the different types of language that people use and the different introductory phrases that they use. The different ways that they organize their paragraphs. For example, the organizational format that I presented today is one way to do it. But some people start off by in a more linear fashion for example, talking about how long they have known the applicant. Then, each project that they may have worked on the applicant with.  

Some people take a more thematic approach as opposed to a temporal kind of approach. Some people carve out their letters, or ask, or draft their own letters so that different people are speaking about different aspects. I am thinking particularly in the case of CDA applications. They may have one letter writer focus on their content specific or field specific nature of their work. They may have another talk about the methodological to their work. Then they may have a third talk about the policy or implementation aspects, or potential, or relevance to the VA. While, I think all letters need to touch upon those different things, looking at samples can really help provide some variation when you are drafting those yourself both in terms of word choice and structure.  

Unidentified Female:
We do have a question that came in here. The question, is there a way in the letter of recommendation to acknowledge gaps in the person's history that is not reflective of a lack of productivity? That is due to time off child bearing or an illness.

Lauren Broyles:
That is a really tricky one. A couple of years ago there was an article in Harvard's alumni magazine about how…. That can also be a gender based issue that can be perceived differently across institutions. While, for example, there are policies in place for family leave or whatnot, people are often punished for actually taking them. I have not seen myself that addressed in letters of recommendation. I am not able to speak to how that has been done skillfully. Adam, have you seen that? I think in my experience, it tends, even when I know that – 

Adam Gordon:
Yes.

Lauren Broyles:
– It has been an issue for the person, it has often been left out. Whether it is for childbearing or whether it is for caring for an aging parent, or a spouse, and that kind of thing. It can be definitely tricky to manage. Adam, have you seen that done successfully?

Adam Gordon:
Yes, actually, I think a letter of reference or a promotion letter can be very helpful in situation such as this. I often write as a Dean down at the University of Pittsburgh, I am often writing dean's letters for medical students going on to residency programs. Oftentimes – well, first off, there has to be some explanation of a lack of sequential scholarships. Whether it is taking a year off, or two, or to – in the case of a research proposal or a research CVA, or _____ [00:56:58] the lack of progress on papers or grants. Often a letter writer is much easier to explain that than the applicant itself.  

It is very easy, if you are very objective. If there is a family illness or you had a birth of a child, it is okay to mention in 2002, John Smith worked with his wife on her illness or something to that extent. Something that is very objective. I don't think. I think that can be done very skillfully within the context of a reference letter or a CVA mentor letter. It comes across as being very objective and not disparaging toward that individual. Remember that the best letters of reference, or for grant proposals, or for promotion, and tenure are all objective. In some ways, if it is not objective, then it becomes too much fluff. Explaining gaps in productivity or gaps in training is a reasonable function of a letter of reference or a grant _____ [00:58:19].  

The other question and we might want to just broach it in the next several minutes is often in grant applications you are writing letters. But there are many times people who are co-investigators or consultants who are also providing bio sketches. Lauren, I am wondering if you have any comments on the new bio sketch structure. Whether that may reduce the need to really provide a lot of background about who you are in the reference letter. Because it is already provided in the bio sketch.  

Lauren Broyles:
Yeah. I think that the boiler plate information is definitely in that new bio sketch as well as what your specific contributions to science have been. I think that the art of the letter is to provide all of the meat that would – it is sort of underlying those titles, and experiences in grants that may be on your bio sketch. The purpose of the recommendation letter is to really not necessarily talk about your contributions to science, but to talk about the applicant's contributions to science. Your background shows that you are a credible commenter on that. I think you are right. It can certainly suffice to just briefly mention your titles and primary roles. But then the focus really should be on the applicant's contributions and the context for his or her work in the larger field. I think the two work together.

Adam Gordon:
Are there any other questions in the _____ [01:00:09]? Lauren, you have another question that came in? It says some medical schools require ten potential letter writers for our colleagues at schools of equal or higher caliber. Moreover you cannot share an affiliation or working relationship with the letter writers giving tips to finding reasonable people for this type of thing. I imagine this question really deals with promotion and tenure with regards to a promotion. That is a difficult thing to deal with.  

You are right. Many programs or many academic institutions really require external referees that know, potentially know the applicant but do not have any working relationships with them. Both an internal university referees, but also external referees. It can be quite challenging. I know that some institutions even require 20, 15 to 20 separate letters from separate external faculty that you do not have a fiduciary relationship with. It can be very challenging. I think the question though comes to how do you find these people? I think you want to find people that you know _____ [01:01:24] in your field that may know of you. That potentially has cited your work, for example, in their own publications. Or are working in similar domains or similar interests. Oftentimes you can identify these people by not only your citations in your work and their work, but also at conferences and what not.  

Certainly most of us know of kind of the big – I do not want to say big-wigs. But people in the field that are really driving the field forward. Hopefully you are one of them. But it is often easy to identify people of higher caliber who are known. That could potentially know your work and at least know the context of your work. I think that is really important. I guess that is the easiest answer that I could give to that question in the time that we have. It is certainly is a challenging field. Remember that most medical schools or most promotion committees ask you to supply names of 10, to 15, to 20. But they may not necessarily require to have on hand 10, 15, and 20 external letters in order to decide on your candidacy.  

Remember that all letter writers, even if they know you a little bit, receive a really good package of material from that committee so that you can look at that paper, your CV, your teaching evaluations, and your service to the institution; and judge that productivity due to the criteria of promotion at that institution. I will say that it is easier going from kind of assistant professor to associate than it is from associate to professor just because it is sometimes very difficult to identify 10, 15 and 20 professors with tenure, and either going for professor for tenure in order to write your letters.  

The last bit of advice is that just because you are in a certain field, it does not necessarily mean that you need to ask only those people in that field. Sometimes you made impressions on other faculty at other institutions that can really speak to your character as well as your leadership ability. Those letter writers are fair game as well. Oftentimes, committee members will judge what type of relationship you had with the letter writer whether it is a "colleague", or someone in your field or someone outside of your field. Every institution is different in how they go about that. 

I think our time is up, Lauren. If there is no other questions, hopefully the people in the audience would feel free to contact you or me about any questions. Lauren and I want to say what a great presentation. We should pin this on the SharePoint site somewhere so that people can really look at this as they go through the letter writing process. Thank you.

Lauren Broyles:
It sounds good. Thank you.

Unidentified Female:
We will also have this session posted on the CDA website. Everyone will have access to it out there. I want to thank everyone for joining us for today's HSR&D Cyberseminar. Lauren and Adam, thank you both very much for taking the time out for this session. Thank you everyone for joining us. We hope to see you at a future HSR&D Cyberseminar. Thank you.

Adam Gordon:
What a great time. Thank you.

Lauren Broyles:
Thank you.

Unidentified Female:
Thank you.

[END OF TAPE] 
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