
Guidelines for Requesting a Letter of Recommendation 
Séverine Autesserre – Barnard College, Columbia University 

Writing recommendation letters is a meaningful way to support former students as they 
pursue new opportunities. Since thoughtful recommendations take time and attention, please 
review and follow these guidelines to ensure I can provide you with a strong and effective 
endorsement. 

Who Should Request a Recommendation 

I am happy to write recommendation letters for students who have completed a full semester-
long course with me and whose performance placed them in the top 20% of that class. Please 
wait until final grades have been released before requesting a letter. 

An A may meet this threshold, but does not guarantee it: several students may earn the same 
grade, especially in small advanced seminars. If your grade was lower, I encourage you to 
approach a professor with whom your performance was stronger. 

Recommendation forms virtually always ask me to compare applicants with their peers, often 
using specific percentiles (e.g., top 1%, 5%, 10%, or 20%). Choosing a professor who can 
confidently place you in the top tier is therefore important. If I have to rank your work outside 
the top 20%, that assessment would weaken your application, even if the letter includes positive 
comments. I want my letter to help you, so I reserve letters for students whose work I can 
strongly endorse. 

If you are unsure whether you were in the top 20%, please send a brief email with the course 
title, semester/year, and your final grade before gathering the supporting materials. There is no 
need to prepare the full packet just to check your eligibility. If you already know you meet these 
criteria, please send your request and materials together, following the instructions below. 

Timing and Preparation 

Please consolidate all your recommendation requests into a single email and attach the materials 
listed below as separate documents. Send the complete packet at least two months before the 
earliest due date so I have enough time to write a thoughtful, effective letter. If you need to 
check your eligibility first, please allow time for that exchange before this deadline. 

Please include: 

1. Your CV/Resume: Highlight any relevant research or professional experiences, 
extracurriculars, or other achievements you feel would be valuable for me to mention. 

2. Bullet Points for Reference: In a Word document, provide approximately five concise 
bullet points, written in the third person, focusing on your work with me and qualities I 
have had the opportunity to observe. Use specific examples: an argument you developed 
in a paper for my class, research you conducted for your final project, or a contribution to 
class discussions. Explain what each example demonstrates and how it relates to the 



position or program. Be candid about your strengths, but do not copy passages verbatim 
from your other materials. I may adjust these points as needed. 

Please write these yourself, without generative AI. I need your own recollections and 
concrete details, not polished generalities. Plain language is welcome; impressive-
sounding adjectives are no substitute for examples. These notes help me recall your 
work and identify evidence for the letter. 

3. Columbia Transcript: An unofficial copy is fine. Please highlight the courses you took 
with me and the relevant semester/year. 

4. Personal Statement/Proposal, if relevant: A draft is fine. 
5. Standardized Test Scores, if relevant and available: Include GRE, MCAT, TOEFL, or 

other professional test scores. 
6. Final Project (Seminar/Colloquium Students): If you completed a seminar with me, 

attach your final project including my comments and feedback (meaning, not just a clean 
copy. If my feedback was provided separately, attach both the clean copy and my 
comments). 

o Large Lecture Students: Please ask your TA to email me a brief paragraph about 
your performance in discussion sections at least a month before the first letter is 
due. 

7. List of Schools/Employers/Funders: Organize this list by due date, with detailed 
information for each application: 

o Degree/Position/Grant: Include specifics such as the degree or job title and the 
department (e.g., “Ph.D. in International Relations, Department of Political 
Science, NYU”) or the grant name and funder (e.g., Pickering fellowship, US 
Department of State). 

o Submission Details: Provide email addresses or URLs where the letters should be 
sent and verify their accuracy. If letter submission links will be emailed to me, let 
me know when to expect it, and ensure I receive them all at least a month before 
the earliest due date.  

Note: Due to my travel schedule, I only submit letters electronically (no mail or phone 
references). 

Please complete all required information: When using an online system (e.g., a dossier service 
or a university's application portal), ensure you fill out all sections, including my details: 

Full Name : Séverine Autesserre 
Rank / Title : Ann Whitney Olin Professor 
Address : Department of Political Science, Barnard College, Columbia University  

  3009 Broadway, New York, NY 10027, USA 
Phone  : N/A (Please instruct them to use email for any communications) 
Website : www.severineautesserre.com 
Email   : sa435@columbia.edu 

Please waive your right to access your recommendation letters. Not doing so may lead graduate 
programs, funders, and employers to question the authenticity of the endorsement. If you have 
any reservations about my support, it may be best to request a letter from another professor. 



 
Feel free to email me a few days before the recommendation is due to confirm that I've submitted 
your letter(s). 

Finally, please keep me updated on the outcome! I genuinely look forward to hearing from you. I 
wish you the best and am always thrilled to receive good news from former students. 

Good luck with your applications! 


