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ABSTRACT 
Background: The Central Application Service for Physician Assistants (CASPA) application includes a standardized rating form 
in addition to the ability to submit letters of recommendation. This exploratory study examines the standardized portion of the 
CASPA letter of recommendation to determine whether there is a correlation between the ratings given and the relationship and 
length of time the writer knew the applicant. Method: Four-hundred and thirty recommendation forms were evaluated. Variables 
included length and nature of the relationship between the letter writer and the overall recommendation given by the writer for the 
applicant. Results: Almost 95% of writers highly recommended the applicant. There was a weak correlation between length of 
relationship and overall evaluation rating and recommendation to the program r = 0.12 and r = 0.17, respectively. A moderate 
correlation was found between the nature of the relationship (r = 0.34) and overall evaluation (r = 0.30). Conclusion: This study 
might indicate that the nature of the relationship between the writer and applicant and may provide programs with a metric to 
evaluate the strength of letters of recommendation. 
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INTRODUCTION 
Every year, students pursue graduate education. Most students do so by submitting a formal application to their program of choice 
in hopes of acceptance to the program upon review of the application. Most programs will require transcripts of coursework, 
completion of prerequisite courses, and letters of recommendation from people familiar with the student’s academic and personal 
accomplishments. Many programs, Central Michigan University’s Physician Assistant Program included, participate in the 
Centralized Application Service for Physician Assistants (CASPA), which allows students to submit their application to a number 
of schools at the same time. Participating programs access applicants’ submissions through CASPA. CASPA provides a private 
website link to persons providing letters of reference with instructions on how to submit a written narrative letter and completing a 
qualitative assessment of the applicant. The recommendation form also collects information about the evaluator, such as their 
relationship with the applicant. Through CASPA, the applicant is given the option to waive their right to see the evaluation, and 
most are expected to do so. Central Michigan University’s Physician Assistant Program requires applicants to submit three letters 
of recommendation. A variety of individuals complete these evaluation forms. Professors, advisors, employee/supervisors, 
coworkers, and shadowed healthcare professionals who know the applicant to some degree comprise the majority of these 
recommenders.  

 
The letter of recommendation form that CASPA provides includes a standardized scoring section where applicants are assessed 
on a qualitative scale of “poor” to “excellent” for these characteristics: adaptability, conflict resolution, empathy, intellectual ability, 
interpersonal relations, oral communication, reaction to criticism, reliability, self-awareness, team skills, written communication, 
and an overall evaluation. In addition to these ratings, the evaluators complete questions regarding the length of their relationship 
with the applicant, how well they know the applicant, and their mode of interaction. The final area of response offers the evaluator 
the opportunity to select how highly they recommend the applicant. 
 
The utility of letters of recommendation has been the subject of debate for many years. Some argue that they are biased and 
unreliable; however, many agree that they are a necessary component of any application. Current literature is lacking regarding 
the use of letters of recommendation in Physician Assistant Programs. 
 
Fiona Patterson and her colleagues examined the effectiveness of letters of recommendation for selection methods in medical 
education by conducting a systematic review of the literature. They concluded that the narrative letters did not predict the applicant’s 
performance in medical school consistently.1 Patterson’s research also identified that it may not be cost effective for admissions 
committees to evaluate the references. For committees to interpret these letters and score them, valuable time and resources 
would be wasted. There appears to be a consensus that these narrative letters of recommendation are unreliable and invalid in 
terms of selected students for medical school.1 Issues like these led to the rise of the standardized letters of recommendation, 
similar to the CASPA form. In addition, one study examining the perception of surgical residency program directors in Canada 
found that only about half of the 65 participating directors believed letters of recommendation could help predict an applicant’s 
success in their program.2 These directors believed that mention of work ethic, interpersonal skills, and teamwork were important 
parts of letters of evaluation. Notably, these qualities are more easily rated in a standardized format. The same study found that 
about half of the directors also believed their familiarity with the applicant’s evaluator influenced the letter’s reliability in their eyes.2 
In medical education, it appears that letters of recommendation could have potential downfalls, especially the narrative letter. 
 
In contrast to medical education, there have been studies on narrative letters of recommendation in other fields of study as well. 
One study on postdoctoral fellowships in the geosciences found that letters of recommendation showed a gender bias in the field.3 
This study, conducted by Dutt and colleagues, examined the relationship between an applicant's gender and the letter's tone and 
length. The study concluded that female applicants were half as likely as male applicants to receive stellar letters.3  Another study, 
involving high school student counselors, found that there was a bias in letters related to the gender of the evaluators.4  The study 
found that letters written by female recommenders were statistically longer than those written by males.  Messner and Shimahara 
evaluated letters of recommendation for applicants to ENT residencies.5 A significant finding was that letters written by women 
were more likely to refer to the applicant’s team skills and compassion and use strings of adjectives describing the applicant.  
 
Narrative letters are often supplemented by an additional standardized evaluation form, like the one used in the CASPA application. 
The Family Education Rights and Privacy Act, enacted in 1974, provides applicants the right to see letters written about them in 
academic contexts.6 However, the Buckley Amendment, a later addition, allows students to waive their right of access in admission 
cases. Ceci and Peters found that when letters were confidential, and applicants could not see the ratings assigned to them on a 
standardized form, the evaluators were more likely to rate the applicant lower.6 The reverse was also seen; if the letters were 
viewed by the applicants, the recommender’s evaluation scores were higher. Narrative letters may also serve an advocacy function 
for applicants as opposed to a true evaluation of their competence.7  
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Proponents of the standardized letter of recommendation cite multiple reasons for the shift away from its narrative counterpart. 
Those in favor suggest that standardized forms are easier and more time-efficient for both the writers and the admissions staff.8 
The standardized forms of evaluation do not require the admissions staff to have the same training as the narrative letters do, and 
in terms of medical education appear to offer a more specialty-specific evaluation to programs. The quantitative data produced 
from these forms appear to be more discriminatory than the qualitative written letters. However, Kominsky and colleagues found 
that the variability of ratings on standardized forms is low.9 The form used by the Electronic Residency Application Service has ten 
questions where the evaluator must rank the applicant on a scale from Top to Bottom in regard to the applicant's suitability for the 
residency. Kominsky and colleagues report that only one of the ten categories produced a mean response below the 85th percentile 
for the number line. In addition, the study found that all scores increased as the length of relationship increased, which suggests a 
familiarity bias.9 There is also a suggestion that most individuals who write these letters have a natural inclination to avoid causing 
damage to the applicant’s chances.  
 
Central Michigan University’s (CMU) Physician Assistant (PA) program, like many others, seeks to apply an objective review 
process for prospective students. Prior research has clearly shown that letters of recommendation can be affected by varying 
instances of bias, and the standardized forms are not necessarily effective to discriminate between applicants. This exploratory 
study will examine the following questions: 1)Does the length of time that a writer has known the applicant have any correlation to 
the ratings given? and 2) Is there a correlation between the nature of the relationship between the writer and the applicant and the 
ratings given? It is expected that this information will provide a discussion point for PA program admission committees when 
determining what emphasis to place on the letters of recommendation of their applicants. 
 
METHODS 
This study was determined to be “Not human subject research” by the CMU Institutional Review Board. The study was conducted 
as the Capstone project for the CMU Honors Program. Letters of recommendation from the 120 applicants selected for an interview 
at the CMU PA program were printed from the CASPA file and de-identified. There are pre-determined responses to each question 
about the nature of the relationship between the writer and the applicant. The form asks the evaluators to rate the applicant in the 
categories of adaptability, conflict resolution, empathy, intellectual ability, interpersonal relations, oral communication, reaction to 
criticism, reliability, self-awareness, team skills, and written communication. Finally, they were given an overall evaluation on the 
same scale from “poor” to “excellent.” Each of the responses was coded to allow entry into an Excel spreadsheet and statistical 
analysis. Frequencies of the responses and ratings were calculated. Correlations between the length of the relationship and how 
well the evaluator knew the applicant to the overall evaluation rating and the level of recommendation were then determined.  

 
RESULTS 
Four hundred and thirty letters were analyzed from the 120 applicants granted an interview. Table 1 indicates that about two-thirds 
of letter writers knew the applicant for three years or less. 

 
 
Table 1.  How long have you known the applicant? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 

 

 
 
Writers were almost equally split between those who knew the applicant very well (52%) and those who knew the applicant 
moderately or minimally well (47%; Table 2) 
 
 

Length of Relationship 
Frequency of 
Response (%) 

<1 year 72 (16.7) 

1-2 years  129 (30) 

2-3 years 80 (18.6) 

3-5 years 74 (17.3) 

5-10 years 37 (8.6) 

>10 years 38 (8.8) 

Total 430 
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Table 2.  How well do you know the applicant? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Table 3 shows that almost two-thirds of applicants asked instructors (30%) and supervisors (30.9%) to write their letters of 
recommendation.  

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The final prompt on the standardized evaluation form is the evaluator’s overall recommendation to the program regarding the 
applicant’s admission. Twenty-one (4.9%) indicated a “recommend”, while 407 (94.9%) responders highly recommended the 
applicant. One writer did not complete this section. Only one of 429 (0.2%) writers did not recommend the program admit the 
applicant.  

 
 
Table 4. Recommendation concerning admission 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Tables 5a and 5b represent the responses rating certain attributes of the applicant. Between 85% and 100% of writers indicated 
that the applicants exhibited Excellent or Good levels of these attributes. Writers did not indicate a rating for some of the attributes 
with Conflict Resolution (14.6%) and Written Communication (11.8%) most often not rated. Of the 430 forms, only one writer 

Familiarity with Applicant 
Frequency of Responses 
(%) 

Minimally 20 (4.7) 

Moderately 182 (42.3) 

Very Well 228 (53) 

Total 430 

Table 3. Relationship to applicant 

Relationship to the applicant 
Frequency of 
Responses (%) 

Other 35 (8.1) 

Colleague/Coworker 51 (11.8) 

Employee/Supervisor 133 (30.9) 

Internship/Job Shadowing 69 (16) 

Instructor/Professor 129 (30) 

Advisor 13 (3) 

Total 430 

Recommendation to 
Program 

Frequency of Responses 
(%) 

Do Not Recommend 1 (0.2) 

Recommend 21 (4.9) 

Highly Recommend 407 (94.9) 

Total 429* 

*One writer did not indicate a recommendation 
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selected a “poor” rating for written communication. All of the overall ratings across the 11 attributes were Good (7.9%) or Excellent 
(92.1%). 

 

Table 5a. Attributes 
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0 (N/A) 7 (0.02) 63 (14.6) 16 (3.7) 1 (0.02) 3 (0.06) 3 (0.06) 

1 (Poor) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

2 (Below average) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

3 (Average) 0 4 (0.09) 1 (0.02) 2 (0.04) 1 (0.02) 3 (0.06) 

4 (Good) 57 (13.2) 87 (20.2) 49 (11.4) 48 (11.2) 51 (11.8) 76 (17.6) 

5 (Excellent) 366 (85.1) 276 (64.1) 364 (84.6) 379 (88.1) 375 (87.2) 348 (80.9) 

Total 430 430 430 430 430 430 

 

Table 5b. Attributes 
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0 (N/A) 12 (2.7) 1 (0.02) 15 (3.4) 22 (5.1) 51 (11.8) 0 

1 (Poor) 0 0 0 0 1 (0.02) 0 

2 (Below average) 0 0 0 0 0 0 

3 (Average) 6 (1.3) 0 6 (1.3) 2 (0.04) 5 (1.1) 0 

4 (Good) 79 (18.3) 24 (5.6) 66 (15.3) 39 (9.0) 74 (17.2) 34 (7.9) 

5 (Excellent) 303 (70.4) 405 (94.2) 343 (79.7) 367 (85.3) 299 (69.5) 396 (92.1) 

Total 430 430 430 430 430 430 

 
 
Correlational analysis indicates a weak correlation between length of relationship and overall evaluation rating (r=0.12) and 
recommendation to the program (r=0.17) (Table 6). A moderate correlation is seen between nature of the relationship and overall 
evaluation (r=0.34) and recommendation to the program (r=0.30). 
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Table 6. Correlation between overall evaluation and recommendation to the program and length of relationship and nature of the 
relationship. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
DISCUSSION 
Writers of letters of recommendation uniformly rate applicants at the top of the rating scales with little to no correlation to how long 
they have known the applicant or in what context the relationship existed. Kominsky and colleagues found that such small variability 
in ratings is unlikely to provide a metric for discriminating between applicants, a finding also identified by this analysis.9 This analysis 
might indicate that the nature of the relationship between the applicant and letter writer may provide programs with a metric to 
evaluate the strength of letters of recommendation. 

 
Despite the trend towards unreliability, standardized letters of recommendation may still serve a purpose to admissions 
departments. They are able provide a “red flag” if the ratings are low, or if the evaluator does not recommend the applicant to the 
program. If an applicant has ratings, or an overall recommendation at the lowest level, the reviewer of the application will easily be 
able to notice the difference and discern between applicants. Further avenues for research include whether the ratings provided 
on standardized letters of recommendation are able to accurately predict an applicant's ability to succeed in the physician assistant 
program and whether the ratings on the standardized portion of the CASPA form are supported by the narrative letters submitted 
on behalf of the applicant. 
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