Prospective graduate student letters to potential advisors, do’s and don’t’s
By Jody Bourgeois
Do:

· Address the prospective advisor by their correct title and know their gender.

· Write a letter specific to that prospective advisor, with recognition of their expertise; tell them why you are interested in working with them specifically.

· If you have broader interests, note those, so a prospective advisor can refer you to other potential advisors at their institution or elsewhere.

· Inform prospective advisor of your experiences to date relevant to graduate school; a CV is good, but a paragraph about what excites you is a plus.

· Tell prospective advisor why you want to work with them.

· Tell prospective advisor what your longer-term goals are.  Do you want an M.S. then work experience?   If you have a Masters already, you should be more specific about your research direction for a Ph.D., not that you are just fishing for projects.

More positives:

· Read one or more of the prospective advisor’s papers and comment on them—what interests you, how it might direct your work.

· Know something about the department as a whole, what working groups there are.

· Give some specific examples of projects you might pursue.

Turn-offs:

· Non-specific greeting, generic

· Not recognizing, e.g., that the addressee is a woman (or man, but that rarely happens).

· No indication that you actually know something about the advisor and their recent work.

· Telling addressee their expertise matches your interests, when in fact they don’t – these are “dead giveaways” that you are writing more generically.

· (kind of specific to me) examples:

· a mineralogist/petrologist writing to a process sedimentologist

· someone interested in carbonates writing to someone (or a whole program)  without carbonate specialty

