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Just some of the reasons to get to know your professor 

1. You might need a letter of recommendation at some point down the road (next semester or 5 

years from now).  It’s good to cultivate relationships with several faculty members, so you have 

some choices regarding whom to ask for a recommendation.  It’s good to get to know a faculty 

member who knows you in a classroom setting and also someone who can speak about your 

other skills or attributes (because you interacted with them in some other setting, such as 

research, or babysitting their kids). 

2. If you are sincerely interested in the topics listed above, you will learn something.   In general, 

getting to know as many types of people as possible (different ages, different nationalities, 

people with different life experiences) will make you a better, wiser person.  Certainly if you are 

considering pursuing further education or work in a particular field, then by all means, get to 

know some faculty who work in that field. 

3. If you are generally uncomfortable communicating with adults (or anyone you perceive to be in 

a position of authority over you), then it’s good to get over that discomfort.  Practice 

communicating!  Effective communication (with your future Ph.D. supervisor, or future boss, or 

your father-in-law, or a police officer, or whoever) is an important life skill! 

 

Strategies for getting to know your professor 

One classic way to get to know a faculty member is to attend office hours to get help with homework or 

other course material.  If you start working on assignments early and seek help in a timely fashion, 

professors will usually think positively about these interactions.  Usually, asking for help works best 

when you have tried to figure it out on your own and can ask a question about a particular step in a 

problem or a particular issue with a paper.  Going in to a professor’s office and telling them that you 

don’t know where to begin or “I just don’t know how to do this” isn’t very helpful to you and doesn’t 

make a good impression.  It’s better to have something concrete (a tentative outline or rough draft of a 

paper, an attempt at solving a problem…)  If you bring something to the table, you will get better 

feedback and have a more useful interaction, and you will make a better impression.  

There are other classic ways that professors come to know their students, some of which are not so bad, 

and some of which have the potential of making a bad impression.  For example:  1) the student comes 

to office hours to inquire about his/her grade or to ask for a grade change, 2) the student contacts the 

professor to ask for an extension on an assignment or the rescheduling of an exam (due to illness, a 

family emergency, medical school or graduate school interviews, or sometimes just poor planning on the 



student’s part), 3) the student asks for clarification about the instructions for an assignment or the 

expectations for the class.  In general, try not to ask annoying questions.  (Hint:  Read the course 

information provided by the instructor before asking questions about topics already covered in the 

course information, such as the grading policy.)  Never ask, “Do we need to know this? Will this be on 

the exam?”  A more positive question would be, “Do you have advice about studying for the exam?  Are 

there particular topics we should be especially attentive to?”  

Although sometimes it’s totally necessary to contact a professor with a problem or routine course 

question, there are also more pro-active, positive, interesting ways of getting to know your professor. 

First – remember that your professor is a human being, not a god or an alien from another planet.  Also 

keep in mind that professors are generally very busy, with many competing demands and an irregular 

schedule.  (Being a faculty member does not resemble a 9 to 5 job!  As a faculty member, one’s 

responsibilities are generally varied and fragmented and sometimes unpredictable.)  Because professors 

have a weird schedule and are pulled in many directions, they may or may not be good at answering 

their phone or email in a timely fashion.  If you try to contact a professor and don’t hear back right 

away, don’t take it personally.  Politely try at least one more time to make contact.  (It is not uncommon 

for me to accidentally blow past a real email message in the midst of a lot of junk emails.  It is also not 

uncommon for me to intend to reply to someone and then forget, because another call or a student or 

colleague interrupts my train of thought. )  If you come to pre-arranged office hours, you can reasonably 

expect the professor to be available and ready to interact with you.  But if you stop by unannounced 

(and it’s not an emergency), it would be polite to ask, “I have a question about this, that, or the other 

thing (see suggested topics below).  Is this a good time for me to talk to you, or may I arrange a time to 

meet that is convenient for you?”  Also, never just barge into a professor’s office.  Even if the door is 

open, knock or clear your throat and wait to be invited in. 

If you are sending an email, try to keep it short (unless you have been asked for a lot of detailed 

information).  Use a descriptive subject and then make sure to be clear about who you are (“Joe Shmo 

from your Outer Mongolian Linguistics class”) and the point of your email within the first sentence or 

two.   A long build-up might result in the email being temporarily put aside, because it is too long to read 

quickly in between other tasks (and if it is only partially-read, then it has a greater chance of being 

forgotten).  Proofread your email, and correct any spelling and grammar mistakes.  Use a polite 

salutation and sign-off. (Dear Dr. Darwin; Sincerely, Francis Crick)  Avoid slang, unless you know the 

faculty member well enough to know they won’t mind it.  Do not treat the communication like a 

Facebook posting to your friends.  Treat it more like a formal letter. 

 

Topics of discussion with your professor 

Here are some examples of topics that you can use to approach a faculty member in a positive, pro-

active way.  Keep in mind that most faculty members love their subject, love their research, and like to 

talk about those topics and even themselves if they are not too busy.  (Or they might like to talk to you 



because they are really busy – for example, with grading papers – and so they are looking for an excuse 

to procrastinate.  University professors are generally quite human!) 

1) Interest in a class they are teaching next semester.  (“I am interested in your class, and I am 

wondering if you can tell me more about it.”) 

2) Advice about your future.  (“I think I am interested in pursuing graduate school in your field and 

would appreciate your perspective.”) 

3) Interest in their research. (“I am interested in your area of research.  What are the best courses 

to take to prepare me for research in this field?  Are there opportunities for students to work in 

your research group?”) 

4) Interest in research or other types of opportunities, in general.  (“I am interested in research.  

What advice can you give me about research opportunities on campus?  Are there off-campus 

research programs, locally or elsewhere, that you would recommend?”)  If you are feeling shy, 

this approach is less direct than asking if the faculty member would mentor you;  they have the 

opportunity to volunteer themselves if it turns out they are looking for a student, or they might 

have a colleague that would be a better match to your interests. 

5) Interest in a particular research topic outside the faculty member’s area.  (“I am a Fiber Arts 

major, but I would like to find a summer research position in a biomedical engineering lab next 

year.  I’m especially interested in methods for weaving artificial skin?  Do you know any faculty 

members in that department whom I could contact?”) 

6) Interest in the faculty member’s alma mater.  (“I am thinking of applying for grad school at 

Genius University.  I see that you got your Ph.D. in the Awesomeness Department at Genius, and 

I was wondering if you could tell me about your experience.”) 

7) Interest in a faculty member’s hobby.  (“I see from your homepage that you are a competitive 

tap dancer.  I’m new to Albuquerque and am looking for recommendations for a good tap dance 

instructor.”)  

8) Inquiring as to whether they would write a letter of recommendation for you.  (“I was in your 

Advanced Three-Toed Sloth Anatomy course last fall, and now I am thinking about applying to 

graduate school in Sloth Biology.  Would you be willing to write a letter of recommendation for 

me?”)   

 

Notes about recommendation letters:  If you ask for a letter, some faculty will say “ yes, no 

problem,” based purely on your academic performance and their excellent memory of you.  

Some faculty will say “yes, but come by and talk to me so I can learn a little more about you and 

your goals.”  Some faculty will say “yes, but please send me your CV or resume.”  Some faculty 

might even say, “yes, and please send me a draft letter that I can edit.” (i.e., you get to draft 

your own recommendation letter – don’t go overboard!)  And, if the faculty member is not 

confident that they know enough about you to write a strong letter (or if you did not actually 

perform well in their course), they might say no.  If they say yes, provide very clear, succinct 

information about when the letter is due and the procedure for submitting it.  (If the professor 

has to click on a link and open a pdf and read down two pages just to figure out the due date, 

that could be bad.  Think “attention deficit disorder” – most professors have it to some degree.  



Send the link, but also clearly state the due date in the text of your email.  If the same professor 

is writing letters to be sent to several different programs you are applying to, provide the faculty 

member with a summary list of the programs and the due dates so that it’s easy for the 

professor to keep track of everything.) 

 

Final advice 

Some professors have a wonderful classroom persona, but are not comfortable with or interested in 

one-on-one interactions.  Other professors might be subdued or even boring in lecture, but will 

come alive if you speak to them in person.  Some professors are “ON” all the time; some might be 

having a bad day or a string of bad days.  Some have the desire and energy for lots of personal 

interaction with students outside of class; some don’t.   So if you make an attempt at getting to 

know a particular faculty member better, it might not happen.  Not to worry; there are many fish in 

the sea.  

 

Be kind.  Cultivate a good attitude.  Don’t give up. 


