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A lot of what I've learned about handling time and stress has come from 

confessions. You probably know what I mean: we're talking with a colleague and he 

or she admits to doing something, something unexpected and maybe even suspect 

at first, that really gets us thinking. "Can it be true that Pat actually does so-and-so?" 

and then, "If they do, then I can do it too." Confessions have opened up new 

possibilities for me, and they have a logic to them that has helped me think about 

what I do. 

I'll start with some of these confessions, and pass them on to you second-hand. 

Then 1'11 give you some first-hand confessions in the spirit of sharing with you 

ideas and approaches that you might or might not think are OK. I think they are OK, 

and more than that, that they represent important opportunities for dealing better 

with the job we all have as faculty. 

We have a demanding, difficult job, a job that can really chew us up and spit us out. 

Many of us can testify to that. I certainly can because I was chewed up and spat out 

once. I'll say more about this later when I come to a particular idea that I took from 

that experience, but to sketch the story, I had kind of a false start in academia. I 

concluded at a certain time in my life that I was not going to stay in academia, that I 

could not deal with some of the demands, and particularly some of the 

compromises, that were necessary. What I want to address in these confessions is 



how we can come to terms with the demands and compromises that this difficult 

job requires. 

Confession number one has a rather neutral headline to it, "Reserve time for 

research and writing!' One of the things you ought to be doing in your weekly 

schedule is to set aside blocks of time, one or more mornings or perhaps a full day, 

which you religiously reserve for research and writing. It may not be big news to 

any of you that that is something you ought to be trying to do. And that is really not 

the key confession here. 

The thing that really made a difference to me was a conversation I had with a 

former colleague, Anders Ericsson. Anders was a real ornament of our psychology 

department, a wonderful person from whom I learned a great deal. We were 

talking about this policy of reserving time for research and teaching. I knew 

perfectly well that it was something that I ought to do and in my ineffectual way I 

was making some effort to do it. But it never worked. I never actually had the time. 

Anders transformed my approach by telling me about a recent encounter with a 

colleague. 

The colleague was trying to get Anders to meet with a visitor on one of Anders' 

writing mornings. Anders said, "For a moment I weakened and I almost said, 'Sure 

I can meet with that person,' but I didn't. I said 'No, I am sorry, I'm committed."' 

Then the colleague said, "Well, why can't you meet with him? What are you doing 

that's so important?" That is the crisis moment, right? And Anders said, "I've told 

you I can't make it," -- period. 



Anders' confession made me realize what I was missing. I knew that I should 

reserve the time, but I didn't have the guts to stick to it because I was afraid of 

offending people, appearing uncooperative, or uncollegial. When Anders told me 

how he pushed himself past those concerns I realized that is what I ought to be 

doing, too. I have been much better about it since. 

One of my colleagues to whom I've passed on Anders's confession has taken this 

message and pushed it further than I had intended but in the right spirit. She now 

does not hesitate to turn down our chair if he asks her to do something in the time 

that she has reserved for research. We all ought to do that. We'll be more 

productive if we do it, and therefore in the end the chair will be happier if we do it. 

The next confession is from a woman who was one of my mentors in graduate 

school. She and I work in similar areas so I am able to keep in touch with her. K, as 

I'll call her, is not only one of the smartest, but also one of the most productive and 

best organized people you could ever meet. She is one of those people who is 

always doing far more than I can ever imagine doing, not only in breadth and 

quantity, but also in the quality of her work. Knowing this, I have tried from time 

to time to learn something from her about how she gets things done. 

We got onto the subject of time management in a conversation a few years back. K 

began laying out to me all kinds of things that I knew I could never do. For 

instance, she uses electronic calendar management. She delegates her calendar not 

just to a person, but to a thing. she has a computer program that manages her life. 

She described to me the complex system of to-do lists she has and all that sort of 

thing. I was listening to this and realizing that I never could do any of it. I was 



wondering what I was going to glean from the conversation besides further 

evidence of my inadequacy. 

But as K went through how she had her life organized, I recognized something that 

has been a big concern for me. There were certain activities which I think of as quite 

important, and which I always have trouble getting done, that weren't showing up 

in her system. So I asked, "Where in here do you answer the queries that you get 

from prospective students in the mail?" She said, "I don't." "Where in here do you 

have time to go to the library to keep up with all those journals that you don't see in 

the course of normal work but you know you ought to monitor?" "I don't." 

That was a compelling confession for me. Here is someone who (with no 

exaggeration) is a star. But the star is confessing to me that she, too, has a long list of 

things that, in principle, she would like to be able to do, that don't get done. She 

just has to recognize that they are not going to get done. Furthermore, her 

experience says ,"You can't worry about those things." There is no way that you are 

going to become even more organized and even more productive and somehow get 

all these things done. 

In my own case, and I presume in K's also, this is one those compromises that is not 

free of its residuum of regret. But her confession has helped me deal with that 

regret and to minimize it. If I realize that there is a letter I should have answered 

and I haven't, it is not that I do not feel any pain about it, but I recognize that not 

answering some letters is inevitable. There is no point in losing sleep about it or 

beating myself up about it. It comes with the territory. 



Different people will set their priorities differently. Somebody could arrange to 

answer all of their student queries. But they can't do that unless there is something 

else on your list of important things to do that they won't do. If K cannot do it all, 

then I am not going to be able to do it all either. And I am a happier person 

recognizing that I will always confront these limitations. So the headline 1'11 assign 

to this second confession is, "Don't expect to be able to do everything." 

Those are two second-hand (for you) confessions from people that I respect. I am 

going to move on to some things from my own experience, confessions directly 

from me to you. 

The first batch of confessions have to do specifically with teaching. To make these 

confessions more pointed than they might otherwise be, I want to note that I have 

been favored with awards and honors as a teacher. So these are confessions about 

teaching from "an anointed good teacher" (whatever uncertainties we have about 

what that might mean), not from someone who is trying to cut corners in teaching, 

does not like teaching, or wants to divert time from teaching to other activities. 

The headline on the first confession is: "Set a strict budget for your teaching time." 

I am a person (and I think many of us are) for whom teaching could absorb every 

waking moment, and if it did I still might not feel I was doing an adequate job. 

There have certainly been times when I have felt that, and it has caused me a great 

deal of stress. So how do I get from there to setting a strict budget for teaching time? 

Actually, the logical connection is very strong. If you are the type of person who 

could be drawn into devoting all of your time to teaching, you are not going to 

survive if you do not set a strict budget for teaching time. If you don't set a time 



budget you are always going to be thinking, "Gee, I would like to take a little bit 

more time here for my teaching. But I know I cannot really afford to do that. On 

the other hand, I really want to." You are going to burn up a lot of energy and suffer 

a lot of stress wrestling with that dilemma. 

The suggested solution is, decide ahead of time (on a weekly basis or maybe for the 

semester) what time you are going to devote to teaching. Decide what time you can 

afford to devote to teaching, realistically, with all of the other demands that you 

have on you, and work within that budget. 

Working within that budget means two things. First, you do not go over budget. 

You do not let your teaching compete with the other things that you know you have 

to do. 

The other side is also important. And this is the part that actually improves the 

quality of your teaching experience. Once you have set your budget, you do not 

spend any less time either. That means, when you are working on teaching, you are 

working on teaching. You are not thinking "Well, maybe I do not have to do this 

teaching work right now, and if I do not I have saved ten minutes that I can use on 

research." You are breaking the conflict between a minute spent on teaching and a 

minute spent on research by deciding ahead of time how those minutes are going to 

get allocated. 

Implicit in this suggestion is that when you set your budget, you set it somewhere 

above the level of minimum adequacy. It would be a legitimate response to this 

recommendation to say, "The way my life is, that is not going to work out. Because 

if I set all my budgets somewhere above minimum adequacy, that is more time than 



there is in the week." Actually I have found that it is possible for me to do not the 

best conceivable job of teaching, but a job that I can be proud of, in an amount of 

time that I can afford. And I am happy setting limits and working within them as 

opposed to being constantly at war with myself. 

The next confession has a closely related headline, "Set a strict budget for the time 

you spend meeting with students one-on-one." Much the same argument applies 

here, but the issue is even more painful. Whatever our commitment is to teaching 

in the abstract, for most of us our commitment to students is even stronger. It is 

extremely difficult to tear away from a student or turn a student away. I, personally, 

will do a lot of things to avoid doing that. 

My solution is, again, a budget. I create a budget, a fairly generous one, for time that I 

dedicate to meeting with students one on one. Just as for the larger teaching budget, 

within that budget I have all the time in the world for my students. If I have an 

hour set aside to meet with students, that is what I am going to do. If there is no 

student there, I will do something else, but if there is a student there, I talk to them. 

If there's just one student there, I take the whole hour to talk to them. That is what I 

have allocated that time for. 

The students who take advantage of my budget get everything that I can give them. I 

am not looking at my watch and I not thinking "Boy, if I could only deal with this 

and get this person out of here then I could get some useful work done," because I 

have allocated the time. 

What about unplanned encounters with students in the hallway?. Part of my 

budget is the time after class. I try to reserve that time just so students can catch me 



after class for a conversation. I try to include in the budget the times that I am most 

likely to be called upon, so that I can be responsive. I also have some floating times 

in the budget in addition to the times that I plan regularly. That is in recognition of 

the fact that some students, their schedules being the way they are, need to have 

some time with me outside of what I may have preordained. None of this deals 

with the purely chance encounter, but wait for a later confession that does. 

This next confession may be one of the most unexpected from an "anointed good 

teacher": "You can be a more effective teacher while spending less time." When I 

began teaching at Colorado after several years away from academia I emphasized 

teaching methods that were extremely preparation-intensive. In particular, one of 

the things I prided myself on as a teacher was my ability to give students really good 

explanations of things. I think if you had asked me at that time, I might well have 

said, "The crux of being a good teacher is explaining things well." I have now come 

to believe that explaining things well is an unimportant part of being a good teacher 

and that it can actually be bad. Why? 

The hoped-for outcome of the educational process is that students will be able to 

explain things themselves. If you, as a teacher, take it as your burden to explain 

things for them, you are not getting there. We all know the extent to which our 

students, coming to us out of secondary school, want us teachers to lay everything 

out for them. But if we, as teachers, do lay everything , the students are not going to 

learn to lay things out for themselves. 

I have found that re-thinking my teaching to meet this challenge has actually saved 

me a good deal of time. I do not spend the time that I used to spend trying to come 

up with the clearest way to explain some particular concept. Instead I try to create a 



context in the course in which students are led to try to create their own 

explanations of material, a very different matter. I do not mean to say that it 

requires no preparation; I am not arguing that somehow you just forget about 

preparing what you are going to say to students and everybody is going to better off. 

But I do mean that there is a change in strategy that I have found productive and 

effective to embrace. 

I try to keep myself from investing in those explanations. What I try to do, instead, 

is see that the material that students have to understand is discussed; if possible by 

them and with them. What happens in class is focused on their concerns, their 

questions, their problems, their efforts to sort the material out, rather than on my 

presentation of the right way to think about it. Do I end up explaining things? Sure, 

all the time. But not on the basis that I have thought through the way to explain 

these concepts, and I parade these explanations for the class, but rather in response 

to questions that students ask. 

I try to create a setting in the class where the students are trying to do something 

with the material, and in the course of trying they encounter aspects of it that they 

do not understand. I try to make it natural for them to ask about these things and 

then I try to help them sort them out. When I am successful in making a class 

work this way (and I am not always successful by any means) I have achieved two 

things. One is that I have spent less time on my teaching. The second thing is I am 

a better teacher for doing that. 

My next offering isn't much of a confession in that it is not all that controversial for 

many people. But it has figured occasionally in discussions with new faculty. The 

headline is: "Be shameless in bringing your research interests into your teaching." 



What does this have to do with our topic? Anytime you can "double-dip", or 

expend time in such a way that it is productive for of your teaching and for your 

research, you are winning. So, starting with that sort of crass, materialistic point of 

view, bringing your research into your teaching is a good idea. But I want to offer 

two other arguments besides this efficiency one. 

Presumably, at least from your point of view, the research that you are doing has got 

to be some of the most important and interesting work in your field. If it is not, why 

are you doing the research? If it is, you have an obligation to share that with your 

students. If you are not doing that, you are not telling your students about some of 

the most interesting and important stuff in the field. What is your excuse? 

A second point, which could balloon into a large discussion on its own, is that if one 

looks at the budgetary structure of research universities, one can argue that our 

undergraduate students are subsidizing our research financially. A sketch of the 

argument is that overhead charges for research systematically under-recover costs. 

A university negotiates an overhead rate with the federal government that is done 

on the basis of pooling all admissible expenses over some period of time and setting 

a rate to recover a fraction of those expenses; not all of them and certainly not more 

than all of them. The effect of that over time is that the general budget of the 

institution pays the slack. 

Some of you, as researchers, may be shocked to read that. But, at any rate, to the 

extent that that argument is valid (and I believe it is), it suggests a further obligation 

for us as researchers to see that our students profit from what we do. A big part of 

that is bringing what we do as researchers into the classroom. 



I know of at least one failure of this advice. I had a junior colleague with whom I 

had a number of discussions about teaching ( he was having trouble as a teacher). I 

felt that one reason he was having trouble was that he was just going through the 

motions on a lot of the material he presented. He was not really interested in it, but 

he thought that it was stuff he was supposed to cover. His lack of enthusiasm bred a 

lack of enthusiasm among the students. I advised him to reorient the course so that 

he could focus on material that he thought was important and interesting. 

It didn't work. His teacher reviews improved somewhat, but certainly not to the 

level that anybody would be happy with. I had to conclude that this person's 

research just wasn't interesting to anyone else. 

Presuming your research doesn't present this difficulty, go ahead and push it. Even 

if you end up with a somewhat eccentric syllabus, your students will gain more 

from your increased interest and energy. 

The next headline caps my other suggestions about teaching: "Do not try to fight the 

compromises you will still have to make in your teaching." Even if you make 

some headway with time budgeting or changing your preparation strategy or 

whatever else, it is still the case that you are not going to feel completely good about 

the conflicting demands of teaching and research. You have to be clear-sighted 

about this and recognize that you must make compromises and live with them. 

This confession goes back to that time when I was chewed up and spat out by 

academia. As I was finishing the work for my doctoral degree at the University of 

Michigan my advisor left Ann Arbor and my wife began her doctoral studies at the 

University of Texas. The Psychology Department at Texas very generously took me 



on as a visiting instructor so that I could finish my thesis work in Austin. This gave 

me the wonderful opportunity to have a kind of trial run at being an assistant 

professor. The department not only gave me meaty teaching opportunities but also 

included me in faculty meetings. 

I got to see how everything worked. I got to see the tenure process. I got to see what 

happened to my friends that were going through it. But the most important part of 

this experience was confronting the tension between teaching and the other things I 

had to do, or the other things that I knew I would have to do if I were in the job for 

real. Looking at that situation, and being in it, I was profoundly uncomfortable: I felt 

that the system was making me do what I regarded as an unsatisfactory job of 

teaching. I was a good teacher, but I was well aware that I could do a lot more for my 

students, that they had needs that I was not able to satisfy within the constraints of 

the system. 

I had been planning an academic career, but after completing my degree and getting 

some extremely attractive academic job offers I turned them all down and went back 

to IBM Research, where I had worked before beginning my doctoral studies. I was 

unwilling to accept the compromises that would be required of me as a teacher. 

Over the following several years back at IBM I thought often about my experience 

and the conclusion I had come to. Eventually I realized that my response to these 

compromises had hardly been constructive from the point of view of the interests 

that I thought I was looking out for. I had been thinking, "I want to be a really good 

teacher and help these students, but I face these compromises that are keeping me 

from doing that." My response was, "So I am not even going to try." In effect my 



position amounted to this: "I want to help these students so much I am going to 

quit." 

That did not make complete sense, I came to feel. If my objective is to help students, 

and the world is so structured that in trying to do that I am confronted with 

compromises, it is not productive to evade them. Armed with that realization I 

moved back to academia. In my job search and as I started as a new faculty member 

at Colorado, my new analysis really helped me. I could say, "Look, if I let what I am 

being asked to do bother me, I am just taking myself out of the picture, I am not 

going to accomplish my goals. I just have to live with these things." 

Another angle in this argument turns on who you think would replace you if you 

quit. If I thought, "If I quit, the next person in here is going to deal with this stuff 

much better than I can," then I would be helping my students by quitting. But I do 

not think that is true. Realistically I do not see why the next person should be any 

better at dealing with the compromises than I am. In view of that, I ought to stay in 

if I want to, and I can just accept some of the pain that comes with the compromises. 

I certainly should not allow the compromises to drive me off the field altogether. 

Nobody is going to benefit from that. 

The headline on the next confession is, "Hide some of the time." One of the most 

important things that I have learned to do is this: I am very careful to control my 

availability in ways that are not perceived as negative, or at least not overtly 

negative, by the people with whom I have to deal. 

Consider the difference between a student coming by and not finding you in your 

office and a student coming by and finding you in your office but unwilling to talk. 



They will not be pleased that you are not in your office, and if you are never in your 

office they will be justifiably outraged. But nobody can expect you to be in your 

office at all times, so if they come by on an unscheduled basis and you are not there, 

they cannot read anything into that and they will not. But if they come by and they 

find (I am sure we all have colleagues that have this sort of thing) a sign on the door 

that says "DO NOT KNOCK" or "DO NOT KNOCK BETWEEN THE HOURS OF 

SUCH AND SUCH," they get an explicit message: "I have got more important things 

to do around here than to attend to you, by golly, so don't bug me." I have never 

felt that it was productive to communicate that message and so I have sought ways 

to avoid it. An easy way is not to be around. 

There is kind of a generalization of this tactic that is very important to me as a 

computer saentist, dealing with electronic mail. I have cultivated a calculated, 

variable availability to electronic mail. The people with whom I deal know that I 

may or may not respond to something they send me. They know that I am 

disorganized and slip-shod about these things. They know that if they do not get a 

response it could be because I did not get their message, or because my e-mail 

arrangements are often fouled up, or because I was away a little bit (that could 

happen with anybody) or whatever. Again, they do not get the message back, "I 

heard from you and I am not going to help you." They do not get anything back and 

they do not know what is going on. 

This is not without cost to the people with whom I work and I have to express my 

gratitude to my colleagues, including my chair who is amazingly good-natured 

about this. I work in a very well-organized department. None of my colleagues is 

nearly as bad as I am in these respects. Undoubtedly I add to my chair's burdens; if 

he needs to inform people about a meeting, it is harder for him to be sure that I hear 



about it. I try to introduce a few little wormholes through which information can 

pass in a controlled way, so it is not too hard for my chair to reach me, but 

regrettably it does cost him some extra effort. 

But the benefits of hiding are big in having more control over your activities. 

Contact with students is only part of this. There are many other demands running 

around out there, most of which you do not want to get involved with. 

It is just not in your interest to satisfy all the demands people bring to you, but (like 

me) you may have trouble saying "no". If so, you must keep people from asking 

you, and not being available is a good way to do that. If it is hard for people to reach 

you, they won't ask you to do something unless it is really important. Under these 

conditions you can be a softie and almost always say "yes". In fact, I think my co- 

workers may view me as a pushover, or a really good colleague, who will always do 

what I am asked to do. I am able to function that way because of hiding. 

It is one thing to make a resolution to hide some of the time. It is another thing to  

stick with it. I am not as good about that as I ought to be. For example, this semester 

I am in my office more than I really ought to be. That is not making the system 

work because part of the practice is that if a student does get ahold of me I try my 

utmost to be responsive. If I am in my office and a student comes in that time does 

get taken. So I should not be there all the time. I should be in the library, I should 

be at home, I should be somewhere else. Not there. 

Another headline: "Use the flexibility of your schedule to strengthen your personal 

life." We started this discussion by considering the fact that we have a really 










	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

