
 
 

Writing to Your Professors 
 

Communicating with your professors is an important part of university life. Follow 
these steps to make sure you’re communicating in the best way possible. 

Before you send your email: 
See if you can find the information you need somewhere else: 
 

¨ Read your syllabus: assignment instructions, due dates, word or page 
counts, and textbook lists can usually be found on your syllabus, so look 
there first. The syllabus will also tell you when, and how, you can expect your 
professor to respond to your messages. 
 

¨ Try Google: things like how to write a reference list, look for sources, or how 
to complete a structured assignment (like a lab report) are discussed 
extensively and in a lot of different ways online. See if you can find the 
resources you need yourself.  
 

¨ Think about whether your question is best asked over email: 
o Would it be easier or faster if you just asked your professor in class 

instead? 
o Sensitive issues, including questions about grades, extensions, or 

complicated questions about course material are best discussed 
during office hours so both you and your professor can be clear about 
what you need. 

When you do write your email: 
Remember that you and your professor are in a professional relationship, so your 
email should be professional.  
 

¨ Create a specific subject line: 
o Make sure to include your course name and number (ex: ENGL 100-

013 or BIOL 352) and a reason why you are sending the email (ex: 
ENGL 100-013 missed class or BIOL 352 exam question).  

o If you email isn't about a class, use a subject line that indicates what 
the email is about (ex: Reference letter request).  
 



¨ Start with an appropriate greeting: 
o Begin with “Dear” or “Hello” (ex: “Dear Professor Smith” or “Hello 

Professor Jones”).  
§ If you professor has previously told you that you can call them 

by their first name, feel free to do so if you feel comfortable. 
 

o Never address a professor by “Ms.” or “Mrs.” or “Mr.” If you are 
unsure of their credentials (whether they should be called “Dr.” or 
not) use “Professor.” 
 

¨ Introduce yourself. Make sure you tell your professor who you are and what 
class you are in. You might also want to give them your student ID number.  
 

¨ Be specific with what you need 
o Instead of writing “I don’t understand the assignment,” write what 

specifically it is you don’t understand (ie: “I don’t understand what 
you mean when you ask us to write a ‘personal reflection’”). That way, 
your professor can answer your question more quickly and easily, 
without having to write back to get more information. 
 

¨ Be polite and as clear as you can.  
o Use professional language 
o Use proper grammar and diction. If your professor can’t understand 

what you are asking for, it will take them longer to help you. If you are 
worried your professor won’t understand you, ask a friend to read 
your email first. 
 

¨ Sign your message 
o Use “Thank you” or “Sincerely” or some other closing. 
o Sign your full name – don’t rely on your email address to identify you. 

 

When your email is sent 
¨ Give your professor at least 2 business days (Monday-Friday, 8:30am-

4:30pm) to respond before you follow up. 
¨ Make sure you check your email frequently for a response – do not wait 

several days before checking your messages and responding again if you 
need to. 

When you get a response 
¨ Make sure you reply with a confirmation that you have received the 

information and with any follow up information your professor has asked 
you for. It is also a good idea to thank your professor for their time. 


