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Purpose: Faculty members commonly write letters of
recommendation (LOR) for students. Although letters can
be helpful, they may do more harm if they include language
that can negatively bias readers. The purpose of this article
is to examine LORs written for Black applicants to speech-
language pathology graduate programs for the presence of
phrases that may bias readers (PBRs).
Method: Using data from our program, we analyzed LORs
for evidence of bias.
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Results: Across the 161 LORs, there were 202 instances
of PBRs. The most PBRs were grindstone adjectives and
doubt raisers/hedges. PBRs were not related to applicants’
GPA, undergraduate institution type, or LOR word length.
PBRs were related to admission offers.
Conclusions: Results suggest a negative impact of PBRs
in LORs written for Black applicants. Implications are
discussed and recommendations for writing less-biased
LORs are provided.
I n 2016, the American Speech-Language Hearing Asso-
ciation (ASHA) Leader published an article written by
a communication sciences and disorders (CSD) gradu-

ate student in which she made an observation and asked an
important question: “Our clients are diverse. Why aren’t
we?” (Rodriguez, 2016). The student’s question, which was
the title of the article, was important in that it framed the is-
sues of underrepresentation in a way that has not been given
much focus. Historically in the CSD discipline, questions
about underrepresentation have been limited to questions of
what and how. For example, what percentage of undergradu-
ate and graduate students are from ethnic and racial minority
backgrounds? Or what strategies are useful in recruiting stu-
dents from ethnic and racial minority backgrounds into
CSD programs? Or how do we recruit more students from
ethnic and racial minority backgrounds (e.g., Bellon-Harn
& Weinbaum, 2017)? Less often have why questions, such
as the one posed by the graduate student, Rodriguez (2016),
been tackled. Why aren’t we more diverse in our programs,
especially in our graduate programs? Why aren’t we more
diverse in our profession? Questions such as these require us
to move beyond basic awareness of the issue to deeper un-
derstandings that lead to advocacy and action.

The current study is grounded in our quest to begin
to understand why students from ethnic and racial minority
backgrounds continue to be underrepresented in our grad-
uate programs and, consequently, in our profession, despite
our increasingly pluralistic society. As will be discussed later,
our study focuses on one particular aspect of the admissions
process—letters of recommendation (LORs). LORs are let-
ters that are written by individuals of the applicant’s choice.
From the applicant’s perspective, the intent of the letter is
for the letter writer to provide information that supports the
applicant’s application to their desired graduate program.

LORs are an important component of the admissions
process for most graduate programs. In 2019, as prepara-
tion for the current study, we used ASHA EdFind (an elec-
tronic database of institutions that offer undergraduate and
graduate degree programs in communication sciences and
disorders) to search the profiles and visit the websites of
277 ASHA-accredited programs in speech-language pathol-
ogy (SLP). This was done to ascertain the extent to which
LORs are used in CSD graduate programs. Of the 277,
based on the admissions information provided on ASHA
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SIG 10 Issues in Higher Education
EdFind and the program’s website, we learned that 96%
of the programs included LORs as a requirement of gradu-
ate program applications. Programs typically required two
to four LORs with most programs requiring three. Although
it is clear that LORs are a requirement for many graduate
program applications, LORs, surprisingly, are less frequently
discussed and researched compared to other components of
admissions applications such as Graduate Record Examina-
tion (GRE) scores (Kent & McCarthy, 2016; Morgan et al.,
2013; Posselt, 2016). Before discussing LORs in the next sec-
tion, we first discuss the trend data from ASHA to substanti-
ate the underrepresentation of students from racial/ethnic
minority1 backgrounds in CSD programs.

Representation of Racial/Ethnic Minority Students
in CSD Degree Programs and in ASHA

The enrollment of students from racial/ethnic minor-
ity backgrounds has been historically low in CSD degree
programs. Although the most recent data from 2018 to 2019
show an increase in enrollment of racial/ethnic minority stu-
dents compared to the previous year, the percentage of en-
rolled undergraduate students has never exceeded 30% of
the total student population. Similarly, the percentage of
enrolled graduate students has never exceeded 25% of the
total student population. Enrollment trend data of under-
graduate CSD programs show that between 2011 and 2019,
an average of 23.6% of enrolled students were those from
racial/ethnic minority backgrounds (ASHA, n.d.). For this
same time period, an average of 16.8% of students enrolled
in SLP graduate programs were from racial/ethnic minority
backgrounds (ASHA, n.d.).

Noticeably in the ASHA data, the percentage of stu-
dents from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds drops rather
significantly from undergraduate degree programs to grad-
uate degree programs in CSD. The nature of the data does
not make clear the exact percentage of undergraduate stu-
dents from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds who do not
go on to be admitted into CSD graduate programs. How-
ever, the data suggest that between undergraduate and
graduate programs, the percentage of students from racial/
ethnic minority backgrounds decreases, whereas the per-
centage of students from nonracial/ethnic minority back-
grounds increases.

Graduate program application data from the Coun-
cil of Academic Programs in Communication Sciences and
Disorders (CAPCSD) offers additional insight into the ad-
mission of students from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds
into CSD graduate programs. The majority of accredited
graduate programs in CSD use Communication Sciences
and Disorders Centralized Application System (CSDCAS)
for admission applications, although not all programs do.
The CAPCSD’s 2017–2018 CSDCAS Data Report draws
on the data of 146 SLP programs, which is a little more
1The phrase “racial/ethnic minority” is used in the article to be consistent
with the descriptor used in the ASHA Communication Sciences and
Disorders Education Surveys.
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than half of the ASHA-accredited graduate programs. The
report shows that between 2012–2013 and 2017–2018, the
percentage of verified applications submitted by applicants
from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds ranged from 0%
to 11%. Thus, there is consistency in the data from ASHA
and CAPCSD in showing that following undergraduate
programs in CSD, there is a noticeable decline in represen-
tation of students from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds
in CSD graduate programs.

Specifically for Black applicants (who are the focus of
this study and whose race was self-identified), percentages
of verified applications submitted during the same time
period (2012–2013 and 2017–2018) ranged from 1.9% to
4.2% with applications increasing each year. During this
same time period, the percentage of applications that were
approved for admissions ranged from 0.5% to 3.5%. In
comparison, applications from White applicants (whose
race was self-identified) comprised 71%–79% of the veri-
fied applications and, in all but one academic year, the
percentage of applications submitted by White appli-
cants that were approved for admissions exceeded the
percentage of verified applications (74%–84%). That is,
for White applicants, the percentage of acceptance was
higher than the percentage of their submitted and verified
applications. For example in 2017–2018, White applicants
submitted 79% of the CSDCAS graduate program appli-
cations but, in this same year, 84% of the applications
that were approved for admissions were from White ap-
plicants. These data seem to suggest that there is an over-
representation of White applicants in the applicant pool
and an even greater overrepresentation in those who are
accepted for admissions.

Finally, data from ASHA show that between enroll-
ment of graduate programs in CSD and certification in
ASHA, the percentage of individuals from racial/ethnic
minority backgrounds drops even further. According to the
most recent 2020 ASHA Constituent data, approximately
8% of members are from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds.
For Black professionals, the percentage is as low as 3%.
These percentages have not increased significantly in the
past 20 years showing historical underrepresentation. To-
gether, these data from ASHA and CSDCAS suggest that
between the time of enrollment in an undergraduate CSD
program and becoming a member of the professional orga-
nization, a significant portion of the already small popula-
tion of individuals from racial/ethnic minority backgrounds
are not retained in the profession.

Factors Related to Recruitment and Retention
of Minority Students

The recruitment and retention of racial/ethnic minority
students in higher education programs, including CSD pro-
grams, have been longstanding issues for academicians and
administrators (Bellon-Harn & Weinbaum, 2017; Ginsberg,
2018; Saenz, 2000; Saenz et al., 1998). Several reasons have
been discussed in the literature for the low representation of
students from ethnic/racial minority backgrounds in higher
75 • April 2022
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education. For example, Saenz et al. (1998) discussed fac-
tors such as financial factors (e.g., limited financial aid,
heavier workloads), academic factors (e.g., less preparation
than more affluent peers, lower expectations of professors),
and social factors (e.g., less familiarity with college system,
social isolation, communication differences such as speak-
ing a nonmainstream dialect of English or speaking with a
foreign accent). While these are likely legitimate factors, a
shortcoming of this explanatory approach is that it places
the problem of underrepresentation—the undue burden of
underrepresentation—on the shoulders of underrepresented
students. An explanatory approach that finds the issues
within the students absolves the true decision makers and
gatekeepers of the profession (e.g., admissions committee
members, faculty, administrators) of responsibilities related
to underrepresentation and academic access.

To begin to understand why students from racial/
ethnic minority backgrounds continue to be underrepre-
sented in graduate CSD programs, we must move beyond
within-student deficit (e.g., limited financial resources) and
pathway (e.g., less robust undergraduate program prepara-
tion) explanations of underrepresentation. By moving be-
yond within-student deficit and pathway explanations of
underrepresentation, we can begin to focus on structural
inequities and implicit or unconscious biases that creep into
the admissions process and influence enrollment of diverse
student populations in our programs. One goal of this study
is to examine some of the implicit biases that unknowingly
show up in graduate admissions. Implicit biases are “the at-
titudes or stereotypes that affect our understanding, actions,
and decisions in an unconscious manner” (Staats et al.,
2017a, p. 10).

Holistic Reviews in Graduate Admissions
Holistic admissions or “whole-file” review is the con-

sideration of the “broad range of candidate qualities includ-
ing non-cognitive or personal attributes, when reviewing
applications for admissions” (Kent & McCarthy, 2016, p. 1).
It is considered to be a strategy for improving diversity in
graduate programs and aligns with a primary principle of
the Council of Graduate Schools that states that all gradu-
ate students benefit from a learning environment that re-
flects diversity. One aspect of a whole-file review is LORs.

Evidence in the literature and recent court cases show
the importance of LORs in the admissions process. In a
comprehensive book on graduate school admissions, Posselt
(2016) studied 10 departments’ graduate admissions pro-
cedures. Generally, her qualitative analyses showed that,
for many of the programs, LORs were used beyond the ini-
tial review of applicants and were typically a factor that,
contributed to the final admission decision. In a quantita-
tive study by Okahana et al. (2018) that surveyed master’s
program directors, which included 1,176 participants from
256 institutions, LORs were reported to be used in weigh-
ing a variety of applicant attributes and qualities. A major-
ity of program directors indicated that they use LORs,
more than transcripts and test scores, to weigh applicants’
Newkirk-Turner
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critical and analytical thinking abilities. Additionally, of all
the application materials (e.g., LORs, standardized test scores,
personal statement, GPA, resume, transcripts), LORs were
reportedly used more than other materials to evaluate ap-
plicants in the following areas: social orientation, leader-
ship, integrity, dependability, persistence, professionalism,
adaptability, stress and time management, knowledge of
the discipline/profession, multicultural competence, creativ-
ity, concern for others, collegiality, and oral communica-
tion skill (Okahana et al., 2018).

Grutter v. Bollinger (2003) is a landmark Supreme
Court case concerning affirmative action and admissions
that provides a legal argument for the use of LORs within
a holistic admissions process. In this case, the plaintiff, a
White female applicant, alleged that she was denied admis-
sion to the University of Michigan Law School because the
university gave weight to factors beyond grades and stan-
dardized test scores, giving individuals from certain minor-
ity groups a greater chance of admissions. Ultimately, the
university’s use of a holistic admission process, which had
an overarching goal of increasing diversity in the student
body, was determined to be lawful. In the majority opin-
ion, Justice Sandra Day O’Conner framed holistic admis-
sions as looking, “beyond grades and scores to so-called
soft variables such as recommenders’ enthusiasm, the qual-
ity of the undergraduate institution and the applicant’s es-
say, and the areas of difficulty of undergraduate course
selection” (Kent & McCarthy, 2016, p. 6). This case is an
example of a legal decision that places LORs squarely in
the heart of holistic admissions.

In a holistic admissions process, it is easy to assume
that the inclusion of LORs promotes a fairer process and
avoids the biases that have been historically associated with
other aspects of admissions such as standardized tests. Un-
fortunately, this is not categorically the case because the
ambiguous and unstructured nature of LORs leads easily
to bias (Grimm et al., 2020; Madera et al., 2019). Indeed,
literature in education and medical fields provides clear ev-
idence that LORs can be associated with bias particularly
when they are a source of expressions of implicit bias.

Implicit bias is based on learned associations, specific
qualities, and social categories (e.g., race/ethnicity, gender)
and is shaped by life experiences (Greenwald & Banaji,
1995). One’s behaviors and perceptions can be influenced
by these learned, implicit stereotypes even if they are un-
aware of or unintentionally hold such stereotypes. Implicit
bias is therefore a component of implicit social cognition
(Husain, 2011). It is stereotypes, attitudes, and perceptions
that can be activated by one’s environment and operate
without conscious intent (Greenwald & Banaji, 1995). While
not without controversy in the validity of some implicit bias
measures (Forscher et al., 2019; Toribio, 2018), a large cor-
pus of research (Greenwald & Krieger, 2006; Maina et al.,
2018; Wittenbrink et al., 1997) has been conducted to mea-
sure and confirm the differentiation between implicit and
explicit bias. We use this theoretical framework to posit that
implicit bias is at play when writing LORs for CSD appli-
cations. In the next section, we discuss evidence of implicit
& Hudson: Do No Harm: Recommendation Letters and Bias 465
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biases in three aspects of LORs: length, linguistic content,
and linguistic style.

Implicit Bias and Systematic Differences in LORs
There is a growing body of literature that examines

LORs written for prospective students. Typically these
studies have examined LORs written for students in profes-
sional programs or medical school (e.g., Filippou et al.,
2017; Grimm et al., 2020; Morgan et al., 2013), although
some have focused on undergraduate students and the ad-
mission process for research programs and internships
(e.g., Houser & Lemmons, 2018). Of these studies, the
majority have been conducted to learn more about gender
biases in LORs (Dutt et al., 2016; Grimm et al., 2020;
Madera et al., 2009, 2019; Trix & Psenka, 2003). Specifi-
cally, these studies have examined how LORs that are writ-
ten for women are done so in stereotypical gendered ways
and in ways that differ from LORs written for men. Find-
ings have revealed differences in various aspects including
letter content, letter length, and letter style. Each of these
areas is discussed next.

Differences in linguistic content have been shown for
letters written for male and female applicants (Dutt et al.,
2016; Madera et al., 2009; Trix & Psenka, 2003; Turrentine
et al., 2019). In the study of LORs written for surgical resi-
dency applicants, comments referring to ability, achieve-
ments, awards, leadership, and scholarship were found to be
more common in letters written for men compared to letters
written for women (Turrentine et al., 2019). Standout adjec-
tives such as star, impressive, exceptional, and bright and su-
perlatives such as stellar and unparalleled were also shown
to occur statistically more frequently in the letters for male
applicants compared to female applicants. On the other
hand, grindstone words (e.g., conscientious, dedicated) that
convey effort and work ethic rather than ability were signifi-
cantly more common in the letters for women compared to
men. Doubt raisers, or statements that raised doubt about
the applicant’s qualifications (e.g., with a lot of mentoring
and support, she can be successful), were more frequent in
the letters for women than men (Turrentine et al., 2019).
Doubt raisers were also documented to be more common
in the LORs of female applicants for medical faculty posi-
tions compared to male applicants (Trix & Psenka, 2003).

Differences in letter length have been documented when
LORs for male and female applicants have been compared.
In a study that examined LORs written for applicants to a
urology residency program, results showed that letters writ-
ten by male letter writers for male applicants were longer (in
words per letter) compared to letters written by male letter
writers for female applicants (Filippou et al., 2017). Simi-
larly, another study that examined LORs written for surgi-
cal residency applicants showed that letters written for male
applicants were significantly longer than letters written for
female applicants (Turrentine et al., 2019).

Differences in the linguistic style of LORs have been
documented when LORs for male and female applicants
have been compared (Dutt et al., 2016; Filippou et al., 2017;
466 Perspectives of the ASHA Special Interest Groups • Vol. 7 • 463–4
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Madera et al., 2009). For example, a study conducted on
the LORs written for urology residency applicants showed
gender biases in the style of LORs (Filippou et al., 2017).
Analyses showed that letters written by male letter writers
for male applicants were written in a more analytical tone
(e.g., formal) and a less emotional tone (e.g., use of emo-
tional descriptors) compared to letters written for female
applicants. In an earlier study, Trix and Psenka (2003) also
documented stylistic difference in LORs written for male
and female applicants. Their study examined LORs for indi-
viduals applying for medical faculty positions, and they found
that LORs written for female applicants were more likely to
reflect minimal assurance compared to LORs written for
male applicants (Trix & Psenka, 2003). In their study, mini-
mal assurance was defined as a letter that failed to explicitly
express “commitment and relationship of recommender with
the applicant, some specificity of focus and record of the
applicant, and some evaluation or comparison of traits
and accomplishments of the applicant” (p. 199).

In comparison to studies on gender-based implicit
biases in LORs, considerably less has been written on race-
based implicit biases in LORs (Akos & Kretchmar, 2016).
In a recent study that examined LORs written for radiology
medical students applying for residency positions, Grimm
et al. (2020) found that letter writers used fewer agentic
terms (which are achievement oriented and focus on being
skilled, competent, independent, confident) when describ-
ing underrepresented racial minorities as compared with
White or Asian applicants. Similarly, in a study that ana-
lyzed the LORs for students applying to an undergraduate
research internship, Houser and Lemmons (2018) found
that White students’ letters more frequently described their
cognitive ability compared to their non-White peers.

Purpose
Given the historical underrepresentation of individ-

uals from racial and ethnic minority backgrounds in CSD
graduate programs, there is a need to learn more about
why these enrollment trends persist. The purpose of this
study is to explore LOR written for prospective CSD stu-
dents, from a single program at a historically Black univer-
sity, for the presence of implicit bias in the form of phrases
that may bias readers (PBRs) and potentially impact admis-
sion decisions. To our knowledge, studies in the CSD disci-
pline have not examined implicit biases in LORs but, based
on studies in other fields, we hypothesize that PBRs are
present in the LORs written for Black prospective CSD grad-
uate students and that they may negatively impact admis-
sion decisions. The following research questions were
posed about the content, length, and style of LORs writ-
ten for Black applicants to CSD programs:

1. To what extent are PBRs present in LORs written
for Black applicants to a CSD graduate program?

2. What are the most common PBRs that are used in
LORs written for Black applicants to a CSD gradu-
ate program?
75 • April 2022

s of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



SIG 10 Issues in Higher Education
3. Are variables such as LOR length, grade point aver-
age (GPA), or undergraduate institution type (i.e.,
Historically Black College/University, or Predomi-
nately White Institution) related to PBRs in LORs?

4. Was there a relationship between the presence of
PBRs and admission offers?

5. What percentage of LORs written for Black appli-
cants to a CSD graduate program include a clear, ex-
plicit statement of recommendation? In our study, we
interpret the lack of a clear, explicit statement of rec-
ommendation as minimal assurance.

Answers to these questions could illuminate an unknown
barrier to admissions in CSD graduate programs for under-
represented ethnic/racial minority groups in CSD discipline.

Method
Materials

Prior to the start of the study, the use of the data
and study procedures were approved by the institutional
review board of Jackson State University. The primary
data for the project are 161 LORs written between 2015
and 2017 written for 52 prospective SLP graduate students
who self-identified as Black. These students represented 31%
of the applicant pool (52/168) between 2015 and 2017. All
but one applicant was female. GPAs were available for 49
of the 52 students. For these students, the average cumula-
tive GPA was 3.23 (SD = .32). GPAs ranged from 2.57 to
3.87. Applicants were from various types of undergraduate
institutions including predominantly White institutions
(PWIs) and historically black colleges and universities
(HBCUs). The majority of the applicants (n = 47) had three
LORs and five applicants had four LORs (i.e., 141 + 20 =
161 LORs across 52 applicants). On average, the word
count for the LORs was 238 (SD = 68).

Procedures
LORs for each prospective student were extracted

from CSDCAS for analysis. The gender and GPA of the
applicant, along with the name and type of their under-
graduate institution, were identified in CSDCAS and linked
to the LORs. For the analyses, PDFs of each letter were
copied and pasted into Microsoft Word. Upon transferring
each letter to Microsoft Word, the Word version of the let-
ter was compared to the original to ensure that there were
no discrepancies that resulted from the transformation.
Specifically, each line of the Word version of the letter was
matched to the PDF version of the letter to ensure that no
sentences or words were omitted. The word count function
in Microsoft Word was used to derive the total number of
words in each letter. The word count excluded letter header
information such as the date, the sender’s address, the salu-
tation, and the signature.

After reviewing the literature, codes were selected
for the project. Each letter was coded for nine PBRs. The
PBRs selected for this study were those that have been
Newkirk-Turner
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documented in the existing literature (e.g., Akos & Kretchmar,
2016; Schmader et al., 2007; Trix & Psenka, 2003). PBR
codes were [GRIND] for grindstone adjectives (adjectives
that highlight work ethic), [GEND] for gendered adjectives
(language that is used to describe an individual based on
gender or language that evokes gender stereotypes), [DR/
HDG] for doubt raisers/hedges (phrases that raise doubt
for the reader or phrases that distance the writer from the
reader), [NEGL] for negative language (language that clearly
conveys negative characteristics, poor performance, or the
applicant’s weaknesses), [PNEG] for potentially negative lan-
guage (language that subtly conveys negative characteristics,
poor performance, or the applicant’s weaknesses), [FP]
for faint praise (language that is not negative but conveys
indistinct praise), [IRR/UC] for irrelevant or unclear (infor-
mation that is irrelevant to the position that the applicant
is seeking or information that is vague and relies on the
reader to make sense of it), [STER] for unnecessarily evok-
ing stereotypes (language that conveys stereotypes based
on demographics or group membership), and [LANG] for
statements about language proficiency (statements that
conveys perceptions about the applicant’s oral language
skills). Expanded definitions for these codes and examples
can be found in Table 1. All letters were orally read sentence
by sentence from a projected screen, discussed, and coded by
the two authors. PBR codes were entered into a coding sheet
for further analysis. Additionally, all letters were coded for
whether the letter had an explicit, clear statement of rec-
ommendation. Coding sheets also provided space for the
authors to note any other characteristics of the letter that
were noteworthy but could not be captured by the a
priori PBR codes.

Data from the coding sheets were transferred to a
spreadsheet in Statistical Package for Social Sciences (SPSS)
Version 26, and SPSS was used to compute descriptive
statistics and complete statistical analyses for the study.
Mann–Whitney U tests were used for group comparisons
(e.g., applicants who were offered admission and applicants
who were not offered admission), and the Pearson r statistic
was used to examine the strength and direction of relation-
ships (e.g., PBRs and GPAs).

Twenty percent of the LORs were randomly selected
for interrater reliability involving another CSD faculty
member. Definitions and examples of each code (similar to
Table 1) were provided to the faculty member along with
uncoded copies of the randomly selected LORs and blank
coding sheets. The faculty member’s coding was compared
to the authors’ coding. Interrater coding agreement for PBRs
was 86%. Before analyses, discrepancies were reviewed and
consensus was reached. This involved reviewing each dis-
crepancy and discussing the possible codes before arriving
at the final code(s) that would be used in the analyses.

Results
There were 202 instances of PBRs in the 161 LORs.

The frequency of PBRs in the 161 LORs ranged from 0 to 18.
The LORs had an average of 3.88 (sd = 3.57) PBRs. Table 2
& Hudson: Do No Harm: Recommendation Letters and Bias 467

s of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



Table 1. Phrases that can bias a reader, definitions, and examples.

PBRs Definition Example

Grindstone adjectives Adjectives such as hard working; previous literature
indicates that these adjectives may highlight work
ethic or habits rather than ability.

Hardworking
She exhibits strength and resilience.

Gendered language Language that is used to describe an individual based
on gender or language that evokes gender stereotypes.

She is a woman of action.

Doubt raisers or
Hedges

Phrases that raise doubt for the reader; phrases that
avoids directly supporting student; phrases that
distance writer from student.

I think with some support for test taking strategies and
study skills, she will do fine in a graduate program.

I have not had many personal interactions with her.
Therefore I can only comment on the information
that she has provided me.

Negative language Language that clearly conveys negative characteristics,
poor performance or applicants’ weaknesses.

She ranks 70th in a class of 73 students.
She was ranked 59th of our 63 students.
She really struggled on exams.

Potentially negative
language

Language that subtly conveys negative characteristics,
poor performance or applicants’ weaknesses

She earned a C. I suspect that the long hours she works
impeded her from spending necessary time for studying.

Faint praise Language that is not negative but conveys indistinct
praise; a backhanded compliment (Madera et al.,
2019).

I would rank her in the top 40%.
She exhibited adequate communication skills
She is an average student.

Irrelevancy or unclear Information that is irrelevant to the position that the
applicant is seeking; information that is vague
and relies on the reader to make sense of it.

She currently works as a clerk at CVS pharmacy.
While studying at [the university], she was employed in

the retail environment. Other activities are unknown.
Invoking stereotype Language that conveys stereotypes based on

demographics or group membership (e.g.,
gender, race, socioeconomic status).

Although a non-traditional student, she blended in well
with the other students.

Another feature to know about her is that she comes
from a rough background.

Language Statements that conveys perceptions about an
applicant’s oral language skills.

She required assistance in code switching from African
American English to Standard American English
during therapy.

SIG 10 Issues in Higher Education
presents the frequency of each PBR category as well as the
number and percentage of applicants with at least one occur-
rence of each of the PBRs. Table 3 shows the frequency and
cumulative frequency of the 52 applicants and the number
of PBRs across the 161 LORs. As shown, the majority of
applicants (52%) had between one and three PBRs, and
40% of applicants had between four and 11 or more across
their LORs. Only 8% of the sample had zero PBRs.

Of the PBR categories, the most commonly used
were grindstone adjectives (e.g., hardworking) and doubt
raisers/hedges (e.g., I don’t know her well). A grindstone
adjective was used in at least one LOR for 63% of the ap-
plicants. A doubt raiser/hedge was used in at least one
Table 2. Frequency of PBRs.

PBR

No. (%) of
applicants
with at least

one occurrence

Total no.
of PBRs
in the

161 LORs

Grindstone adjectives 33 (63) 61
Doubt raiser/Hedges 27 (49) 61
Irrelevant/Unclear 17 (33) 21
Potentially negative language 12 (22) 19
Faint praise 10 (19) 16
Language statements 5 (10) 6
Gendered language 5 (10) 5
Negative language 4 (8) 10
Stereotypes 3 (6) 3
TOTAL 52 202
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LOR for 52% of the applicants. The least common types
were statements that conveyed a stereotype such as, Al-
though a non-traditional student, she blended in well with
the other students, and gendered language such as, She is
a woman of action.

Three variables were examined for their relation to
the occurrences of PBRs: applicant’s GPA, applicant’s un-
dergraduate type (i.e., PWI, HBCU), and average word
length of LORs. Analyses revealed that PBRs were not
related to applicants’ GPA, r(49) = −.268, p = .06; under-
graduate institution type (U = 282.5, p > .05); or average
LOR word length, r(52) = −.064, p > .65. As a measure of
the potential impact of PBRs on admission decisions, the
percentage of applicants that were offered admissions was
examined. Of all applicants, 71% (n = 37) were not offered
admission, and 29% (n = 15) were offered admission. PBRs
in LORs was shown to be related to offers of admissions.
Applicants who were offered admission had fewer PBRs in
Table 3. PBRs in LORs, frequency of applicants, and cumulative
percentages.

PBRs in LORs
Frequency of
applicants (%)

Cumulative
percentage

11+ 4 (8) 8%
7–10 7 (13) 21%
4–6 10 (19) 40%
1–3 27 (52) 92%
0 4 (8) 100%
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their LORs than applicants who were not offered admis-
sion (U = 162.5, p < .05). Statistical details of the group
comparisons can be found in Table 4.

Finally, as a measure of style, the LORs were exam-
ined for the inclusion of an explicit statement of recom-
mendation for the applicant. Of the 161 LORs, only 52%
(n = 84) included an explicit statement of recommendation
such as I sincerely recommend [student] as a strong candi-
date for graduate school in speech language pathology or I
recommend her without hesitation. Instead of overtly recom-
mending the applicant for admissions, 48% of letter writers
wrote statements such as She merits the chance to prove
herself or I recommend her as a candidate worthy of consid-
eration or wrote no recommendation statement at all.

Discussion
The historical underrepresentation of students from

racial and ethnic minority backgrounds in CSD graduate
programs merits serious inquiry about why low enrollment
trends persist. In this study, we focused on LORs. The focus
on LORs is justified because of their use in the admission
requirements of more than 90% of SLP graduate programs.
Given the subjective nature of LORs, past literature has
shown that LORs—even when they are included in a holis-
tic admissions process—can be the source of implicit biases.
The current study is the first, to our knowledge, to explore
evidence of implicit bias in LORs written for underrepre-
sented students in CSD. We examined the content (e.g.,
PBRs), length and other variables, and style (e.g., inclusion
of explicit statements of recommendations) of the letters
written for 52 Black applicants.

In this exploratory study, we found that the majority
of Black applicants had LORs that included one to three
PBRs, but 40% had four or more PBRs in their LORs. The
most commonly used PBRs were grindstone adjectives,
doubt raisers, and hedges. Our analyses revealed that the
applicants’ GRE, institution type, or letter length were not
related to PBRs in the LORs, but the presence of PBRs
was related to admission offers. The potential impact of
PBRs was shown by the finding that Black applicants who
were offered admission had fewer PBRs in their LORs
compared to applicants who were not offered admission.
Finally, we found that only half of the LORs included a
clear, explicit statement of recommendation for the appli-
cants. In the next section, we discuss these findings further
Table 4. Group comparisons for phrases that may bias readers.

Group N Group average SD U Sig.

HBCU 13 2.92 1.71 282.50 0.53
PWI 39 4.21 3.98
Admitted 15 2.20 1.66 162.50 0.02
Not admitted 37 4.57 3.93

Note. HBCU = historically black colleges and universities; PWI =
predominantly White institution.
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before providing some recommendations for avoiding PBRs
in LORs for prospective CSD graduate students.

PBRs in LORs Written for Black Applicants
Our data clearly documented that LORs for Black ap-

plicants include PBRs with 40% of the letters containing four
or more. Past research has shown that LORs are used—
sometimes more than other application materials—to weigh
various characteristics of an applicant (Okahana et al., 2018)
or to make final admission decisions (Posselt, 2016) in the
evaluation process. In competitive graduate programs such
as SLP, where approximately 30% of applications are ap-
proved for admissions each year (ASHA, n.d.), use of PBRs
in LORs can negatively influence admissions committee
members and ultimately be the difference between an ad-
mission offer and a denied application. Our findings sug-
gest a negative impact of PBRs in LORs written for Black
applicants. In the following sections, we discuss the most
common PBRs in more detail.

Grindstone Adjectives
Analyses of the LORs in the current study showed

that grindstone adjectives were the most commonly used
PBR. In our data, letter writers used grindstone adjectives
to describe 63% of the applicants. Adjectives such as hard-
working and diligent are typically not thought to be harmful
ways to describe people. They are typically considered desir-
able and positive qualities. However, findings from past
LOR studies show that descriptive words may be used dif-
ferently in evaluating members of different groups. Specifi-
cally, descriptive words such as grindstone adjectives are
more commonly used in LORs for underrepresented groups
such as women and those from racial/ethnic minority back-
grounds (Trix & Psenka, 2003), subtly suggesting that indi-
viduals from these groups’ success is related more to effort
than ability (Trix & Psenka, 2003). This is especially prob-
lematic when letter writers emphasize (or overemphasize)
the hard work of students without provided equivalent af-
firmation of the students’ intellectual achievements. In our
study, there was a tendency for letter writers to use grind-
stone adjectives to describe Black applicants rather than
using other adjectives that highlights a person’s abilities
(e.g., talented, bright, gifted, smart, capable), giving the
impression that students’ abilities were limited to hard work.
To illustrate this, we use an example from a letter that cen-
tered around a student’s experience in a prestigious summer
research program. In describing the student’s participation
in the program, the letter writer described the student as
industrious. Notably, there was very little discussion about
the student’s research activities in the summer program,
capacity for research, or intellectual skills gained that may
support success in graduate school. Another way that grind-
stone adjectives can be harmful is when the writer conveys
that the applicant’s extremely hard work resulted in out-
comes that are not remarkable as in the following examples
from our data: Although she was not at the top of the class,
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she worked diligently and Through hard work and dedication,
she achieved a competitive 3.2 GPA on a 4.0 scale.
Doubt Raisers and Hedges
The second most common PBRs in our data were

doubt raisers/hedges. Doubt raisers cast doubt or spark
questions about an applicant’s aptness or ability for gradu-
ate school. One example was, She graduated from our under-
graduate program in 2015, but waited a year until applying
to graduate school. I believe this has provided her the focus
she needs to take the next step to graduate school. Other ex-
amples are, She has applied to graduate school both years
since graduating but has yet to be accepted and I hope your
program would be willing to work with her to help her realize
her ambitions. All of these examples are harmful because
they raise doubt for the readers and prompt questions about
whether the applicants have the focus or ability to be suc-
cessful in graduate school.

We also found that recommenders commonly hedged
their support of the applicants in their LORs by using
phrases that avoided directly supporting the applicant or
distanced the writer from the applicant. Hedges such as
I have not had many personal interactions with her outside
of the course that she took with me therefore, I can only com-
ment on the information that she has provided me communi-
cates a guarded endorsement and that the writer may
have some reservations about the student. This doubt
raiser/hedge example is illustrative of the tendency for let-
ter writers to subtly convey uncertainty about applicants
by providing information to let the reader know that they
do not have an entirely positive recommendation for the
applicant.
Unclear and Irrelevant Information
Ambiguous, irrelevant, and unprecise information

creates a situation in which racial bias is particularly likely
to emerge (Morgan et al., 2013). Information that was un-
clear and irrelevant was found in LORs for one third of
the applicants. Using the second example in Table 1 as an
illustration, the writer indicates that the applicant works in
a retail environment and that other activities are unknown.
Without contextualizing why the retail job is relevant (e.g.,
transferable skills from the job to graduate school; a reflec-
tion of good time management), readers are unclear about
the importance of this information. The second part of the
example, other activities are unknown, is also problematic.
Is the writer saying that the applicant has not engaged in
any other activities that are relevant to the desired CSD pro-
fession? Or is the writer saying that they simply do not
know the applicant well enough to be aware of other ac-
tivities? The lack of clarity does not add to the letter.
Instead, it distracts and creates opportunities for biases
to emerge. In fact, Heilman et al. (2004) argue that “bias
seems to flourish in situations in which there is ambiguity”
(p. 416).
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Potentially Negative and Negative Statements
Several LORs contained potentially negative state-

ments or negative statements that were harmful to the ap-
plicant. Statements such as, she really struggled on exams
or I suspect that the long hours she works impeded her from
spending necessary time for studying should not be included
in letters that a writer has agreed to write with the purpose
of recommending an applicant for a program. Instead, the
recommender should not agree to write a letter if they can-
not provide a positive recommendation, thereby avoiding
the feeling of writing a dishonest LOR.

Faint Praise
Faint praise is similar to a backhanded compliment

(Madera et al., 2019). These are sentences that are disguised
as a positive statement but are actually not positive. Exam-
ples from our data included, She was a dedicated student
who strived to maintain an average grade level and Overall,
I would rate her in the top 40% of students I have taught in
my 30 years of university teaching. In the first example, the
writer’s use of positive words such as dedicated and strive
may be intended to mask the underlying message, which is
that the student made great efforts to be and remain at an
average level. In the second example, the message is that
the student is about average but certainly not a top student.
The following example was used by a writer to describe an-
other student: I would describe her personality as quietly
competent. In this example, the student’s personality—not
her ability level—was described as competent and then her
competence was tempered by the word quietly. All of these
examples illustrate praise that is so faint that they do not
end up functioning as praise for the applicant. Like doubt
raisers and hedges, faint praise subtly conveys uncertainty
about applicants through weak endorsements to let the
reader know that the recommender does not have an en-
tirely positive recommendation for the applicant.

Stereotypes
Statements that convey stereotypes about a group of

people also should be avoided in LORs. Although we did
not find numerous instances of stereotypes in our data, we
did find some instances. In the first example included in
Table 1, the writer is recommending an older student who
is pursuing a CSD graduate degree after a career change.
Undoubtedly, the writer intends for her sentence to be pos-
itive and supportive. However, perhaps unknowingly to
the letter writer, the sentence conveys a belief, or stereo-
type, that nontraditional students do not typically blend
in or fit in well with younger, traditional graduate students.
A problem with stereotypes is that when a sentence con-
taining one is read by an admissions committee member
who has similar biases, this information confirms their be-
liefs and may prohibit the committee member from form-
ing a positive evaluation of the applicant.

Another example from our data was the use of the
phrase “a woman of action” to describe an applicant. This
75 • April 2022

s of Use: https://pubs.asha.org/pubs/rights_and_permissions 



SIG 10 Issues in Higher Education
phrase suggests that passivity is the norm for women and
that being “of action” is outside of the norm of this appli-
cant’s gender. Such a phrase aligns with a gender stereotype
that expects men—but not women— to be agentic and
exhibit behaviors such as influencing others and initiating
tasks (Madera et al., 2009). In this example, the writer could
avoid reinforcing a gender stereotype by simply saying,
“the student takes action” and then give examples to sup-
port the statement (e.g., the student implemented a success-
ful fundraising initiative in the department).

Based on our data, it is clear that most letter writers
know to avoid overt stereotypes, especially those about race
and gender. It was less clear that all writers know to avoid
stereotypes about other student characteristics such as age
(as in the first example in Table 1), socioeconomic status,
disability, or environmental background (as in the second
example in Table 1). These stereotypes can be damaging.

Variables Related to PBRs in LORs and the Impact
We examined three variables for their relation to PBRs

in LORs written for Black applicants. We found that neither
letter length, GPA, nor institution type were related to fre-
quency of PBRs. This means that PBRs were not more or
less common in shorter letters (which are typically thought
of as being weaker letters; Trix & Psenka, 2003). PBRs
were not more or less prevalent in LORs for students with
lower GPAs. In our data set, students whose GPAs were as
high as 3.8 had multiple PBRs in their LORs and in some
cases, just as many as students with lower GPAs. Finally,
PBRs were not more or less common in letters written for
students who attended minority serving institutions. To-
gether, these findings suggest that PBRs indiscriminately
appear in the LORs of Black applicants, including those
who have letter writers who take the time to write longer
letters, those with high GPAs, and those from both PWIs
and HBCUs.

This study’s findings provide evidence that the pres-
ence of PBRs may have an impact on admission offers.
Applicants with more PBRs in their LORs were least likely
to be offered admission. In contrast, applicants who were
offered admission had fewer PBRs in their letters. This find-
ing is not explained away by the applicants’ GPA.

Style and the Inclusion of Clear, Explicit
Statements of Recommendation

We were surprised to discover that just half of the
letters that we analyzed included a clear, explicit statement
of recommendation such as, I am pleased to recommend
[student] for admission to the program or I give the high-
est recommendation. In 48% of the LORs, we, instead, found
either no statement of recommendation or statements such
as She merits the chance to prove herself or I recommend her
as a candidate worthy of consideration. These examples show
that the letter writer is not necessarily recommending ad-
mission but instead is recommending that the student be
given a chance to prove herself or that the committee consider
Newkirk-Turner
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the applicant. These kinds of recommendations are clearly
different from an explicit recommendation for admission
into the program. They provide minimal assurance and lim-
ited support.

Recommendations for Letter Writers
Taken together, the findings of our analyses suggest

that while writers of LORs generally intend to be support-
ive in their letters, some may still unknowingly show bias
in an unconscious manner. Based on the findings of our ex-
ploratory study and previous literature on LORs, we conclude
by offering some recommendations for writers of LORs.
These recommendations are appropriate for all letters but
are critically important when writing LORs for applicants
who come from groups who have been historically under-
represented in CSD graduate programs.

Prior to Letter Writing
1. Combat implicit bias within academic programs with

intensive, ongoing training. Research supports the
effectiveness of implicit bias training for faculty
members and admissions committee members.
Capers et al. (2017) described a study that involved
implicit bias training for admissions committee
members in a College of Medicine. In the study,
140 admissions committee members, inclusive of
students and faculty members who were male and
female, completed the Implicit Association Test
(IAT; Greenwald et al., 1998) prior to implicit
bias training. The IAT is a computer-based test
that measures the strengths of associations between
groups of people (e.g., White people, Black people),
evaluations (e.g., good, bad), or stereotypes (e.g.,
athletic, smart). Pretraining test results revealed
that all groups (i.e., students, faculty members, males,
females) displayed significant levels of implicit White
preference and unconscious bias in favor of Whites.
Of all groups, faculty members and males had the
highest bias. After training, all committee mem-
bers were surveyed about their experiences. Re-
sults showed that 67% of the committee members
thought that the IAT was valuable and might be
helpful in reducing bias. Survey results also showed
that 48% reported being conscious of their IAT
results during the next admissions cycle and that
21% reported that knowledge of the IAT impacted
their subsequent admission decisions. The results of
Capers et al. (2017) are promising but are tempered
by the findings of a meta-analysis by Forscher
et al. (2019). After reviewing 492 studies, Forscher
et al. found a weak effect for a change in implicit
bias measures (e.g., tests such as the IAT) after
some sort of intervention—usually brief, single-
session interventions. Considering the results of
Capers et al. (2017) and Forscher et al. together,
CSD graduate programs should consider ongoing,
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intensive implicit bias training to support least-
biased admissions processes as well as the overall
culture in CSD programs. Owing to the findings of
Forscher et al. (2019), a long-term commitment to
a robust training program will be needed for a sig-
nificant impact. Brief, single-sessions may not be
impactful. The university’s chief diversity officer,
human resources, or an expert consultant should
be able to assist with such training.

2. Increase interactions with students prior to writing
LORs. Letter writers tend to write stronger LORs
for students that they know, so faculty members
should start each academic year with goals of being
intentional about getting to know their students.
Often, students from underrepresented groups re-
port feelings of isolation or loneliness in CSD aca-
demic programs (Ginsberg, 2018). Saenz et al. (1998)
reported that less than 50% of the CSD Black stu-
dents who were surveyed in their study indicated
that CSD faculty members were easy to approach.
These findings suggest that Black students, especially
if they are in a predominately White program, may
be reluctant to initiate interactions with CSD faculty
members who may be potential letter writers. This
is supported by the numerous instances of sentences
such as, I don’t know her well, in our data. With this
information, CSD faculty members should be inten-
tional about initiating interactions and getting to
know students—especially those from underrepre-
sented backgrounds who have aspirations to attend
graduate school. Strategies may include attending
NSSHLA meetings, organizing or attending lunch
and learn activities, inviting students to be a part of
your research lab, or attending extracurricular ac-
tivities in which students participate (e.g., athletic
events, chorale performances).

3. Know your role. When a student requests an LOR,
whether they say it or not, it is their intent to request
a positive one, and it is their understanding that a
person who agrees to write one will write an LOR
that reflects support for the student and includes a
positive recommendation to the program. Faculty
members who agree to write letters should write an
LOR that highlights the applicant, describes the ap-
plicant’s educational record, positively evaluates
the applicant’s abilities and accomplishments, and
discusses the applicants’ characteristics only to the
extent that they predict growth and performance
(Trix & Psenka, 2003).

4. If you cannot, do not. If a letter writer cannot, in
good faith and honesty, fulfill the role of a recom-
mender, they should not agree to write an LOR for
the applicant. Because letters should be truthful,
letter writers should not feel obligated to write a letter
for a student they do not know or for an applicant
that the writer cannot, in good faith, recommend to
a graduate program without raising doubt, hedging,
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giving faint praise, or being negative or potentially
negative. In writing an LOR, if a writer cannot com-
ment on aspects of the applicants’ record, they should
not. Statements such as other activities are unknown
or I cannot comment on her writing, clinical, or re-
search abilities as I have not observed these skills
are not helpful and serve to raise questions rather
than provide useful information. Given that many
programs’ requirements for LORs do not have pre-
determined topics that must be addressed, writers
should feel free to provide insight on topics known
to them while allowing the students’ other LOR
writers to address topics that are better known to
them. Writing letters with a specific focus (e.g.,
clinical skills, leadership skills demonstrated in
student organization, research skills demonstrated
in a research lab), rather than writing a broad letter
to address all areas, may be a better way to mini-
mize PBRs. For example, a letter writer may focus
their letter on active class participation, engaging
presentation skills, or research abilities without saying
that other skills in other areas are unknown.
While Composing LORs
5. Pair effort with ability and emphasize accomplish-

ments. If a letter writer has a student from an under-
represented group who has characteristics of being
hard working, conscientious, and diligent, the writer
should be mindful to not overemphasize these quali-
ties of effort at the expense of qualities of ability.
Letter writers should be mindful to equally highlight
students’ scholastic abilities and achievements. For
example, if the writer wants to convey that the appli-
cant works hard, rather than using words such as
hard-working, diligent, industrious, which are associ-
ated with effort, we recommend the writer discuss
specific accomplishments of the applicant and use
words that reflect ability (e.g., bright, intelligent,
critical thinker) and achievements.

6. Do not plant seeds of doubt, and don’t distance your-
self. Do not add doubt to the LOR by including
information that reflects uncertainty, reflects
minimal assurance, or pivots the reader to focus on
a potential weakness. Sentences with clauses such
as, Although she does not have the highest grade
point average pivots the reader to revisit the tran-
script to look at the GPA and minimizes the second
clause in the sentence, I feel she will be a successful
graduate student. Sentences that include information
about a student’s need for a mentor or special sup-
port such as, He has the potential to be a good stu-
dent and clinician if he has mentoring or I think with
some support for test taking strategies and study
skills, she will do fine in graduate school are also a
doubt-raising strategy. Another example is, I hope
your program will be willing to work with her. These
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sentences raise doubt and serve to provide a signal
to the readers that extra efforts or resources will be
needed for the student to be successful. Sentences
like this should be avoided.

Hedges are used to distance the writer from the ap-
plicant. Explicit hedges such as, I do not know her well or
Although I don’t have a lot of experience with her should be
avoided as well as subtle hedges. Our data revealed that
certain words seemed to signal subtle hedges. These include
although, while (e.g., while I can’t speak to her clinical skills),
appears (e.g., she appears to be a dedicated student) and
should (e.g., she should be able to apply this ability to the vary-
ing obligations that she will encounter in graduate school).
We recommend letter writers avoid sentences, phrases, and
words that hedge support or distance the writer from the
applicant.

7. Be clear. Unclear and ambiguous information in
LORs can lead a reader to speculate about why the
writer included certain information and whether
there is a hidden message. For example, when a
LOR includes a statement such as,While studying at
[university], [student] was employed in a retail environ-
ment, it is not clear what the writer is trying to convey.
Oftentimes, admissions committee members look to
read between the lines in LORs and, in doing so, they
may overinterpret what was intended by the writer.
To avoid the tendency for readers to do this, writers
should contextualize information that is included
and should only include relevant, clear information.

8. Stay away from stereotypes or other information that
can activate a reader’s implicit biases. Letter writers
should be mindful to avoid use of stereotypes based
on race, gender, ability/disability, socioeconomic
status, and other aspects of the students’ background.
Letter writers should be mindful that even lan-
guage that describes positive traits can evoke stereo-
types. For example, adjectives such as caring, kind,
and sweet are typically used in LORs written for
women and evoke gender stereotypes about women
being communal rather than agentive (Madera et al.,
2009).

Letter writers should also be careful not to include in-
formation that can activate readers’ stereotypes and implicit
biases. In the data for this study, there were several instances
of subtle references to students’ socioeconomic status. For
example, when a letter writer describes an applicant as a
work–study student, this gives the reader some indication
of the student’s socioeconomic status. If the reader has
negative bias against students from lower socioeconomic
backgrounds, this can trigger questions about the students’
financial support and resources and prompt reservations
about the student based on these questions. Advice to writers
in this example is to simply describe the student as a student
worker rather than a work–study student.

9. Provide a clear, explicit statement of recommendation
in your letters. Letter writers should be sure that letters
Newkirk-Turner
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include a clear, explicit statement of recommendation
such as, I recommend her or I recommend her to you
as a candidate for your next class of graduate students
without reservations. Statements that recommend
that the committee considers the applicant such as, I
hope that the committee gives her every possible con-
sideration, or I recommend her as a candidate worthy
of consideration, are not the same as a recommenda-
tion for admission nor are statements that ask the
committee to provide the applicant a chance to prove
oneself. Similarly, omission of a statement of recom-
mendation can be interpreted as unsupportive or a
letter of “minimal assurance” (Trix & Psenka, 2003).
To avoid the impression of minimal assurance, it is
recommended that all letter writers include an ex-
plicit statement of recommendation before concluding
the letter. This is important even if the letter accom-
panies a recommendation form because it cannot be
assumed that the forms are used or considered along
with the letter.

10. Utilize the campus writing center. Before submitting
letters, letter writers should consider visiting cam-
pus writing centers to have letters reviewed if they
are unsure of the appropriateness of the LOR’s
content or style. The university’s chief diversity officer
could be useful in this area as well. The letter writer
can specifically ask the writing center personnel or
the chief diversity officer to read the letter to detect
any potential doubt raisers, hedges, negative or po-
tentially negative information, stereotypes, or unclear
information. Based on the feedback provided, letter
writers can revise their letters before submission.
While Reading LORs
11. Apply knowledge of PBRs in LORs while reading.

Knowledge of PBRs in LORs should be applied
while reading LORs in the evaluation process. When
readers can identify PBRs in LORs and understand
how they can be barriers to admitting qualified stu-
dents from underrepresented backgrounds, the im-
pact of their occurrence can be mitigated. Ideally,
conscious readers will be able to detect PBRs in
LORs and control their own implicit biases.

12. Discuss interpretations of letters. Research by Morgan
et al. (2013) showed that biases can be reduced in
LORs when raters are required to elaborate and ex-
pand on their interpretation of the letters. Partici-
pants in their study were asked to read LORs and
rate the applicants. Those who were asked to ex-
plain their ratings of the applicants based on the
LOR showed less gender and racial bias against the
applicants compared to those who were not asked to
explain their ratings. Morgan et al. (2013) argued that
an elaboration activity encourages slower thought
processes and a more controlled, rather than auto-
matic, processing that increases the likelihood that
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letter readers evaluate applicants in a more deliber-
ate manner. They argued that elaboration reduces
the likelihood that evaluators enact biased schemas
and that by having evaluators explain their rationale
for their ratings, there is “greater time invested in
evaluating the applicant as an individual, rather than
as a member of the stigmatized group” (p. 2303).
Finally, elaboration activities are associated with
greater accountability for hidden biases. Admissions
committees in CSD graduate programs can include
an explicit discussion and interpretation of LORs as
part of the committee meetings. Such discussions will
help to identify, interrupt, and control for potential
biases in the evaluation process.

Limitations and Future Research
This study is the first of its kind in CSD. Given this,

it is an exploratory study and has limitations. Its small sample
size restricted to one university’s CSD program and largely
to one gender limits the ability to generalize findings to all
CSD graduate programs. Another limitation of the current
study is the lack of a non-Black comparison group, so it is
unclear how PBRs in the LORs of Black applicants com-
pare to the LORs of applicants who are not Black. A third
limitation was that the study limited its analyses to PBRs
that have been used in previous studies.

These limitations provide directions for future re-
search. Future research should involve a larger sample size
of applicants for greater external validity. Applications
from various genders, from Black students, as well as stu-
dents from other underrepresented groups should be included
in the study. A comparison group of non-Black applicants
will be useful to fully understand how PBRs compare across
groups. Future studies should also include other PBRs that
were not included in this study as well as other variables
such as ability/agentic terms and standout adjectives. Cod-
ing for ability/agentic terms, for example, will permit a rela-
tional analysis between ability/agentic terms and grindstone
adjectives.

Future research, modeled after Posselt (2016) or
Okahana et al. (2018) can examine how various CSD pro-
grams use LORs in admissions. For example, a future study
could be conducted using LORs from programs that sub-
scribe to a holistic admissions approach to examine if LORs
are interpreted differently than programs that do not use a
holistic admissions approach. Another area for future re-
search is the recommendation forms. Our data showed that
recommenders provided a more explicit, positive recommen-
dation using the recommendation form compared to the
LORs in which approximately half did not include an ex-
plicit statement of recommendation. Given this finding and
the increased use of recommendation rating forms such as
the one used in CSDCAS, future research is needed to ex-
amine if quantitative rating scale-based forms are less of a
source of implicit bias in the recommendation process. Fu-
ture research on structured LORs (e.g., writing LORs based
on a prompt) in CSD programs is also needed (Masterson
474 Perspectives of the ASHA Special Interest Groups • Vol. 7 • 463–4
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et al., 2018). Perhaps structured prompt-based LORs are
less susceptible to bias than the unstructured ones that many
programs use. Finally, further research is needed to look be-
yond LORs and determine other possible variables in the
admission process that are related to the noted decrease in
the enrollment of racial/ethnic minority students between
the time of graduation from undergraduate CSD programs
to the enrollment in graduate programs.
Conclusions
Students who are Black and from other racial and

ethnic minority backgrounds continue to be underrepre-
sented in CSD graduate programs. Inquiries focused on
what and how have not led to significant increases in the
enrollment of students from minority backgrounds in CSD
academic programs. This study was guided by a question
of why as a step to move beyond within-student deficit and
pathway explanations of underrepresentation and to focus
on structural inequities and implicit biases that creep into
the admissions process and impact the enrollment of diverse
student populations in our programs. Through our analyses,
we identified common PBRs that show up in LORs written
by letter writers for prospective Black graduate students. By
documenting these and by providing recommendations for
less-biased LORs, we hope that we have identified an aspect
of the admissions process that can be improved through future
research and practical steps so that graduate studies in
CSD may be more accessible and achievable for all students.
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