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the previous week, but was told that, while the candidate is considered 
an expert in his field, his theories “wouldn’t go over well in this 
department.” Whatever happened to academic openness to new ideas?  He makes 
a note to call some of his former classmates and ask whether there may 
be some good speaker candidates at their respective schools.  

The next item is a memo reminding him he is on the selection 
committee for next year’s incoming PhD student class. He is interested, 
but too tired to think much about it; he knows it will be hard work to 
filter through dozens of applications. On the other hand, he’s looking 
forward to those few enthusiastic and serious applicants who remind 
him why he chose this career.  

The final document is a reminder to register for an academic 
conference; he decides not to pay for registration at this stage, because 
there is still some chance an article he submitted months earlier will be 
accepted, which will mean a speaking slot at the conference. As a 
speaker, his registration fee will be waived. Without thinking it 
explicitly, he relishes the thought of being a speaker, and for a few 
moments indulges in the fantasy of himself, in his gray suit, a bright 
ribbon on his breast pocket identifying him as “Keynote Speaker.”  

Still clinging to the fantasy, he selects a handful of articles from one 
of the many stacks surrounding his desk, and, tucking the stack under 
his arm, heads for home. The halls are quiet. It’s dark outside.  

Tuesday 

The professor leans closer to the computer screen, almost knocking 
over his coffee cup. Something about the empirical results doesn’t look 
right. He leans back in his chair, closes his eyes, and thinks; he leans 
forward again, taking another long hard look, frowns, and leans back 
again. An undergraduate student standing in the hall observes this 
ritual with some curiosity and wanders away, wondering whether all 
professors are weird.  

The professor spends several hours intensely focused on his screen. 
He doesn’t notice the maintenance person who walks in to check the 
settings on his phone, or the cleaning person who empties the garbage 
can. He doesn’t even look up when the two students outside his door 
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begin arguing furiously about the outcome of the previous evening’s 
popular reality TV show.  

He is finally brought out of his trancelike state when a colleague 
thumps on his door for the fourth time, shouting his name. With a 
vacant look, he realizes the colleague is reminding him to come and 
join the staff meeting, for which he is now five minutes late. He 
staggers out of his office, muttering something about “Why do we 
have so many useless meetings?” 

As predicted, this is yet another in a long series of meaningless 
get-togethers. This time the topic of discussion is the possibility the 
entire department will move into an adjacent building. The chairman 
points out that this will mean larger offices for most of the faculty, and 
more space for the graduate students and support staff. Someone 
blurts out, “The offices are bigger, but everyone knows the air 
conditioning doesn’t work in that building. And the plumbing is even 
worse!” The chairman winces, and attempts to highlight other 
praiseworthy aspects of the new building. Some of the faculty are 
looking out the windows. More senior faculty are shamelessly reading 
material they brought in with them, completely ignoring the 
proceedings. Ah, the benefits of having tenure. 

Later in the afternoon, the professor welcomes his graduate student 
to the office. He likes working with the students, especially the bright, 
idealistic, enthusiastic ones. Their naïve curiosity reminds him of 
himself, half a decade earlier. Life was so much simpler in those early 
years. You could read articles all day and all night if you wanted, focus 
on your research and ignore the rest of the world, fantasize about 
making the next big discovery in the field, and have enough time to 
fight off the bulge around your waist. He’s especially happy to see this 
graduate student, because she is easily the best student he’s ever had. 
The next few hours don’t disappoint. Well-prepared for the meeting, 
she presents the most recent results of her research, and capably 
responds to all his efforts to play devil’s advocate. Satisfied that she’s 
done a solid job, he says as much. They agree on next steps, and off she 
goes.  

The intellectual stimulation of the encounter leaves him inspired; he 
quickly closes the door to forestall interruptions, and attacks the 




