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October 3, 2023

Dear Admissions Committee:

I enthusiastically recommend Ms. Morgan (McKenzie) Shelton for your Master 
of Environmental Studies program. I have known her for about 3 years, starting when 
she enrolled in my Conservation Biology course in Fall semester 2020. She then was a 
student in my Senior Seminar course in Spring semester 2021, the semester she 
graduated from Auburn University.

McKenzie is a good candidate for your graduate program. She is a bright and 
talented student, as she demonstrated in my Conservation Biology class. This is a 
rigorous course designed for senior-level and graduate-level biological science majors. 
McKenzie was actively engaged in each and every class, did well on exams, and also 
demonstrated advanced scientific writing ability. The most extensive of the writing 
assignments was a Rare Species of Alabama Webpage: this is similar to a term paper in 
that it involves literature research and develops a student' s ability to synthesize and 
summarize disparate information while writing in a literature-citing format. McKenzie 
did particularly well on this assignment, scoring 97% of the points possible, which 
placed her webpage among the top five produced that semester. Her outstanding 
performance showed her ability to conduct library research, organize information, and 
assemble it in a scientific format using excellent writing skills. Her final point total in 
the course placed her as the #8 undergraduate student out of 36 undergraduate students 
enrolled in the class. 

In McKenzie’s final semester (Spring 2021) she enrolled in my Senior Seminar 
course. This is a capstone course with 12 students in which we take a relatively deep dive 
into information literacy, scientific communication (both written and oral), and critical 
scientific evaluation. A major task in the course is for students to select a recent scientific 
paper and orally present it to the class (via Powerpoint), including at the end a critical 
evaluation of the work’s strengths and weaknesses. The presentation is then followed by 
questions from the student audience. It was in this assignment that I noticed that McKenzie 
had a good ability for critical scientific thought, providing insightful questions and comments
on the research papers presented by other students in the class (she also did a good job in 
analyzing the paper that she presented). I had not noticed this ability in my Conservation 
Biology course because it was a more traditional lecture-style class. My observations of 
McKenzie in the Senior Seminar class show me that she is ready to further develop her 
analytical thinking and research abilities in a graduate program. 



 

I have not had the chance to see McKenzie in action in original research, so I hope 
you will get perspective on that aspect from another letter. I do know that McKenzie has 
been involved in undergraduate research in Dr. Courtney Leisner’s lab in my home 
department of Biological Sciences, and that the research was physiological rather than 
ecological. However, the tools that McKenzie learned through that experience could be very 
useful when applied to ecological questions and so I think can be valuable to her as she 
develops and tackles her graduate research questions in your program.

In sum, McKenzie Shelton is a good prospect for graduate school. She has good 
communication skills, information literacy skills, and study skills. She ranks among the top 
10% of students I have worked with in my 35 years here at Auburn University and I would 
be glad to have her do research in my own lab. She will be a fine addition to your graduate 
program.

Sincerely,

Robert S. Boyd, Ph.D.
Professor and Assistant Provost for Institutional Effectiveness


