I heard you got a faculty job. Congratulations and Guess What? Part of being
a faculty member is people asking you to perform small tasks like redesign the
entire undergraduate curriculum in your spare time. If you ever want to do one
single scientific thing during the rest of your life, you’re going to have to fight like
a bastard. I’m here to help.

woof!

You need to start thinking of your time as a puppy. It could be this puppy.
A sweet little puppy that has lost its mother (Your Youth) to a terrible hunter
(Science) and it is up to you to make up for it. Here are twelve ways.

1. Always negociate.
Answer every request with
the question, “Why are you
asking me to do this?”
Replies like “Your door was
open” or “This STEM article
says to make sure there’s a
woman on the list and you
have boobs” do not
constitute a good enough
reason. Listen, you owe it to
all the poor SOB professors
who toiled for years trying to
make your stupid ass a little
less stupid not to totally
abandon your scientific work
in order to commandeer the
front office Ficus plant.
Say “YES” only after you set the terms. “I agree to
do that poorly” and “My committee will meet twice
this decade,” are both good replies. People need to
understand-but-good that when you do something,
you will do it the way that you judge best.

3. Do favors.

If we are friends and it’s The Night Before Christmas and
you’re in tears because important donors are coming
tomorrow and the tree in the foyer is bare and a bunch of
other Charlie Brown shit, I might go hang a bunch of purple
nitrile gloves on it With Care. As I’m doing it I will say,
“Because I like you, I am doing you a favor. I will someday
expect a favor of you,” and then I’ll take us both out for a
good strong egg-nog. I will ask you for a time-saving favor
soon after that, both of us richer in our knowledge that it
takes a village.

2. Give Spoiler
Alerts.
The utterance of
two magical
sentences has
exempted me
from
administrative
work for twenty
years. They are
not copyrighted
and you may
freely use them.
They are: “If anyone is ever stupid enough to
make me Department Chair, the first thing I will
do is clean up all the sexual harassment around
here,” and “We’ve got to lower tuition because
the kids can’t afford this $28k bullshit.” The
deafening silence that follows can be yours too,
I promise.

#HOPEJAHRENSURECANWRITE

4. Get super-involved in something important.
I recommend that you become an Editor for GSAB* so you can
spend a lot of time agitating for OA and applying first aid to student
manuscripts. Oh yes … also do research and teach and
sometimes even piss more than twice a day. When people ask
you to do additional stuff on top of this say, “Nope. Can’t. I’ve got
sixty pages of James-Joyce prose describing the Pigeon Butt
formation of southeastern Utah on my desk.” You won’t feel guilty
because A. You’ll usually be too f*cking exhausted to feel anything;
and B. What you are doing is genuinely more important than
designing a plaque for the recently-donated drinking fountain. Take
your time, evaluate the worth of the task requested, and if you find
it lacking, say “Haha no thanks!” You need to believe your time
is worth something, all the more when others do not.

5. Take a good hard look
at your office.

6. The Visitor Chair
should be ...

If you are to do any good science at all, your office is
the likeliest place for it to happen. Antithetically, you
can’t really get away with not having a space in it for
visitors. But it should not look like this goddam
picture. No potpourri. No wet bar. No shiny
objects. Your office has to be less comfortable
than whatever shithole your visitor just crawled
out of or they will stay just for the ambiance.

People need to be willing to brave your office because
they have an urgent need for your expertise, not just
because Applebee’s happy hour hasn’t started up yet.

#HOPEJAHRENSURECANWRITE

... hard and uninviting. As in, it should hurt your
ass to sit down on it. In fact, your ass should
hurt so badly while sitting upon it that you can’t
concentrate on your long meandering story
about what graduate school was like back in the
forties when everybody knew enough math and
could write correctly and get off my lawn et
cetera, et cetera. Also, do not position the
visitor chair on the inner side of your office. It is
vital that nothing obstruct your guest’s
access to the door. If you are seated between
your visitor and the door, you’ll eventually end up
having to shout, “GO AWAY!” because
something about social space and personal
interaction. Although yelling will both feel good
and work well in the short term, it can needlessly
damage your reputation as a team-player.

*I am and that’s why I won’t draw up a 5-Year Mold Projection for the Campus Library.

7. The Visitor Chair should have ...
… a tower of random garbage heaped upon it, and you should act like it’s some
damn precious shit that everybody needs to be very careful with. None of this “just
shove that to the side and make yourself comfortable” nonsense. No, it may not look
like much, but there’s a DNA sample from Australopithecus wrapped in a terrorist IED in
there somewhere. Incongruously enough, the tower should visually appear to be the
pile of useless junk that it is – used razor blades on a dirty diaper wrapped in frayed
wire all balanced precariously atop reprint Jenga and probably plugged into something
somewhere.

8. The Visitor Chair directly face ...
… a whiteboard itemizing all the different shite you are busy with, all your
deadlines, the status of every project, the people you need to fire,
everything. Affix it such that when Dr. DoingLittle wanders in with his coffee
cup full of Jägermeister asking, “What’s keeping a foxy little number like you
here on Friday night?” you can point at the whiteboard and answer, “Oh
just THIS you stupid waste-of-carbon,” and chant tasks until he gets
scared and runs away. Careful: don’t put this whiteboard in your own line
of sight it or it will just stress you out all day every day.

9. Never ever shut the door
with a visitor inside. Never.
And screw you if you don’t agree with me because I am taking a hard line
on this one. I have several good reasons for feeling strongly about this.
First of all, your visitor may assume that he can now bare his soul.
Because the baring of souls is not an efficient process your afternoon just
went completely down the toilet. And that’s the best-case scenario. “But
what if we are discussing very sensitive information like someone’s tenure or
a student’s performance?” you insist, to which I reply with empathy Oh get
over yourself. We are not trading State secrets about Al Qaeda operatives,
for goodness-sake. Ok, I’ll compromise: You may close the door up to
eighty percent but not all the way, as people don’t generally barge quickly
through mostly-closed doors. Dudes, here’s the deal: When you close
your door on someone that you have power over you are sending the
message, “I am about to do or say things that you should not tell
anyone about.” Ask yourself if that is really the message you want to be
sending. Ok, ok, I know that I haven’t convinced you and that you have
Very Very Good Reasons for wanting to hole up in your office with your
underlings and foment a second Enlightenment, but I don’t f*cking buy it,
and open your damn door.

#HOPEJAHRENSURECANWRITE

10. Practice conversus interruptus.
Don’t tell anybody this but my technician
is instructed to enter my office fifteen
minutes after he sees me let you in. He
barges in and says cryptically and
irritably, “I think it’s ready to go … did
you want to see this, or what?” If I am
enjoying your visit I will answer, “No,
sorry, this is important, but I am sure it
will not last long,” in a harried sort of
way. SeewhatIdidthere? I have not only
flattered you but also prompted you to
gather up your crap and haul ass on
out. But if I don’t want to be talking to
you I can say, “Oh shit! I really do have
to go deal with this,” and flee the scene
while my technician sees you out,
making sure you don’t abscond with
our dry erase markers. Under either
scenario I win, and my technician is
rewarded with an extra smoke-break.
There’s absolutely no down side.

12. And finally, if a student
walks in ...
… everything changes. Welcome them as you would a
filthy rich, frail and elderly relative. They won’t waste your
time -- they want to hang out with you slightly less than
they want to spend New Year’s Eve at their grandma’s.
If they have genuine
curiosity about something,
they’ll sit on the floor and tell
you about it. If they do this
for more than five minutes,
put them in your $500
ergometric chair and you sit
on the floor. Listen to them
and answer their questions,
tell them they are good
inside, and cut it off only
when it’s time to go pick up
your kid. Oh and by the
way, that’s not you being a
good person, that’s you
doing your job.

#HOPEJAHRENSURECANWRITE

11. If you are truly
trapped, make the best
of it.

When Dr. Famous plops down and starts
regaling you for the n = 107 time with the
fascinating story of how in 1927 they
changed department’s name away from
the original Aramaic, grab a pencil and
note pad and scream “I’ve got to write this
down!” and then pretend to transcribe his
filibuster. What you actually write is up to
you: your grocery list, ideas for a new
experiment, acceptance speech to the
National Academy, suicide note, whatever.
Once I got good at this it became a nontrivial source of productive work time. It’s
rather like adopting an ill-trained dog:
there’s nothing like it to keep the neighbors
at arm’s length, provided you can tune out
its incessant barking.

Epilogue:
Listen, if someone shuts the door with you
inside and you don’t like it, you can walk over,
open the door and say, “I want this open, it’s
really hot in here.” Dr. Bozo won’t believe you
since most academic buildings can double as
meat lockers, but it’s the rare jackass that will
further insist the door stays closed. Get out
of there if he does.

