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The delicate balance of priorities

things come to the top

4 I did a shorter swim this morning. Even that puts 
me into a great mood for the rest the day. I feel alert. 
Calmer. Ready. 

4 Teaching is over, so the more relaxed atmosphere 
means my early morning swim lasts longer than usu-
al. I have only recently learned to swim the crawl and 
discuss the finer points of the leg action with fellow 
(faster) swimmers. 

4 Having got out of the habit of swimming regularly 
this semester I am easing myself back in and managed 
to get a few lengths done before work. 

4 With the better weather, I’ve got my bike out 
again (I fell off in the ice, so have become strictly good 
weather cyclist only) but that doesn’t seem to make 
much of an impression, despite the 5 miles each way. 
Need to get back up to speed, (literally and metaphor-
ically) with my running. I’ve signed up for the 10km 
Race for Life in May, but haven’t run that distance 
since New Years Day! I managed only about 4km last 
week and was a wreck!

4 ... the plan was to go for a bike ride (yesterday’s 
having been a great success, in large part thanks to 
jaffa cakes and some cute lambs)

things come right

4 That is just fun -- I get to teach a discrete topic in 
a short time with no assessments or the pressure that 
goes with them. My goal is to spread the fun out a bit. 
I hope the students have as much fun as I do. I spent 
today digging around online and in my library for 
source materials. I really enjoy going “down the rab-
bit hole” looking for information and putting together 
talks on interesting topics.

4 10:45 AM: Remarkably good class today for the 
day before break. Attendance was good and the stu-
dents were nearly all engaged in the material. Always 

good to go into a break on a high note.

4 The interviews are enormously enjoyable. It re-
minds me of why I found my way into higher educa-
tion in the first place. Bright young people with good 
ideas.

4 ... back to a silly number of emails. Thankfully my 
colleagues rescued me and sent me to the pub! We 
had a really good meal out and a very good laugh. I 
am really lucky that I have good friends at work, who 
are not only fun but they also we share ideals about 
what we should be doing to making university better 
for the students. Whenever I have a rough week I re-
member how lucky I am - I have good colleagues and 
fabulous students to work with, and I am paid to talk 
about the subject I love. Really, why do we complain? 
Ah yes, because we want it to be even better, and there 
is nothing more frustrating than working with those 
who seem set on making things worse. Those people 
are now on holiday for a bit, so I can just concentrate 
on the good bits!

4 Of all my day surveys, even the weekend ones, to-
day’s might have been the least overtly professorial. 
However, it was also one of the best days I’ve had all 
year. No committee meetings, no marketing, no grad-
ing: just spending the day with students whose com-
pany I enjoy and whom I inspire to work on what they 
all call their greatest undergraduate experience. 

whose priority is it anyway?

4 Since the dean will be at our faculty meeting this 
afternoon, I put on my most formal T-shirt 

4 Most of my writing collaborations have been re-
warding and interesting processes, but this particular 
one has been a bit fraught with problems and hold 
ups. However, the draft is getting pretty close to a fi-
nal draft and my collaborator is yet to contribute any-
thing. I will see what response I get to the paper I have 
forwarded on today, but I am close to claiming the 
paper as a single authored work, which so far it abso-
lutely is. The politics of authoring papers is such an 
important area of academic life and I know so many 
people who have ended up with names on papers 
that shouldn’t be there or the order of authors doesn’t 
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fairly represent the work - usually because people are 
too afraid of putting noses out of joint or because the 
most senior person is in a position of power. It is so 
tricky if your line manager hasn’t contributed to the 
paper, but insists on being first author and any ques-
tioning of this is likely to jeopardise your promotion 
prospects later in the year. There should be a whole 
area of leadership and promotion criteria related to 
publishing integrity and ethics.

4 Dull, dull, dull, dull, dull, dull, dull. I am spending 
all my time writing funding bids - describing the re-
search I would do if I were funded rather than actual-
ly doing the research that I want to do in my currently 
unfunded state. Since the former is unlikely and the 
latter is more productive, I find it hard to understand 
why we have been told to prioritise funding bids over 
everything else. 

4 The last three weeks have been absolutely insane 
- I will have had 80 hours of contact time in these 15 
days, and my normally highly organised life has dis-
integrated under the sheer weight of exhaustion and 
lack of time. I reckon I have spent 4 hours in my office 
in these three weeks, and it shows. ... I’m doing my 
best to keep on top of things, answering the most ur-
gent of emails in the evenings and on my phone while 
I’m waiting for in queues at shops.

how much do you hate e-mail? 

let me count the ways ...

4 8:40-9:10 read and cleaned up e-mail from earlier 
in the week. Now I have only 123 messages that have 
not been deleted or filed---that is nearly a record low, 
as I get about 66 messages a day averaged since Jan 1, 
after the spam filter. My own procmail filter blocks 
another 45 messages aday---I have no idea how many 
more messages a day the filter provided by the uni-
versity blocks. Oh, I didn’t count the 35 messages a 
day that I prefilter into files based on subject tags and 
read in blocks. So my estimate should be more like 
100 messages a day after filtering.

4 Spent Monday-Wednesday of this week at the 
premier European conference in my area. Did triage 
of email while at the conference, spent all of yester-
day attempting to catch up. Inevitably, some of that 
catchup spilled over into a couple of hours this morn-
ing. Despite having been involved in its invention 
and promotion, it is exactly at these times that I wish 
email had never appeared to constantly plague us. Or 
at least, University management had never been in-
troduced to email, so that it was strictly a channel for 
technical and learned exchange.

4 Much of this short day (about six hours) was spent 

dealing with, as yet, unanswered emails, complet-
ing surveys, booking conference places and asso-
ciated travel, and sorting files. These are the jobs 
that I don’t find time for during the usual chaos of 
mid-term, but which are so essential for efficiency 
and reliability.

4 This morning I   tried to clear some of my email 
backlog. When it gets to triple figures I know that 
things are going badly and things are starting to 
fall apart.

4 Then went to find a place for brunch that had 
free wifi ... had to log in and answer emails

4 E-mails seem to appear with regular and alarm-
ing frequency. If I don’t deal with them straight 
away, which by no means is possible or really ideal, 
they can get forgotten especially if they disappear 
off the bottom of the screen. So some of today was 
going through old (only a week or so!) e-mails and 
seeing what I had missed or forgotten to do.

4 On holiday for once. In Ireland - very nice. Still 
doing emails.

4 A day spent recovering from a conference: an 
impossible number of emails built up over the 
previous two days to deal with; contacts and ideas 
scribbled in notebooks at the conference to deci-
pher and action; news, ideas and developments to 
digest; and a hangover to fight off. 

4 There has been no free wireless anywhere on 
this trip, so I’ve genuinely been unable to check 
work email. I’ve scheduled a whole day on Mon-
day to clear the backlog, but I’m hoping that most 
people will have heeded my fierce bounce. I wish 
universities would actually disable accounts of staff 
on holiday so that the bounce was real and the 
message didn’t get through (as it wouldn’t if you 
tried to phone--I don’t have an answering service-
-or knock on my office door). Then, if it was still 
relevant, people would have to re-send email when 
I’m really back at my desk, and only if they hadn’t 
solved the question in the meantime, rather than 
being able to store up a whole week of stuff for me 
during what should be a holiday. Universities still 
need to develop proper email policies in my view.

a LARGER CANVAS

4 This Easter break will involve some soul-search-
ing about my future academic career…

4 I worry that the lack of motivation is setting me 
up for something else. I think I need to spend some 
time reviewing my next steps and planning, because 
otherwise things are happening around me.


