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PART 1: INTRODUCTION TO THE UNIVERSITY 

 

The university is a very old institution and has gone through some changes throughout history, 

but its original purposes are still relevant in its modern form. Universities were first formed in 

the Middle Ages, and it is of importance that they were formed spontaneously – originally, 

students eager to learn gathered around scholars. It was only when the numbers of these 

students grew very high that these learning-circles came to be institutionalized. They were given 

various privileges by the state and the church (like to a kind of a guild), as these saw it to be in 

their interest to foster learning. It was under such protection and encouragement and privileges 

that the various study-circles of various scholars of various disciplines were organized into one 

institution, the university (“universitas” meaning here the whole range, the fullness of 

knowledge). 

There are some things to be learned from this historical origin of the university. One is 

that it was brought about by the gathering of people willing to learn and by people with learning 

in various fields who were ready to pass on their knowledge. That is, the university is created 

by students – it is not only for students, it belongs to students. The university is yours. And it is 
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as much created by the scholars teaching the students – students and teachers form a 

community. The university belongs to this community, it is an institution created for learning 

by those who wish to learn and those who can enhance learning.  

Medieval universities were, however, mainly designed to pass on a fixed body of 

knowledge, and with the developments in sciences and among new historical circumstances 

calling for new engagements, this no longer proved enough. The most important changes 

occurred at the beginning of the 19th century, with the university reforms proposed by Wilhelm 

von Humboldt, a German thinker, statesman, linguist, and historian. Humboldt’s ideas were 

built in part on the ideas of the German philosopher Immanuel Kant. Kant held that philosophy 

is a system of knowledge gained by reason, the basis of all sciences, of all knowledge. But it is 

also something else: not a body of knowledge only, but the ability to relate knowledge to the 

fundamental purposes of the human being. For Kant the real philosopher is a practical 

philosopher, and philosophy is an attitude – the attitude of aspiration for knowledge. When 

Humboldt applied such ideas in his educational reform, he envisioned the university as an 

institution whose task is not only to hand down a fixed body of knowledge, but to pursue the 

general purposes of reason for the interest of all human beings. His idea of the university was 

therefore one in which teaching and research are united. Research, whether we are talking 

about the sciences or the humanities, entails a constant questioning, a constant seeking after 

new knowledge. When this is united with teaching, a university does not only teach already 

existing knowledge but also teaches an attitude, the readiness to advance, refine on, 

knowledge. And this requires a constant questioning, constantly raising and testing hypotheses, 

seeking answers. This can only be done if we do not settle for what we think we know, do not 

take for granted knowledge we simply receive, but think for ourselves. It is only in this way that 

thinking can be put in the service of the education of the individual, and thus of society, and 

ultimately of humanity. For these reasons, the pursuit of knowledge must always be 

independent, meaning that the university has its purpose in itself – it does not serve political 

agendas or direct practical purposes, it only serves the pursuit of knowledge, the fostering of 

the attitude of readiness to think for oneself, which liberates reason from authoritatively 

dictated aims. The role of the state in this view is to guarantee the conditions for the existence 

of universities, because – Humboldt argued – it is in the interest of the state to maintain 

autonomous universities that shape self-thinking individuals. 
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Such ideals of an autonomous community of students and teachers that exists for the 

constant pursuit of knowledge still define modern universities. Loránd Eötvös, the great 

physicist and inventor, after whom this university is named, still echoed such ideals in his 

speech when he became rector of the university in 1891. When he said that the power of 

knowledge is accepted by all individuals and states – when he argued that the relation between 

the university and society is that the university teaches what it finds to be valid knowledge and 

society makes use of individuals with knowledge, and that this relation, founded on the 

freedom of the university is just as valid in his days as it was at the time when universities were 

established – when he defined the university as a school of scholarship, which gives more than 

an encyclopaedia can, because it offers students not only facts but an insight into ways of 

gaining knowledge – when he defined the scholar not as the knower but as the researcher of 

knowledge and the teacher as someone who thinks individually, for only such a teacher can 

teach students to think individually – and when he argued that universities do not only teach 

but educate – when he said all these things, he was upholding the ideals of the modern 

university.1 

Eötvös Loránd University is an institution based on such ideals. 

 

Who are your teachers? 

In accordance with the modern self-definition of universities, your teachers are also scholars. 

They do not only give classes but are also researchers of their fields – they contribute to 

scholarly discussions, take part in the shaping of knowledge, experiment, write books and 

articles, they are engaged in the pursuit of knowledge, they are also students (the word 

“scholar” actually means both a trained academic and a student), who constantly pursue 

knowledge. They are not frozen repositories of knowledge but curious individuals, with their 

own ways of thinking, and this is why teaching at a university can take many forms – again, to 

cite Loránd Eötvös, it would be harmful and impossible to demand of teachers to work to a 

uniform pattern –, it is their individuality that makes a university a “scholarly school”. 

 
1 For Hungarian speakers: the full speech of Loránd Eötvös – „Beszéd, melylyel Báró Eötvös Loránd a Budapesti 
Királyi Egyetem rectori székét 1891 szeptember 15-én ünnepélyesen elfoglalta” – can be accessed at 
https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/static/pdf-viewer-master/external/pdfjs-2.1.266-
dist/web/viewer.html?file=https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10831/9468/Beszed_1891_Eotvos_Lorand.pd
f?sequence=1&amp;isAllowed=y. For more ont he Humboldtian idea of the modern university, see Fehér M. István, 
„Az egyetem humboldti eszménye és a német idealizmus” in: Fehér M. István, Filozófia, történet, értelmezés. 
Hermeneutikai tanulmányok (2000–2020), Budapest: L’Harmattan, 2020, 1. köt., 195-219.  

https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/static/pdf-viewer-master/external/pdfjs-2.1.266-dist/web/viewer.html?file=https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10831/9468/Beszed_1891_Eotvos_Lorand.pdf?sequence=1&amp;isAllowed=y
https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/static/pdf-viewer-master/external/pdfjs-2.1.266-dist/web/viewer.html?file=https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10831/9468/Beszed_1891_Eotvos_Lorand.pdf?sequence=1&amp;isAllowed=y
https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/static/pdf-viewer-master/external/pdfjs-2.1.266-dist/web/viewer.html?file=https://edit.elte.hu/xmlui/bitstream/handle/10831/9468/Beszed_1891_Eotvos_Lorand.pdf?sequence=1&amp;isAllowed=y
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The community and its codes of conduct 

Students, too, are individuals and are treated so at a university – their individuality is also 

necessary for the university to remain a “scholarly school”. As at the beginning, so today, the 

university is a community of teachers and students. And a community needs to work according 

to some codes of conduct that ensure its communal nature. These codes demand that nobody 

be excluded on racial, sexual, religious, or political grounds. All members of the community are 

entitled to their opinions and can speak those freely. But because this is a scholarly community, 

there are rules for the expression of opinions, which are determined by scholarly demands and 

the ideal of the university. Opinions are to be considered, argued for, debated, and grounded 

in reason and knowledge; they are not to incite hate, aggression, or harm to others; they are 

not to discriminate individuals or groups on grounds of personal like or dislike. The expression 

of opinion potentially always includes political stances, and the university is therefore a political 

place – but only in the sense of “political” as engaging with the affairs of society, not in the sense 

of agitating for political parties, or of indoctrination, or of propaganda of any kind. Debate – 

including political debate – is always welcome, because a clash of opinions enhances 

knowledge, but debate must be conducted in terms of mutual respect, attempts at 

understanding, and reasonable argumentation. 

Students are welcome to question and argue with their teachers and each other as long 

as they adhere to such codes and treat one another with the respect that all individuals can 

claim from others. Teachers and students are expected to treat each other in terms of these 

codes of respect, and to remember that they are members of the same community, with rights 

and obligations allotted by the university’s governing bodies, in which students also have their 

say. 

 

For the general ethical code of the university, see 

https://www.elte.hu/dstore/document/964/ELTE_Etikai_Kodex_140701.pdf 

 

For the Standards of Ethical Conduct of the School of English and American Studies, see 

http://seas.elte.hu/w/about 

 

 

 

https://www.elte.hu/dstore/document/964/ELTE_Etikai_Kodex_140701.pdf
http://seas.elte.hu/w/about
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PART 2: PRACTICAL GUIDE 

 

Structure of the Institution 

 

ELTE Eötvös Loránd University (https://www.elte.hu/) 

• Faculty of Humanities (BTK, https://www.btk.elte.hu/) 

o School of English and American Studies (SEAS, http://seas.elte.hu/dokuwiki/) 

§ Department of English Studies (DES, https://des.elte.hu/) 

§ Department of American Studies (DAS, https://das.elte.hu/index.php) 

§ Department of English Language Pedagogy (DELP, https://delp.elte.hu/) 

§ Department of English Applied Linguistics (DEAL, https://deal.elte.hu/) 

§ Department of English Linguistics (DELG, http://seas.elte.hu/w/!delg) 

 

Why is this important? 

Although you might be a student of the English Studies programme, not all your study units 

are hosted by the Department of English Studies but some other department within SEAS. 

Should you have any administrative or other issues with a course that your instructor cannot 

help with, you need to find the person to address your issue in the relevant department. You 

can check the name of the department that hosts the course in Neptun and the SEAS course 

catalogue: http://seas.elte.hu/seas/catalogue.pl 

 

How to Write an Email to a University Professor 

 

Before you write: 

Keep in mind that your instructors are not customer service agents. Make sure that you study 

the relevant regulations, websites, and syllabi (!) before making inquiries. 

• Use a clear subject line: keep it concise and relevant (e.g. “Question About Assignment 

3” or “Request for Meeting”) 

• Use a formal greeting: “Dear Dr./Professor [last name]” (if you’re unsure of their title, 

simply “Dear Professor” is a safe option) (should you write your email in Hungarian: 

“Tisztelt [vezetéknév] Tanár Úr/Tanárnő”) 

https://www.elte.hu/
https://www.btk.elte.hu/
http://seas.elte.hu/dokuwiki/
https://des.elte.hu/
https://das.elte.hu/index.php
https://delp.elte.hu/
https://deal.elte.hu/
http://seas.elte.hu/w/!delg
http://seas.elte.hu/seas/catalogue.pl
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• Introduce yourself: mention your full name, your study programme, Neptun ID, course 

name with code and time 

• State your purpose clearly: be brief but specific about why you are writing (e.g. asking a 

question, requesting an appointment)—do not overwhelm your instructor with highly 

personal details of your situation 

• Be polite and professional: use complete sentences, proper grammar, and avoid slang 

or emojis. You may want to employ Robin Lakoff’s three principles of politeness (1973): 

1) don’t impose, 2) give options, 3) make the receiver feel good. 

• Close with appreciation and a formal sign-off: thank the professor for their time and end 

with a sign-off like “Sincerely,” “Best regards,” etc. 

 

Sample email: 

Subject: Request to Join Class – ENG 204 

Dear Professor [last name], 

I hope you’re doing well. My name is [full name], and I’m a third-year English major 

hoping to enroll in your ENG 204: Modern American Literature course this semester 

(Mon 8.30am). 

Unfortunately, I noticed that the class is currently full. I’m reaching out to ask if there is 

any possibility you might consider raising the enrollment cap or allowing me to join 

with your permission. This course is an important requirement for my degree plan, 

and I’m particularly interested in the topics listed in your syllabus. 

I completely understand if space is limited, but I would be grateful if you could let me 

know if there’s any chance to enroll. 

Thank you very much for your time and consideration. 

Sincerely, 

[full name] 

[Neptun ID] 

 

Once the email is sent: 

• Be patient. Your instructors check their emails regularly, and you can trust that they are 

responsive. However, they are also human after all: they might be busy with classes, 
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research, and other administrative issues that need their attention. Don’t expect a reply 

on the same day after regular work hours and at the weekend. 

• Keep in mind that your instructors are not chatbots. Observe the formalities above in 

your subsequent replies. 

• Don’t forget to acknowledge receipt or thank your professor if necessary. 

 

Other Useful Websites 

 

Course descriptions: http://seas.elte.hu/seas/catalogue.pl 

Academic regulations: hu, en 

Counselling services at SEAS: http://seas.elte.hu/w/help 

Students with special needs: hu, en 

http://seas.elte.hu/seas/catalogue.pl
https://www.elte.hu/dstore/document/689/ELTE_SZMSZ_II.pdf
https://www.elte.hu/en/dstore/document/1/ELTE_SZMSZ_II_EN.pdf
http://seas.elte.hu/w/help
https://www.elte.hu/eselyegyenloseg
https://www.elte.hu/en/equal

