
 

How to Build a Good Working Relationship 

With Your College Professors 

One of the best ways to succeed in college is to treat your relationship with each professor as a 

working partnership. Your professor brings knowledge, experience, and responsibility for the 

course. You bring curiosity, effort, questions, and responsibility for your own learning. 

To “interact” means to act together. In college, that interaction works best when the professor 

and student share the goal of helping the student understand the subject and complete the course 

successfully. 

You do not need to become every professor’s favorite student. You simply need to be prepared, 

respectful, willing to participate, and comfortable enough to ask for help. 

Read and Heed the Syllabus 

The syllabus is your road map for the course. It usually explains: 

• Course objectives 

• Required readings and assignments 

• Attendance policies 

• Grading standards 



• Examination dates 

• Rules for late work 

• Academic-integrity expectations 

• Office hours and contact information 

Read the syllabus during the first week and place every major deadline on your calendar. Look at 

it again before asking a question; the answer may already be there. 

The syllabus is best understood as the professor’s formal guide to the course. Instructors may 

occasionally adjust the schedule, but expectations and grading policies should be communicated 

clearly. 

If something is confusing, ask about it early. A short conversation during the first or second 

week can prevent a much larger misunderstanding later. 

Take Advantage of Office Hours 

Office hours are time set aside for students. You are not bothering the professor by attending 

them, and you do not need to be failing the course before you go. 

A useful visit might focus on: 

• A concept you do not understand 

• Feedback on a graded assignment 

• Preparation for an examination 

• A possible research topic 

• Advice about the major 

• Additional reading on an interesting subject 

• Ways to improve your study approach 

Arrive with a specific question whenever possible. Instead of saying, “I don’t understand 

anything,” try something like, “I reviewed the chapter and my notes, but I still don’t understand 

how this formula applies to the third problem.” 

If the scheduled office hours conflict with work or another class, politely ask whether another 

meeting time is available. Many professors also offer virtual appointments. 

Ask for Guidance on Important Papers 



A research or term paper may represent a substantial portion of your course grade. Do not wait 

until the finished paper is due to discover that your subject is too broad, your thesis is unclear, or 

your sources are unsuitable. 

If the professor permits preliminary consultations, ask for feedback on: 

• Your proposed subject 

• The research question 

• Your working thesis 

• The scope of the paper 

• Appropriate scholarly sources 

• The required citation style 

• The organization of your argument 

Bring an idea, outline, or specific question to the meeting. The professor can guide you, but 

should not be expected to select the subject or write the paper for you. 

Your college’s writing center and research librarians can also help. Learning how to locate, 

evaluate, cite, and combine information is an important part of your education. 

Participate With Purpose 

College is a place for questions, new ideas, and critical thinking. Many professors appreciate 

students who contribute to class, but productive participation involves more than speaking 

frequently. 

Good participation can include: 

• Asking a relevant question 

• Connecting the discussion to an assigned reading 

• Offering evidence for an interpretation 

• Responding thoughtfully to a classmate 

• Identifying an assumption in an argument 

• Helping a group remain organized 

• Listening closely enough to summarize another person’s point fairly 



Do not speak merely to attract attention. Aim to move the discussion forward. One thoughtful 

contribution is usually more valuable than several comments that repeat what others have already 

said. 

If you are naturally quiet, begin with a small goal. Ask one question, respond once during a 

discussion, or speak with the professor after class. Participation becomes easier with practice. 

Lead Without Taking Over 

Group projects offer opportunities to practice communication, organization, and leadership. 

Volunteer when you have something useful to contribute, but do not confuse leadership with 

controlling every decision. 

A strong student leader: 

• Clarifies responsibilities 

• Invites quieter members to contribute 

• Keeps the group focused 

• Communicates deadlines 

• Helps resolve disagreements 

• Gives others credit 

• Completes a fair share of the work 

Be willing to serve as a presenter or facilitator, but also be willing to listen, take notes, conduct 

research, or handle less visible tasks. Dependability usually matters more than being the person 

at the front of the room. 

Ask About Learning Strategies 

Students sometimes describe themselves as visual, auditory, verbal, or hands-on learners. You 

may have preferences, but research does not support placing every student into one fixed 

“learning style.” Students generally benefit from using a variety of methods suited to the 

material. Yale Poorvu Center for Teaching and Learning 

Rather than telling a professor, “I cannot learn this way,” explain the particular problem and ask 

for practical advice: 

• “How should I study these diagrams?” 

• “Could you recommend additional practice problems?” 

https://poorvucenter.yale.edu/teaching/teaching-resource-library/learning-styles-as-a-myth


• “Would outlining the readings help me prepare?” 

• “Can you show me where my reasoning went wrong?” 

• “Is there an example of a successful paper I can review?” 

If you have a disability that affects learning or access, contact the college’s disability or 

accessibility office to learn about formal accommodations. 

Expect to Hear Some Unfamiliar Opinions 

College brings together people with different political, religious, cultural, and philosophical 

beliefs. From time to time, a professor may express an opinion that you find irritating, 

exaggerated, or contrary to what you learned at home. 

Not every disagreement requires a confrontation. Sometimes the most sensible response is 

simply to listen, consider the context, and continue with the lesson. A professor can be a kind 

and capable teacher even when you disagree with some of his or her views. 

If the point is relevant to the course and you want to explore it, ask a calm question: 

• “Could you explain the evidence behind that conclusion?” 

• “How might someone with the opposing view respond?” 

• “Would another interpretation also be reasonable?” 

• “May I offer a different perspective?” 

The purpose is not to win an argument. It is to understand the issue more fully and practice 

expressing disagreement without becoming disagreeable. 

You are not required to adopt every opinion you hear. You are expected to understand the course 

material, think carefully, and support your own conclusions with reasons and evidence. 

Keep Email Professional 

Email is often the beginning of your interaction with a professor. A useful message includes: 

• A clear subject line 

• An appropriate greeting 

• Your name and course section 

• A brief explanation 

• A specific question or request 



• A courteous closing 

Avoid sending an angry message immediately after receiving a disappointing grade. Write a 

draft, step away from it, and reread it before sending. Instead of writing, “You graded my paper 

unfairly,” try: 

“I would like to understand how the grading criteria were applied to my paper. Could we review 

the areas where my evidence or analysis did not meet the standard?” 

A professional tone makes it easier for the professor to understand the problem and offer a useful 

response. 

Address Problems Early 

If you are confused, falling behind, or concerned about your performance, do not disappear. 

Attend office hours, send a courteous message, or speak with the professor after class. 

When discussing a problem: 

1 Explain the issue clearly. 

2 Describe what you have already done. 

3 Ask a specific question. 

4 Listen to the response. 

5 Agree on the next step, if one is needed. 

Most misunderstandings can be resolved through a straightforward conversation. If a serious 

concern about grading or treatment cannot be resolved, consult your academic adviser and follow 

your college’s established procedures. 

Remember the Shared Goal 

Most professors want their students to learn and succeed. Students, however, remain responsible 

for attending class, preparing, meeting deadlines, seeking assistance, and responding to feedback. 

Paying tuition entitles you to the education, services, and fair treatment promised by the 

institution. It does not require a professor to change academic standards, agree with you, or 

award a particular grade. 

At the same time, students should feel free to ask for clarification, request feedback, and 

respectfully question an idea. A good academic relationship allows room for both cooperation 

and independent thought. 

The Bottom Line 



Learn the syllabus, use office hours, ask for guidance, participate thoughtfully, and communicate 

before a small concern becomes a large one. 

You will probably like some professors more than others. You may admire one professor’s 

enthusiasm, appreciate another’s patience, and occasionally smile your way through an opinion 

you find annoying. That is all part of learning to work with different people. 

College is not only about absorbing information. It is also about learning how to ask good 

questions, listen carefully, communicate professionally, and form conclusions of your own. 

 


