
 
 
 
 
 
 

Understanding Reference Letters 

Understanding Reference Letters 
Introduction 

Reference letters are an important part of the application process for awards and scholarships. 
They help to validate information in the rest of the application and help the selection 
committees make a more informed decision. But what are they and what goes into one? 

Types of Reference Letters 

Employer Reference Letters 
An Employer Reference Letter should describe your performance as an employee. It should be 
written by a person who you reported to and can attest to your work history (not a colleague). 
These letters should contain details or observations about your professionalism, work ethic, 
interpersonal skills, and attitude (this is not an exhaustive list).  

Co-op Reference Letters 
Co-op Reference Letters are similar to Employer Reference Letters but must come from 
someone who was your supervisor in a co-op capacity. Like Employer Letters, Co-op Letters 
should outline your professionalism, work ethic, interpersonal skills, and attitude (this is not an 
exhaustive list).  

Community Reference Letters 
Unlike Employer and Co-op Reference Letters, Community Reference Letters should be written 
to describe, in adequate detail, your involvement in community-based activities. These could be 
work you’ve done as a volunteer for nonprofit organizations, festivals or events, or on-campus 
activities at Georgian College or any school you attended previously. They could also speak to 
your participation as a coach, mentor, or other resource to others.   

Academic/Faculty Reference Letters 
Academic/Faculty Reference Letters are similar to Employer Reference Letters in that they speak 
about an applicant’s conduct and performance, however these letters are written in the context 
of the classroom. Factors like attendance, engagement, participation, leadership, effort, and 
other positive qualities that demonstrate a commitment to academic success are all appropriate 
to include, using examples wherever possible.  
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General Reference Letters 
General Reference Letters are unique in that they are very open in their requirements. They may 
be written by an employer or supervisor, a volunteer coordinator whom you supported, or even 
a neighbor you helped. The main point is that the letter should give the selection committee an 
idea of who you are as a person so they should include an indication of your personal and 
professional qualities. 

Structure  

There is no prescribed format that a reference letter must follow, however there are some 
elements that are helpful to include: 

- Name of individual (applicant) 
- Context in which the author knows the applicant 
- Observable qualities with examples when possible 
- Contact information of the author (if follow up is required) 

What makes a great reference letter? 

A great reference letter helps the selection committee get to know the applicant in various 
contexts.  They should validate statements or claims made by the student in their application. 
While there is no set rubric or evaluation tool for reference letters, the following suggestions 
should be helpful in how to write a great reference letter.  

Articulate. The letter is well-written and accurately explains the behaviour and qualities 
observed. 

Authentic. The content is honest, accurate, and takes care not to be misleading. 

Specific Examples. Wherever possible, examples are provided that help defend the statements 
made in the letter and in the application.  

Impact & Outcomes. The letter describes the results that were achieved because of the 
behaviour and attitudes being described. 

Arm’s Length. The author should not be a family member or otherwise related the student. In 
the case where an applicant has worked at a family-owned business and no other supervisor is 
available, the relationship should be disclosed. 
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FAQ’s 

Q: I just started my program. How can I get an academic reference letter?  
For students who are just entering their program, there are several options for you to obtain a 
reference letter for this purpose. 

Since award deadlines are several weeks after your program starts, we suggest that you use 
these first weeks of class to build a rapport with your professors and demonstrate your 
commitment to academic success. Generally speaking, faculty are more than happy to write a 
reference letter for students who demonstrate the qualities outlined in the Academic/Faculty 
Reference Letter section above. If this is not possible, you can also use a reference letter from a 
previous college, university, or high school teacher.  

Q: I’m an international student. Can I use a letter from a teacher in another country? 
Yes. If you are unable to gain a reference letter from a Georgian College faculty, you can use one 
from a college or university you previously attended overseas. 

Q: What if I can’t get a reference letter for community? 
All document sections that appear on your dashboard are required in order to submit an 
application. Reference letters serve to validate your answers in your application. If you are 
unable to obtain a reference letter, you may need to adjust your responses or remove the 
awards that require the specific document.  

Q: What does it mean by “Impact and Outcomes”? 
To best understand what we mean by this, consider these two examples: 

Example 1: For the last three years, George was one of our most dedicated and enthusiastic 
volunteer ski coaches. 

Example 2: For the last three years, George was one of our most dedicated and enthusiastic 
volunteer ski coaches. Because of his commitment to the program, over 75 kids from low 
income families were able to try out and experience a sport they would otherwise have been 
unable to afford. The children in his lessons learned a great deal about themselves and the value 
in persevering to learn new skills.  

While the activities in the first example are commendable, it does little to show how the 
community benefited and the reader has to infer the value George brought. The second 
example makes it explicitly clear that members of the community directly benefited from 
George’s volunteering. The impact is clearly explained that children were able to access 
activities that were beyond their means under normal circumstances and that there was 
personal growth for those children. 
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How recent does my reference letter need to be? 
Your reference letter should be as recent as possible but anything that was written within the 
last three to five years is acceptable.  
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