Guidelines for External Letters for Distinguished Personnel Files
1. The rank of the letter writer matters – best if they come from Distinguished Professors or full professors holding endowed (named) positions. 

2. Definitely no letters from former students (unless the former student is Distinguished, or the person up for promotion is going up for Distinguished Teaching Professor).

3. Letters from top ranked universities are preferable to ones from small liberal arts schools. 

4. Points 1-3 above are important because the letter writer should comment specifically on whether the individual would achieve promotion to Distinguished Professor at their institution. If they don’t, it is often a bad sign for the case. 

5. The best letters run close to two full pages, sometimes more.  It is important that the letter writer convey their understanding of the person’s work at a deep, professional level.  Many letters come back with the appropriate superlatives, but inadvertently convey that the reviewer only looked at the applicants CV.  In doing so, the underlying message is that the reviewer doesn’t actually know the person’s work, or didn’t care enough to review the case strongly.  Even worse, this conveys that the applicant’s work did not have sufficient impact on the field to catch the attention of the reviewer. 

6. The ideal letter conveys significant understanding of the applicant’s professional contributions and how those contributions impacted the field.  This is a difficult balance because the committee is broadly comprised of faculty from all disciplines, and must be readable to that group.  With that said, it is better to err on the side of too technical than too simplistic. 

7. Remember that we need full CVs from ALL letter writers!

