

Sending Emails to Professors (and Others)

Email can be really tricky to navigate, since we all get so much of it, and we tend to switch between contexts - sending an email to your friend is different from sending it to your parent, which is different from sending one to your instructor. And, like almost everything, different people have very different ideas about what is an “appropriate” email. The trick is, nobody will get upset that you sent an email that was too formal, or too clear, or too polite, so we should aim for that to make sure we maximize the chance that we will get a prompt, friendly, and helpful response.

Keep in mind that email is NOT the best way to communicate or ask anything urgent. Some people check their email continually throughout the day, while others check email only once or twice a day. And of course there are other meetings, family, and all that comes with life in general that can slow response times. Sending an email just before an exam to ask for help with an exam topic is unlikely to yield a response in time, so think about calling or dropping by the professor’s office.

Let’s get down to some suggested steps to go through for sending an email:

1. Ask yourself: “Do I really need to send this email?” Everyone (students, faculty, staff) gets too many emails, so see if you can find the answer easily in the syllabus or on the school website. Many professors get frustrated when a student asks a question that is clearly in the syllabus (e.g., “When is the final exam?”). That said, if you have looked and just can’t find it, you can and should go ahead and ask!
2. Use your school email address. It helps the recipient know a bit about the context right off, and it generally looks more professional than using an old email you created as a kid, like “MinecraftRulez!@hotmail.com”.
3. Write a clear Subject line. It should be short but summarize the reason you are emailing. Some examples: “Question about Exam 1”; “Help with the Essay”; “Out sick today”. If it just says something like “Class”, or “Question,” it is too vague.
4. Professional Greeting. You set the tone with the start of your email, and it is always best to err on the side of too formal, rather than too casual. “Dear” or “Hello” are good standard beginnings, while “Hey” is overly familiar.
5. Title. This can be tricky, but the safest bet is to stick with “Professor” or, if you are certain they are “Dr.”, you can use that. Even if they sign their emails with their first name, it is always a better idea to be formal unless they specifically say “you can call me by my first name, nickname, etc.” 
6. Optional: Polite comment. It never hurts (although is certainly not required) to start off with a VERY brief sentence of the sort you might write to a colleague. “I hope your semester is going well so far”, or “I hope you are getting a chance to enjoy this great weather”. This helps humanize your interaction. Again, not necessary, but even professors like to be treated like real people!
7. Context. Unless you are 100% certain the professor knows your name, it is often helpful to put it in context. I might say “This is Fred Mertz. I am in your MWF English 201 class”. Your email recipient might have dozens or even hundreds of students, so it can’t hurt to remind them of who you are!
8. Body. After all of that, you get to the main point of your email. You want to keep it brief and to-the-point, and with a clear message. Are you asking if you can meet them outside of office hours? Would you like to go over your grade on the last exam? Let them know you are sick and cannot come to class? Make it concise and direct!
Try to avoid using slang or instant message-style abbreviations (e.g., “c u in class”), and check your spelling and grammar before you hit “send”. 
9. Ending. It is often good to thank them for their time, but, at a minimum, you should end with a polite “sincerely”, “all the best”, “thanks”, or something similar, followed by your name.
10. Follow up! This is also a somewhat loose rule, but I would suggest giving them 48 hours or so to answer before sending a polite reminder. Something along the lines of “I just wanted to follow up on the email I sent earlier this week - I know this is a busy time, but I would still love to get a chance to discuss my grade if you have the opportunity”.
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