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“Weaning off of Email”: Encouraging Students
to Use Office Hours over Email to Contact Professors

Lydia Eckstein Jackson and Aimee Knupsky

Allegheny College

“Email is dead for today’s student” a recent headline reads

(Philipson 2014). Despite the increasing use of alternative

social media, this hardly seems true. The 2011 ECAR

National Study of Undergraduate Students and Information

Technology (Dahlstrom et al. 2011) reports that 99% of all

students use email and that it is their most common form of

communication. This is not surprising, given that it is a less

intimidating, fast form of communication that can provide

the opportunity to carefully craft a message (Walther 2007).

PROBLEMS OF EMAIL USE

Many professors feel overwhelmed by the volume of their

email and the perceived need for prompt response - even at

night, on weekends, and holidays. One student email often

expands into multiple email exchanges. Together, these

expectations increase faculty workload and frustration,

especially when many student questions could be answered

more efficiently face-to-face. In fact, communicating via e-

mail may not always be beneficial for students. Recent

research has shown that subtle biases may work against

women and minorities in email (Milkman, Akinola, and

Chugh 2014) and some faculty and students may not know

how to construct emails politely and effectively, which

may risk unfavorable first impressions that can carry over

into the classroom (Knupsky and Nagy-Bell 2011).

BENEFITS OF FACE-TO-FACE INTERACTIONS

Office hours are largely underused by students (Curtis et al.

2013), even though there are benefits to using them instead

of email. Face-to-face interactions are a key part of the inti-

mate experience of attending liberal arts schools. In fact,

they facilitate relationship-building, which personalizes the

educational experience and provides a foundation for stu-

dent-faculty collaborations in the future. Repeated face-to-

face contact may encourage professors to take on active

mentoring roles, positively impacting retention (e.g.,

Walker and Taub 2001), especially for underrepresented

students who benefit even more from this early engagement

(Kinzie et al. 2008). Less tangible benefits include provid-

ing a space for students to practice articulating questions or

goals, and being their own advocate. In other words, low-

stakes meetings with faculty are opportunities to practice

self-presentation, interpersonal skills, and to build self-effi-

cacy. Making office-hour-appointments teaches students to

plan ahead, delay gratification, and tolerate stress and

uncertainty. It also helps students find other resources (fel-

low students, textbook, library, etc.) for smaller or more

pressing questions. These are all skills students will need in

the workplace (Pascarella and Terenzini 2005).

STRATEGIES FOR ENCOURAGING THE USE
OF OFFICE HOURS

1. Make office hours part of an assignment.

2. Count office visits as part of class participation.

3. Give students the opportunity to earn back points on

assignments by discussing them during office hours.

4. Meet with groups of students with similar questions.

5. Offer theme-based office hours (e.g., identifying a

major, participating in research, finding internships,

applying to graduate school).

6. Hold office hours in informal settings (campus coffee

shop, student center, outside).

7. Offer phone, video, online options during office

hours.

8. Have clear policies limiting email to specific func-

tions and times.

9. Consider department-wide email policies to protect

untenured faculty.
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Department of Psychology, Allegheny College, 520 N Main Street, Mead-

ville, PA 16335, USA. E-mail: ljackson2@allegheny.edu

COLLEGE TEACHING, 63: 183–184, 2015

Copyright� Taylor & Francis Group, LLC

ISSN: 8756-7555 print / 1930-8299 online

DOI: 10.1080/87567555.2015.1052724

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
lle

gh
en

y 
C

ol
le

ge
] 

at
 0

9:
38

 2
3 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 



REFERENCES

Curtis, A., J. Lundquist, A. Templer, & J. Misra. 2013. “Eaten by Email.”

Academe 99: 5. Retrieved September 22, 2014, from http://www.aaup.

org/article/eaten-e-mail#.VCGwW5Q7uM4

Dahlstrom, E., T. de Boor, P. Grunwald, & M. Vockley. 2011. “The ECAR

National Study of Undergraduate Students and Information Tech-

nology” (Research Report). Retrieved September 22, 2014, from EDU-

CAUSE Center for Applied Research website http://www.educause.edu/

library/resources/ecar-national-study-undergraduate-students-and-infor-

mation-technology-2011-report

Kinzie, J., R. Gonyea, R. Shoup, & G. D. Kuh. 2008. “Promoting

Persistence and Success of Underrepresented Students: Lessons for

Teaching and Learning.” New Directions for Teaching and Learning

115: 21–38.

Knupsky, A., & N. Nagy-Bell. 2011. “Dear professor: The Influence of

Recipient Sex and Status on Personalization and Politeness in E-Mail.”

Journal of Language and Social Psychology 30: 103–13.

Milkman, K. L., M. Akinola, & D. Chugh. 2015, April 13. “What Happens

Before? A Field Experiment Exploring How Pay and Representation

Differentially Shape Bias on the Pathway into Organizations.” Journal

of Applied Psychology. Advance online publication. http://dx.doi.org/

10.1037/apl0000022

Pascarella, E. T. & P. T. Terenzini. 2005. “Career and Economic Impacts

of College.” In How College Affects Students: A Third Decade of

Research. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Philipson, A. 2014. “Email Is Dead for Today’s Students Who Prefer

Twitter, Universities Say.” The Telegraph. Retrieved from http://www.

telegraph.co.uk/technology/social-media/10864320/Email-is-dead-for-

todays-students-who-prefer-Twitter-universities-say.html

Walker, S. C., & D. J. Taub. 2001. “Variables correlated with satisfaction with

a mentoring relationship in first-year college students and their mentors.”

Journal of The First Year Experience and Students in Transition 12: 47–67.

Walther, J. B. 2007. “Selective Self-Presentation in Computer-

Mediated Communication: Hyperpersonal Dimensions of Technology,

Language, and Cognition.” Computers in Human Behavior 23: 2538–57.

184 JACKSON AND KNUPSKY

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

A
lle

gh
en

y 
C

ol
le

ge
] 

at
 0

9:
38

 2
3 

M
ar

ch
 2

01
6 

http://www.aaup.org/article/eaten-e-mail#
http://www.aaup.org/article/eaten-e-mail#
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/social-media/10864320/Email-is-dead-for-todays-students-who-prefer-Twitter-universities-say.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/social-media/10864320/Email-is-dead-for-todays-students-who-prefer-Twitter-universities-say.html
http://www.telegraph.co.uk/technology/social-media/10864320/Email-is-dead-for-todays-students-who-prefer-Twitter-universities-say.html



