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bumper summer fun

it was the best of times ...

4 All the undergraduates have taken off for the sum-
mer except a few who are keen to start their final year 
projects. The exam board is over with a really good set 
of final year results. Post graduate students are getting 
on with their studies, producing papers and collecting 
data. And I got 2 emails to say papers have been ac-
cepted. Where is the big black cloud I wonder?

... it was the worst of times

4 7.00 In office and spend an hour organising es-
says (1,000 of them) as we no longer have any admin 
support. Am fed up about leave situation—have three 
weeks due to me over and above what I’m about to 
have that I can’t take.

What do they think?

4 Regardless of what my mum—and many oth-
ers—think, of course, the freedom of the summer 
vacation is not the opportunity to do nothing, but 
rather the opportunity to do all the things that there 
is not enough time for during term.

4 The impression that most people have of academ-
ics is that the summer is one long, lazy aestivation. For 
me it’s the busiest time of the year as I try to get to 
all the things I didn’t do during last term and know I 
need to complete before September comes and teach-
ing consumes me once more.

time for a tidy up

4 It also seems to be the season of references—two 
completed today (one for a former student who seems 
convinced that I supervised his dissertation—I didn’t). 
I also spent a very satisfying 30 minutes sorting out 
my office and have managed to throw away a huge pile 
of out of date paperwork—it’s very cathartic.

4 So today I have time to research, and instead I 

spent part of the morning looking for a Post Office 
receipt that has a tracking number on it I need. I’m 
sure I kept it safe. Absolutely sure of it—except I can’t 
find it. I did find other scraps of paper that reminded 
me of things that I need to do. 

4 Spent all day cleaning my office (organising papers 
and files, labelling files, clearing off my desk and table) 
so that I can leave on vacation with last year behind 
and arrive back in August ready to take on the new 
semester. It feels really good to have that organised, 
clean space in my mind while I’m away.

conference fun

4 Then had breakfast in a cafe, which is really one of 
the best things life has to offer. Fried eggs, mushroom, 
being out at breakfast time... oh I really love this, week-
end or workday. What a treat. And then I walked in to 
the conference, through sunny leafy streets - I’d seen a 
fox running across the road the night before.

4 I am first to arrive at breakfast because I could not 
remember what time they had said it was last night. 
This is a busy conference run, it would seem, by two 
very hard working people—not much thought given 
to how to make people comfortable. Am concerned at 
the way speakers are introduced, thanked, cared for, 
especially those who have travelled a long way. I meet 
an old friend and we catch up over limp toast and wa-
tery scrambled eggs.

4 I was at a conference, and chairing the first ses-
sion, so had to cut short an interesting conversation 
at breakfast to make sure I was in the appropriate hall 
by the appropriate time. As it happened I knew all 
the speakers, which would have made life easy had 
the convention at this conference been to introduce 
them—but it wasn’t.

4 I finally settle down to review a 167-page set of 
notes of a conference I could not attend. Every year a 
pro bono attorney from Skadden Arps prepares a set 
of notes of the proceedings which he distributes to at-
tendees and those who would like to have attended ... 
It is a miracle of accuracy and succinctness. The con-
ference lasts 3.5 days. Somehow this lawyer manages 
to extract everything worth remembering from every 
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contribution and reduces it to a memorandum that 
leaves me speechless with admiration. His memo is 
circulated three days after the conference ends. Reg-
ulars at the conference long ago realized that their 
notes could not possibly be better than this lawyer’s 
—so everyone just sits back and listens

4 He thinks the postdramatic isn’t specifically inter-
ested in the dramatic. I think there’s a difference be-
tween postdramatic and postmodern. He wasn’t very 
interested in talking to me, however, and I was a bit 
bored, too.

travel fun

4 I like the miracle of flying. It’s best when you’re sit-
ting in a plane on the ground looking so that you can 
see down the runway as the plane in front of you takes 
off. When it’s close to you, it’s hundreds of tons of 
metal and humans and suitcases, and at first it trun-
dles slowly, like a walrus struggling across the beach to 
the sea. But then it goes faster and faster until, magi-
cally, it just takes off, floats, levitates up into the air 
like a giant silver swan. Can you imagine a Victorian’s 
reaction to this? “a large metallic contraption, transport-
ing people through the air at hundreds of miles an hour, 
kept up simply by a pressure difference caused by the 
slight difference in speed between air molecules that go 
under and over its wings? have you gone quite mad, sir?”. 
This is closest almost all of us will ever get to space 
travel, and all some people can do is whinge about the 
time they have to wait in airports, and the food.

4 5:50am Even at this early, lines of people with 
suitcases in tow. Walked right by the check in gate the 
first time. I was headed to security before I realized I 
needed to check my large suitcase. Did that and then 
headed for security ...  

4 After 6 hours, 4 trains and several British Rail 
sandwiches (and a glass of wine), I finally return 
home. 

4 Send text messages to my mum and a friend, and 
read in bed. I didn’t bring any fiction (because I’m 
reading Anna Karenina and judged it too heavy to be 
justified in a bicycle pannier) so it’s still Communities 
of Practice

our critics ...

4 Of course, I have to suppress the assumption that 
the referees are idiots and if they did not understand 
a point we had specifically made, then it is our fault, 
and I need to clarify.

4 The final blow to a stressful week was getting re-
viewers comments back on a grant application and 
finding them contradictory and confusing. I under-
stand that reading such things is similar to grieving - 

you go through stages of denial, anger and ultimately 
reach acceptance.

... ourselves

4 then it’s time to referee a paper that has been sit-
ting in my ‘reviewer centre’ at a well known academic 
publisher for several weeks. I read it a few days ago 
and I come back to it in the hope of being able to make 
more sense of what is going on. It’s full of interesting 
observations, and tells me a number of things I don’t 
know, but I’m not sure what the overall argument is. 
After reading it through a couple more times I make 
that observation at slightly greater length as part of 
my reviewer’s comments and hit the submit button. 

4 Also pinged the 20+ people who are coming in for 
review panels in a week or so to remind them to do 
their homework.

software fun

4 Talking to the staff it turns out that they have 
step-by-step instructions that they follow to the let-
ter whenever they need to update the web-site. To 
change the picking schedule takes them about half 
an hour, they say. However, they have a young college 
student who typically maintains the site, and she can 
apparently update the site in about a minute from her 
phone (!) I am sure there is a lesson about computa-
tional thinking somewhere in there. 

4 I said that it would only be useful if it helped us 
make working software, and that I felt they should 
just make working software, since we had plenty of 
sketches.

janus points

4 Fifteen years ago I told my wife that this job would 
get easier with time—that the day would come when 
I wouldn’t have to work every evening and every week-
end. I don’t have the heart to tell her how far off the 
mark I was. I guess I don’t have to at this point!

4 Very mixed feelings—glad to be getting lump sum 
payout and to take pension early, but hard to let go 
of such a large portion of my waking (and sometimes 
sleep-disturbing!) attention over the last 20 years or 
more.  To hand “babies” of courses and projects onto 
others to do what they will with them. I trust I have 
given them something useful to work with.

4 15th was graduation day. Got up late, got gown, 
sat on platform. Heard Vice-Chancellor’s same old 
tired joke (he only has one) ... 2 glasses of champagne 
... I guess I find graduation awkward and I hate good-
byes. So then I was pretty tiddly and I went home 
and slept it off. Woke up grumpy with a headache. 
Another year.


