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Dos and Don’ts When Emailing Your Professors 

Don’t be too familiar in addressing your professors in email messages.  E.g., avoid writing, 
 

 Hey guy  or  Yo, sis!  or even Dear Prof  [It’s ok to use the latter only if you know the professor really well] 

 

 Instead, in almost all cases, do address a professor by name and title: e.g.,  

 Dear Professor Greenberg,  or  Dear Dr. Afzal-Khan, 
 
If your professor has a name that’s easy to misspell, like Mxyzptlk or Kltpzyxm, take extra care to spell it 

correctly.  If you don’t know the professor well, identify yourself as a student in a particular class.  Include your 
full name at the end of the message.  
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
If you miss a class session, you really want to avoid writing the following:  
 
 Did I miss anything important? 

 
Your professors like to think that every class session they teach is important.  It’s genuinely insulting to suggest 
otherwise.  Your professor might be tempted to write back in a mode of sarcasm: 
 
 Nope, nothing important happened.  You didn’t miss a thing.  In fact, don’t bother coming to class.  

 It’s a waste of your time and mine.  Wanna play X-Box?   
 

If there is a specific handout or assignment you are concerned about having missed, it’s fine to ask for it from 
your professor, though check first to see if it’s available on Blackboard.  If you only want a summary of what 
happened in class, ask a classmate for it, not the professor. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
On Tone 
Presumably, you’re writing because you want something from the professor.  This is to be expected, but it’s best 

to avoid writing in such a way as to suggest that the professor is a sales clerk and you are a customer with the 
last name “Hilton.”  Be courteous and respectful, not demanding.  It will help you get what you want.  This doesn’t 

mean you should be obsequious, or at least not excessively so.  

 
If you’re asking to be admitted into a course section, be honest about your situation and why you need the 
course without being overly dramatic.  Also, it doesn’t hurt to mention reasons for your interest in the course 
that go beyond just the exigencies of your schedule.  For example, how about emphasizing your interest in the 
course content?  E.g., 

 Dear Professor Hasenfuss, 
 Eighteenth-century religious poetry has been a passion of mine since the second grade.    

 Your course will at last make my dream of studying Methodist hymns come true. 
_____________________________________________________________________________________ 
And Finally… 

- If u r riting to yr frend on IM or Twitter or yr name is Prince, it’s appropr8 to rite like this.  But avoid text-
speak at all costs in emails to professors or (Heavens to Betsy!) on papers.  To make a good impression, 

use correct spelling, punctuation, capitalization, etc. 
- You should assume that it will take your professors a few days to respond to email messages, even ones 

marked “***URGENT***” in the subject line.  Wait at least two full days before writing again, and be 
polite in requesting a reply. 

- One last tip: here are two questions to avoid asking on the first day of class, for these can give a 
professor the misimpression that the questioner is not intellectually serious: first, “Is this class hard?”; 

and second, “Do you assign a lot of reading?”  These questions are not really bad in the abstract, but 
consider your audience.  Even if the questioner is well-intentioned, most professors worth their salt will 
simply say “yup” to those two questions, hoping to rid their class of slackers and wastrels.  Instead, just 

read the syllabus carefully and draw your own conclusions. 


