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opinions, problems, experiences, good bits & bad bits: all academic life is here

opinions

4 Academics are one of the most whiniest groups 
of people in the work force! All they do is complain, 
while they have one of the best jobs in the world. 
Where else people get to decide what they do when 
other than lecture/meeting times and get to decide 
what direction to take their research in? 

I had a wonderful day this Tuesday, 15th of February. 
I came to work around 10:30am after dropping my 
son at University’s staff creche. I did some admin and 
met my PhD student who did a great job of writing 
his literature survey. After lunch I met a visitor from 
a large corporation’s research centre to discuss the 
research in our area and think through some future 
plans. After doing some reading I picked up my son at 
3:30pm and we went to the beach downtown enjoying 
the wonderful weather and people swimming/getting 
a sun tan etc. Later on, as my wife finished her 9-to-5 
job, we had dinner out and went home. After doing 
some more reading/writing I went to sleep towards 
midnight expecting to wake up around 8am the next 
day. 

Where on earth will someone find a job allowing you 
to stroll gently into your office for 5 hours, spending 
2 of them having lunch and coffee with a visitor and 
going to the beach just because the day is nice??? 

4 I like working in industry - you get to work on 
really large data sets with really smart people - but I 
miss academia, I miss the self-determination.

4 The UCAS forms are an odd experience. We get 
1500 or so applications for 100 or so places, so we 
have to be fierce with them. Presumably these fig-
ures mean that in the new fees regime this dept will 
grow and grow and we will be doubling or tripling our 
numbers (and, I hope, our staff numbers) - though 
presumably also the overall number of applicants will 
drop as the prospect of £27K post-university debt 

puts people off. It’s hard, of course, to predict. Any-
way, the difficulty for us is not simply to accept the 
first hundred articulate public-school applicants with 
neatly hothoused personal statements but to try to 
have a degree of diversity. But it’s very difficult when 
you are faced with a choice between an applicant from 
a fancy school with perfect results and one from a dis-
tinctly unfancy school with less-than-perfect results 
yet who has clearly had to fight much harder to get 
those results. It’s a problem and we do our best, but 
the inequalities of the school system make it a bit late 
in the day to be trying. 

Anyway, that’s about it. I stopped work at 10pm. Not 
the kind of day I dreamed of when I became an aca-
demic.

problems

4 Did I think I would get to work on the self study?  
No, it’s really much more interesting to spend the time 
trying to reconfigure the fall schedule so people with 
<insert problem here> don’t have to teach at <time 
they don’t want to teach>. I guess it makes me old, 
but I just taught at the time they scheduled my class.

4 The problem I have this year is that we’ve just 
moved into a new building. And, like most new uni-
versity buildings I see, it has been designed for eve-
rything except academic work. The doors are glass, 
with no frosting, and I have an internal window as 
well which looks over the stairs. Students walk by my 
office all the time. So I’m sitting talking with a stu-
dent about their work, and I see their eyes glaze over, 
distracted by a friend walking past behind me. I know 
there’s going to be debates and discussions about this, 
because I’m not the only one who is not happy, but I 
wonder, yet again, why the offices were designed with-
out any thought for how academic work happens.

4 I have a new computer on my desk. We have a 5 
year rolling plan, and my 5 years is up. It is nice and 
fast. It also removes the word “I” from every email I 
send. Not sure if I should ask for it to be fixed, or if 
that will take 5 years.

This is a multi-voiced representation. 
Each quotation is from a different respondent



experiences

4 Then took a seminar group for another professor 
about Medieval masculinity - group of 16 girls and 
one boy talking about attitudes to sex - most times 
the word ‘intercourse’ has been said in one of my sem-
inars before.... 

4 Wake around 6.45 from one of those “in an air-
port, late for a plane, haven’t even checked in my luggage 
yet, departure lounges are separated from check in by 3 
fields and a motorway, the only check in desk for the whole 
airport is a little wooden reception counter” dreams, in 
Canada for no apparent reason.

4 Meet with three more intro students who have 
questions about the take-home exam. One thought 
her code had a bug, but it worked fine when I was 
watching. That seems to happen on a fairly regular 
basis.

good bits

4 I really enjoy teaching. This is a great course-a dif-
ferent lecturer and topic each week which keeps it re-
ally interesting. Students are really fun sometimes too. 
This is a second year class which is a turning point in 
their learning - I teach them for the whole year which 
is kind of rewarding at times.

4 Took an early lunch break and slipped in a quick 
real tennis lesson. Much of what I’ve learned about 
teaching has come via my engagement with sports 
coaches (I’ve learned more from them than from the 
professional qualifications I’ve done). The coach for 
my lesson today was a former world champion and 
his facility in explaining things at my much lower level 
of operation offered me further models for explaining 
things to students.

4 They had an assignment due last night and were 
in a bit of a panic. I give them challenging tasks to 
complete, but the point is to expose them to some 
new technique or process that I want them to master. 
I want them to succeed. Giving up in frustration isn’t 
the point.

4 Disappointing, frustrating or other, spending time 
with the students always gives me a buzz. My colleague 
got an email from a formerly switched-off third year 
genuinely thanking him for his research class that day. 
It completely made his day. So all in all, it was a good 
day for teaching, 

4 As soon as that meeting finished I had a 90-
minute drive past my home campus to a local high 
school, where I was interviewing students for entry 
into an offering of our first-year programming course 
for gifted high school students. I think it’s funny: the 
point of offering such courses is to attract these good 

students to our uni by giving them a head start on 
some first-year courses; but they will inevitably (and 
who can blame them?) go to a more prestigious uni - 
which will of course give them credit for these courses 
if they apply for it. Fortunately, I teach them because 
I enjoy teaching a class who’s much more motivated, 
capable, and involved than my own first-years, and if 
they choose to go to another uni it will be with my 
blessing.

bad bits

4 ... marking is a hard part of teaching. I like read-
ing students’ work but it is hard sometimes to give 
the right feedback. It is easy to pick on the bits that 
need improving and forget to mention the good parts. 
Also it is easy to give surface features a lot of attention 
and not give the overall structure the priority it needs. 
This is particularly the case when makring on-line i 
think.

4 Get home about 8pm but need to get some mark-
ing done for tomorrow. Put this off for a couple of 
hours to grab some dinner and time with the family. 
Eventually haul myself to my home office a plough 
through the marking - Although I recognize the im-
portance of this task, it’s the only part of the job I 
hate doing. This means I procrastinate which makes 
it even worse.

4 Worked at home marking some third year reports. 
The first few are quite good and this makes me buoy-
ant…. and then I start on some very weak submissions 
which leaves me full of despair. Why do students sim-
ply not take the basic advice they are given? They are 
paying for it – we have the expertise – why do they 
choose to ignore it and risk getting poor marks in the 
final year of their degree?

and then

4 A nearly empty room was not the best visual for 
David Willetts, nor was the misspelling in his title on 
the backing slide. He argued that funding in real terms 
was not being cut for the Humanities, and invited our 
questions. Then he left before the question period.

Afterwards at the reception, I spoke to a professor, 
one of the best examples of an aware, caring senior 
academic. He’s leaving for a job in the US, the brain 
drain in actuality. A far more pompous professor said 
the University wouldn’t replace professor A at his 
level. Again, I wanted to ask why that was a problem. 
Take the professorial salary, employ two Early Career 
Researchers who could be professors in 25 years and 
continue to do what universities profess to do - edu-
cate and research. I didn’t quite have the nerve to say 
that either. 


