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Dear Colleagues:


I am writing this letter in support of Brian Burke’s application for a faculty position at your institution. I have known Brian for almost 8 years. While he was a graduate student at the University of Arizona, he was a student in two of my graduate seminars – Psychopathology and Systems of Psychotherapy. I have also supervised his clinical work and discussed his teaching with him. In addition, I have been Brian’s major advisor and chairperson of his doctoral dissertation committee. Moreover, we have been productive colleagues for the past 2 years, authoring several articles together. Finally, I have had numerous informal interactions with Brian over the years as well. I believe that I know Brian and his work extremely well and that I am in an excellent position to write this letter for him.


I will begin with my conclusion: Brian is one of the top students I have encountered in my 33-year university career. My frame of reference for this statement is based on other graduate students I have known at the University of Pennsylvania, the University of Oregon, and the University of Arizona. The other two students have gone on to become leaders in their respective fields, and I have no doubt that Brian will do the same. He is an outstanding teacher, scholar, clinician, and person.


Brian has consistently excelled in all aspects of our program. He was very well regarded and liked by faculty and graduate students alike. He is extremely bright and creative, as well as hard working and productive. He is also the kind of person who gets his work done efficiently, leaving time for social, recreational, and family activities.  


Ever since I’ve known Brian, he has had a clear and strong career direction: To teach at a high quality teaching-oriented college or university. Brian has a long-standing love of teaching and working with students. For him, teaching is not a job or an activity, but a process in which he gives a great deal of himself to bring out the best in his students. 

Brian’s dedication to teaching can be seen throughout his graduate career and in his choice of a graduate minor area of emphasis: Teaching and Teacher Education. He has been extremely successful in his teaching endeavors to date. While still a graduate student, he independently taught 7 undergraduate courses at the University of Arizona involving several different preparations. Brian is a truly outstanding teacher and his classes have received student evaluation ratings at the very top of the scale. He has created innovated classes there and in his first year at Fort Lewis College, he received the New Faculty Teaching Award.  I feel confident that he will be an award-winning teacher in his future career as well. He is widely read about teaching, thinks about how to improve his teaching, and approaches it as a labor of love.
I will just cite one example of his creativity and humor in teaching. In preparation for teaching a class in Abnormal Psychology, he and his wife drove through some desert areas around Tucson which have many large Saguaro cacti, each with numerous arms. He photographed different cacti and from these photos, he constructed a wonderful PowerPoint class presentation on applying clinical diagnoses to cacti. The result was wonderfully entertaining and informative. I can still visualize the depressed drooping cactus, the skinny anorectic cactus, and the enmeshed family of big and small cacti with their arms tightly around each other. He was a regular presenter in my own abnormal psychology class and these classes were always very successful.

For Brian, teaching is more than a scholarly enterprise; it is a deeply human enterprise that depends greatly on the relationship between the teacher and students. You can see from his own description of his teaching how much he encourages individual contact with students. Even in his clinical work, Brian has been drawn to working with students. He did a pre-doctoral externship at the Counseling and Psychological Services at the University of Arizona, and his clinical internship at the UC San Diego Counseling Center, both of which reflect his dedication to understanding and working with students. Brian’s supervised clinical work (mostly psychotherapy) has also been stellar, as have the reports I have received from his placements outside of the psychology department. He has a real understanding and appreciation of people in general, and students in particular. This has shown in his clinical work as well as his teaching.

Brian’s achievements in research have also been outstanding, and reflect the basic values that he carries into teaching and clinical work. Brian became very interested in a therapy approach called “Motivational Interviewing (MI),” originally developed by Miller and Rollnick, and which has been successfully applied to alcoholism and drug addiction. One of the reasons for Brian’s attraction to this approach is that it is based on the deeply humanistic values of empathy, genuineness, and positive regard, as reflected in the writings of Carl Rogers. MI also emphasizes growth and actualization rather than problem and treatment, and the Rogerian basis of the approach fits extremely well with Brian personally and professionally. MI also includes the action orientation of behavior therapy to facilitate personal change. Recently, Brian has been interested in employing the motivational interviewing model to improve substance abuse problems on college campuses, as well as expanding this exciting clinical approach into realms beyond substance abuse.
Brian is the first author on several excellent articles and chapters on MI which have recently been published, including a meta-analysis published in the premier research journal in clinical psychology – the Journal of Consulting and Clinical Psychology. For his dissertation, he decided to do a quantitative review of the literature on MI, using meta-analytic strategies. Several years ago, Brian, another graduate student, and I sat down to read on meta-analysis in order to teach ourselves this statistical procedure. In a very short time, Brian was far ahead of us, and what started as a study group ended delightfully with Brian learning and then teaching us the approach. He is a remarkably independent worker, and he masters complex material easily. I believe that Brian will continue with both research (in which he will involve and mentor students) and clinical practice, while devoting himself primarily to excellence in teaching.


Brian also writes easily and extremely well. It was a source of humor for me to see how quickly Brian turned out excellent drafts of papers, proposals, and finally his dissertation and the article version of it. His writing is crisp and clear, and a real pleasure to read. Brian shattered the stereotype of graduate students who procrastinate in their writing.


As you can probably tell from what I have already written, Brian is a wonderful person, and I have come to care for him and respect him a great deal over the time I have known him. I consider him my former student, current friend, and treasured colleague. He has a very warm and easy-going manner that makes it very easy to talk with him. His wonderful sense of humor often appears in his conversations.  He is very well liked by students and faculty alike, and is often looked to as a leader.  Having the opportunity to know and work with Brian has been a real privilege for me, and I am sure will be for you as well. I recommend him to you most highly and without reservation.

Sincerely yours,

Hal Arkowitz, Ph.D.

Clinical Psychologist

Associate Professor of Psychology
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