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When it comes to residency applications, we all know that the letters of
recommendation carry significant weight. Imagine yourself in the program director’s
shoes—a glowing letter from a familiar name may sway their opinion? Or they may find
a letter from a pathologist more helpful than a letter from a non-pathologist?

The program director will scrutinize your application, seeking to understand who you
are and how well you might fit their program. They'll read your personal statement to
hear your voice, but they’ll also want to hear about you from others. That’s why strong
letters of recommendation are so crucial in your ERAS application.

If you’re reading this blog, you’re likely applying to pathology residency in the United
States, either now or soon. Keep in mind that a strong, personalized letter can
significantly enhance your application, while a generic one can hurt it. Here are some
suggestions on how to secure a strong letter that highlights your strengths:

1. Prove Yourself to the Letter Writer

When someone writes and signs a letter of recommendation for you, it implies they’ve
worked with you, spent enough time with you, and are comfortable vouching for you. To
give the letter writer that confidence, demonstrate your abilities, strengths, and flexibility
during your time with them. Even in a short 2-week or 1-month rotation, there’s a lot you
can do—most importantly, be yourself! Be punctual, know your cases, show
enthusiasm, and stay connected. Sometimes, it’s helpful to reach out to your letter
writer mid-rotation to ask what more you can do to optimize your experience. Whatever
they suggest will likely be what they need to see to write a strong LOR.

2. Ask the Right Person to Write Your Letter

Most faculty and PIs know you’ll need a letter and are usually willing to write one.
However, it’s crucial to ask the right person. Did you spend enough time with them? Are
they willing to vouch for you? If you’ve worked closely with a pioneer in the field, their
letters can be a game-changer. Ultimately, though, what matters most is a personalized
letter that speaks specifically about you. When you ask, say “would you be willing to
write me a strong letter for pathology residency?” If their answer is yes, great! If they are
not so sure, then it may be best to ask someone else.



3. Don’t Wait Until the Last Minute

Give your letter writer enough time to draft the letter. They might want to observe you
more closely to provide a detailed letter. Clearly communicate deadlines and give them
ample time. It is best to give them at least 1-2 months to write a thoughtful letter. Make
sure the letter is written within six months (ideally) to one year of your application too.

4. Send the Invite on Time and Waive Your Right to View

Send the invites through ERAS as soon as possible to give your letter writers plenty of
time. Be clear about deadlines and consider sending a kind reminder at least two weeks
before the due date. If you need a letter from a recent rotation, ensure the writer knows
the urgency. Trust yourself and your letter writer by waiving your right to view the letter,
which adds extra value to it. Once they have submitted the letter, send them a thank
you note to express your appreciation. Also, keep them updated on your success
moving forward.

5. Keep the Balance

If you’re fortunate enough to have several potential letter writers, seek letters from
attendings with variety of responsibilities. An attending from a clinical rotation can
comment on your patient care skills, while someone from your pathology
observership/rotation can speak to your passion and understanding of the field. Your
research PI can highlight your research skills.

Note, read each residency program’s requirements carefully. For instance, one program
may require a letter from a medical school faculty or a letter from a non-pathologist.
Read the website carefully and assign letters thoughtfully.

6. For IMGs

For IMG applicants, remember that letters of recommendation can take longer to appear
in your ERAS application—sometimes up to two weeks after submission. It is useful to
include letters from your home country specifically if you did a home country residency
in pathology or worked or did an extended internship in pathology. Be mindful that the
international faculty writing letter of recommendations for you may not be familiar with
the ERAS process of uploading the letter. It is wise to download the instructions and
attach it while requesting for the letter. Since, international faculty may also be not
familiar with the key points of a strong letter of recommendation, an article highlighting
what the key points should be can also be attached.

U.S observerships and externships are important as it exposes the applicant to the U.S
healthcare system. It is always wise to include letters from pathologists with whom you
did the observerships. It is better to request the pathologist a letter of recommendation



early on during the observership or even when you’re requesting for an observership
specifically if your sole intention is to obtain a strong letter of recommendation at the
end of the rotation and you are in a tight deadline. Make sure to provide them with your
personal statement and updated CV. You can also offer to meet with them to answer
questions.

I believe, by building genuine relationships with your letter writers, providing them with
the necessary information, and giving them ample time, you can secure personalized,
impactful letters. Trust in your abilities and stay organized—these efforts will help you
stand out. Best of luck on your journey to pathology residency!


