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surfin’ on the zeitgeist, scoopin’ up the memes

A cold coming we had of it

4 ... drive into work. I should be cycling but it’s really 
cold and I have lost my gloves.

4… trying to keep my legs warm after the window 
was left open all weekend. 

4 Winter is definitely here and it is rather chilly this 
morning. Of course the first negative numbers on the 
weather forecast is like an instruction to the boiler to 
stop working and the house is freezing! Equally an-
noying is that I arrive at the office to find the heat-
ing turned up so high that I can barely think. Our 
building is in desperate need of refurbishment as the 
heating system just doesn’t work - whilst I am swelter-
ing from being in sauna like conditions other people 
elsewhere in the building are shivering.

4 It’s so cold in the office I am disobeying the Dean’s 
stricture and plugging in my fan heater (they are on 
his “banned” list). The temperature never seems to be 
right in the building - the heating is left on far too 
late in the summer and then once switched off it takes 
until the winter is well set in before they put it back 
on again

just the worst time of year 

for a journey

4 Four hour train journey, should be able to get some 
work done. But the first hour-and-half turns out to be 
standing-room only

4 Well it is about 8.45 and I started work, at home, 
at 6.30 and continued on the train - marking second 
year lab reports.

4 Another exhausting week begins with early trains 
and planes to meetings in London today and an early 
start tomorrow … My netbook is loaded up with re-
ports to read and write - must remember the electric-
ity cable for it!

4 ... I now have to find time to read them, something 
I find harder since I moved house and I no longer 

spend 4 hours a day commuting. I wouldn’t go back 
to the constant tiredness of that length of commute, 
but at least I kept up with reading. Now I have a bet-
ter quality of life, shorter commute and huge pile of 
unread reading!

4 Some of my best reading happens on a train (in 
fact almost all of my reading gets done on trains).

A teacher prepares

4 I have done teaching prep while on research leave 
and like most academics I know I like teaching when 
I’m in the room with the students - it’s the attached 
admin I don’t enjoy. 

4 In this world of time-allocation models, Full Eco-
nomic Costing and so on, I find it intensely frustrat-
ing that nobody seems to think that development of 
material for teaching should be allocated any more 
than the merest token of time. “Time” means simply 
“time in front of students”. Well for this course, that 
is a nominal 20 hours, but there are more than 150 
hours of development work going on first. However, 
since it is not officially allocated, it just has to come 
out of any spare time that is lying around. As a result 
I have had to work every single day (i.e. Monday-to-
Sunday inclusive) for 5 weeks just to fit it in. Annoy-
ing.

4 I value the T&L of what I do. I’m not here to just 
be a fusty old academic. I want to challenge, inspire 
and develop my students. I spend a lot of time on 
preparation. 

4 … first lecture on a course that is delivered in-
tensively in what is now the second half of the term. 
These first-thing lectures are often birthed in the 
midwife hours of the weekend.

4 The morning was spent on preparing lecture ma-
terials for later in the week. Even though these are 
based on lectures I have previously delivered,  updates 
each teaching period typically take two hours per 1-2 
hour lecture. This is mainly because I try to include 
topical materials and update case studies, to keep stu-
dent engagement by making the material as relevant 
as possible. This task took four hours.

4 Class begins at 1:30. I’m probably a few min-
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utes late. I continue to amaze myself by being able 
to context switch. I haven’t taught this class before 
and haven’t put the time into the preparation that it 
deserves, but I explain the material very well. I have, 
very unfortunately, moved into the ‘sage on the stage’ 
mode of ‘delivering’ content. There is little interaction 
in class.

4 Thankfully, this is one of those lectures where I 
know what I’m talking about backwards, so a soupcon 
of serenity sets in. I reckon if I can get through today, 
things should become a bit more manageable, although 
intangibles always rise towards the end of term, as of-
fice hour queues and email requests from students for 
help grow as coursework starts to get worked on. Se-
verely not in the mood for audience participation, so 
just give it my best stand and deliver.

4 There was a glass of wine on the lectern. Mo-
mentarily considered swigging it, but thought better 
not.  Given that it was an unfamiliar lecture theatre 
and the spatially challenged students arrived in spo-
radic clusters of a dozen at a time over the first half 
hour, progressively more flustered, red faced and out 
of breath, I thought it went quite well. I enjoy giving 
lectures and think I’m quite good at it, even though 
in some instances this term I am writing them from a 
standing start.

quarts in pint pots

4 7:57 a.m. Arrive in the classroom and teach class. 
Almost, but not quite, make it to the end of the mate-
rial I had planned.

4 My only tactic left, more than half way through 
the course, is to just teach them the next session in 
the sequence and accept we aren’t going to cover the 
whole syllabus.

4 2:01-3:15 teach class: deriving global and local 
alignment algorithms for affine gap costs. This is the 
core material for the course, so I try to get the students 
really involved in understanding where the recurrence 
relations come from and how the initial conditions 
can be determined. Even though class runs five min-
utes over, I don’t get to the traceback algorithm, which 
is the trickiest part … That will be the first half of 
Wednesday’s lecture.

4 However, in helping the students I realized that 
several people are struggling with one particular de-
tail that we didn’t cover in class, so I intend to add 
that to the list of material for tomorrow’s lecture.

4 As I expected, there was way too much material 
for today’s lecture. Since I decided to show the stu-
dents how Java classes actually work, so that they can 
grasp the whole idea of class and the relation between 

classes and objects, I slowly implemented a Point class 
using BlueJ, thus abandoning most of the presenta-
tion. The students responded positively. I think most 
of them grasped the idea

damn!

4 I was on two-day vacation, came back on Mon 15 
and checked 35 exams only to realize that the students 
did not understand me.

4 It’s a very busy time of year, not helped by the fact 
that I am surrounded by media criticism of how out 
of touch and lazy lecturers are. I have to try hard to 
focus and blot out the increasing terror that the job 
I trained 8 years to do and lived on the breadline for 
may be taken away from me. 

4 I had thought research was the way to build a ca-
reer, but we have been told that there is no money in 
research and we must concentrate on teaching because 
that is the way to ensure there are no compulsory re-
dundancies.

4 Management say, “lead this programme. It uses 
existing modules and enrols international students 
££££££££” (£££££££ is pronounced silently but is 
nonetheless very clear).

for this relief, much thanks

4 Watch some awful TV for about an hour. I wish 
comedies were funnier.

4 I think I will go home early, so I can watch Sarah 
Jane on TV with my son.

4 Watch Startrek Voyager with my 8 year old daugh-
ter

4 Write this diary while watching Masterchef.
4 Tonight I will fix some software for my lab on 
Wednesday – hope I manage to fit in my Monday 
night ritual of University Challenge
4 Only other event of note… it was a Monday and 
that means it was University Challenge ... Sadly the 
music round was ‘classical’ not ‘contemporary’ which 
took the gloss off an otherwise enjoyable show 

4 Partner has her PhD viva next week, so as you 
would expect the atmosphere at home is a little tense. 
Still, we did well on University Challenge.
4 Sat down to a meal with my wife and shared the 
events of the day, matched my wits with the students 
on University Challenge,

4 Attempted to join in with University Challenge 
- was gutted that I couldn’t retrieve the final bit of 
Maslows Hierarchy of .......... it just wouldn’t surface, 
doh! 


