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sometimes academic life is funny & sometimes it ain’t

Sumer Is Icumen In

4 It’s the time of year when academics jump onto 
trains and planes and into cars and head off to far-
flung parts of the world/UK to fulfil external exam-
iner duties.

4 What a varied day! With exam boards over, my 
diary is now my own: what bliss to have a bit of free-
dom back. I love the academic annual cycle of activity 
– especially at this time of year!

4 Colleague in another dept. rings to say that they 
have just left their exam board and have a break for 
coffee and a sandwich (timing fits well with the 6 am 
b’fast this morning!) 

4 This is the last week of term before the summer 
‘break’ (aka ‘period between teaching in which I try to 
do everything I don’t have time for when I’m teach-
ing’)

4 Oh bliss, I am at a conference! and not only that 
but, having presented my paper yesterday, I can just 
sit back and enjoy it.

4 Although I took work on the plane, I read a novel 
instead.

4 9-10am run. 10-11 am mow lawns, breakfast, get 
to work 11-12 attend seminar. fall asleep. 12-1 talk to 
colleague; lunch. 1-2 stare vacantly into space

summer woes

4 ... prune ollallieberries and mow front lawn. I’ve 
been putting off the mowing for a while, so the grass 
and weeds have gotten pretty long, so the mowing 
took quite a while, even though the patch of lawn is 
small. I’m dreading doing the back yard, which is larg-
er and which has grass over a meter tall now. By the 
end of the mowing of the front yard, my nose was all 
stuffed up - I think I’m allergic to whatever is growing 
on the leaves of the sycamore trees, since this happens 
every time I mow the front lawn.

4 I was also a bit sun burned and annoyed that a 
sensible person like me should allow herself to get 
sunburned and I was suffering with hay fever which 
involved constant sneezing and feeling very unwell. I 
spent the day in the office trying to recover my equi-
librium

student woes

4 A couple of hours reconsidering the evidence in 
a student plagiarism case. The two students involved 
insisted that their work was neither plagiarised from 
a common source nor written in collusion, so I spent 
more time than it’s worth re-reading all of their work, 
and concluding that they’re lying. 

4 Students who don’t understand how they could 
have failed, a student who apparently spent an entire 
semester in my class looking at texts and reading other 
students’ writing and yet left with the misapprehen-
sion that prose should be centered on the page. How 
has she gotten to her twenties believing that? Has she 
ever read anything where prose is centered? This is, of 
course, not the reason she failed the coursework - that 
came from the writing.

4 In the mid-afternoon an international postgrad 
student from India comes to see me. I know what has 
prompted this visit and my heart sinks. I have given 
her 0% for an essay and I have to tell her that she is 
lucky just to have been given 0% and referred in the 
subject rather than referred to the cheating commit-
tee. She is a picture of abject misery. Her essay was 
little more than a cut and paste from Wikipedia. I ex-
plain to her why this is not acceptable. As I probe fur-
ther why she did this, I learn that she has apparently 
never written an essay before. Her entire educational 
experience has been tests and exams.

summer joys

4 I also saw a few students who had popped in to 
say thank you because they were pleased with the 
grades that they had received; there were quite a few 
tears of joy. It is this that makes the job so worthwhile. 
Many of my students started their degree hoping they 
would pass, and so for them receiving high 2.1s or first 
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class honours is such an achievement. This is why I 
get so frustrated that we rank so lowly on the ‘value 
added’ scales in league tables. If the statisticians from 
The Times and The Guardian met our students they 
would soon realise how transformative the degree is 
for so many of them.

4 Started the day meeting with two very keen sum-
mer research students – third year students going 
into Senior Honours next year. I am always amazed 
at how much research can get done with the help of a 
10-week summer scholarship: the students may need 
a bit of training in research methods, but if I meet 
with them daily, I can usually ensure that they remain 
focussed and that we make substantial progress. The 
£2500 that the department gives me for a summer 
scholarship provides much more research value for 
money than the countless hours I spend writing un-
successful research grants.

4 I’m met in the Porter’s Lodge by the internal exam-
iner, and the candidate ... shows up a moment later, so 
we all troop off to the internal’s college room, which is 
the full works - oak panels, fireplace, big windows and 
all that. Pass a very pleasant two and a half hours dis-
cussing the candidate’s thesis, managing (I think) to 
tread a line between pedantry, hand-wringing humil-
ity and Oxbridge-sycophancy, unnecessary smart-ar-
sery and all other traps that lie in wait for the unwary 
examiner. All ends happily and we send him off a few 
minor corrections short of a PhD ... 

Also a sense of how the value of higher education and 
academic research, which I so often doubt and ques-
tion, is so utterly demonstrable and taken for granted 
in a place like Cambridge. So I leave buoyed up, both 
about my own personal worth and that of the whole 
endeavour of universities.

A woeful estate

4 I’ve been here 11 years, and there is little in the 
UK (or English-Scotland may be different) system 
that I think is superior to the US system. The English 
system involves so much more bureaucracy, so many 
fewer contact hours with students, so little actual 
training at postgraduate level ...

A parent of a daughter who’d been accepted to Eng-
lish and US universities recently asked me which I’d 
choose, and I could only say “That’s difficult for me to 
answer as a representative of my university”. I mean, I 
couldn’t spin it positively for the UK. I just couldn’t. 
My colleagues point to the UK system of low fees as 
equitable-but participation in HE is much higher in 
the US, and the student bodies of Harvard and Yale 
are far more diverse than those of Oxford and Cam-

bridge. So, I’m losing patience with my colleagues on 
this matter. 

4 ... she says that she’s received no feedback on the 
assessment items, and that the lecturer has told stu-
dents not to contact him outside class and not to email 
him because he’s too busy to respond.

4 They’ve interviewed for all the posts but no one’s 
been appointed and there are worries that the new 
dean’s misogyny will play a part in making significant 
changes to our managers. One wonders how some-
one who stares right through women assuming they 
all work in admin and have nothing intelligent to say 
could be appointed to Head of School in 2011, but 
then again, nothing surprises me at this stage.

no end in sight?

4 At 2pm I phoned an emeritus professor to agree 
marks on scripts. He is still teaching and assessing in 
the department and would like never to have retired 
in the first place ... As a feminist who’s divorced at 
least one academic husband for being a workaholic, 
I think that external prompts to stop working are 
few enough in academia as it is, leading to a culture of 
workaholism and self-definition only through work. 
This culture is detrimental to relations with fam-
ily, children, and friends, and creates emotionally de-
prived individuals. Removing the retirement age will 
be, in my view, a human disaster.

4 Being an academic is all-consuming. There is no 
place where the job ends and I begin. I am so tired and 
low and have nowhere to turn. Other colleagues—one 
in particular—self-medicate by drinking expensive 
Scotch by the bottle. That’s not a route that appeals 
to me.

4 I’m tired and scared that I’ll forget to complete 
a task that’ll cost me my job when the redundancies 
come.

4 There is so much to do this summer in order to 
prepare for next year, and to get my research path 
moving that it is hard to take a break and relax. This 
really is one of those jobs that consumes all your spare 
time. All that you let it into.

robot joy

4 ... discuss my visit to a mutual friend last weekend 
in San Jose: first time I’d been in a four-robot house-
hold.

4 I refuse to be depressed - my LOGO program will 
solve all problems, and yes I know that this is the tri-
umph of enthusiasm over experience! Actually a lot of 
teaching is that, now I think of it.


