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Johann Neem, History Department 
516 High Street, Bellingham, Washington 98225-9061 

(360) 650-2511; neemj@wwu.edu  

 
       October 9, 2024 

 

Dear committee: 

 I write to recommend Brittain Rhodes for admission to your program. Brittain was a student 
in my upper-division history course on the American Revolution in 2023. She earned an A- in my 
class. I want to emphasize how hard Brittain worked to earn that A-, and how much she improved 
over the course of the term. She did not do well on her first paper, and I offered her specific and 
direct feedback about how to improve her writing. She took that feedback seriously, worked hard, 
sought further guidance from me, and her final paper was a dramatic and substantial improvement. 
I was impressed not only by her academic performance but her response to a setback, her 
willingness to learn, and her capacity to take feedback and use it. Both her academic capabilities 
and her openness to learning about how to improve will serve her well as a teacher, but also will 
allow her to be empathetic to students’ own efforts to learn. 

 Brittain was also one of the most thoughtful participants in our class discussions. She truly 
excelled in class. Some students think that being a contributor to class discussions means showing 
off how smart you are. Not Brittain. She understood that the purpose of discussion was to grapple 
openly with difficult issues and to support the conversation and each other. She was not showy. 
She listened to others and learned from them. When she spoke, she always did so to help the 
conversation in the class. To her, learning is not just about herself, but about those around her. She 
demonstrated to me not only her capacity to be an insightful reader of history, but to support 
others’ learning and to use discussions to generate knowledge collectively.  

 Since graduation, Brittain has worked to educate visitors at the Point Defiance Zoo and 
Aquarium. That has been a real growth experience for her. She not only learned to love working with 
young people, but also about the importance of treating diverse people with respect and thinking 
about how to present material so that people from diverse backgrounds and with different learning 
needs can understand them. In addition to her academic capabilities, her work experience will 
allow her to connect her own experiences with the theoretical and practical readings about 
diversity and equity that are part of your curriculum. 

 Brittain’s own experience, too, will allow her to connect theory and practice. As she writes in 
her personal statement, her sister became a single mom while a teenager, and Brittain shouldered 
some of the childcare responsibilities after she got her driver’s license. She understands not just 
abstractly but from direct life experience how difficult it can be for students to focus on school 
when life is so complicated and demanding. That does not mean—as Brittain makes clear from her 
own commitment to scholarship—that school is unimportant, but that as a teacher she will look for 
ways to encourage and support people who are struggling to connect and thrive because she 
knows how much they have going on that gets in the way of focusing. 



 In short, I cannot imagine a better candidate for your program. Brittain is brilliant without 
being flashy. She seeks to work with people to generate knowledge. Both her work and life 
experience have taught her about diversity and the kinds of challenges many young people face. 
And most of all, she knows that she can always be better. She can learn and wants to learn. She 
takes feedback and criticism as learning opportunities and uses them to become better. For these 
reasons, I think she not only will be a model for young people, but that she will also be a great asset 
in your program cohort and enter teaching knowing that she has much to learn from her students, 
the communities in which she works, and from her colleagues. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Professor of History 

 


