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			Introduction

			Lost in the Woods

			Hi. Welcome to the Academic Inferno. Even if your teacher never asked you to read Dante’s Inferno, (or if you didn’t read the summary online or Cliff’s Notes depending on how old you are) you most likely have heard the phrase “rings of Hell” somewhere along the line. That is not to be confused with “Ring of Fire.” That’s a song that June Carter wrote for her husband. It’s a banger, and you should totally go listen to that again sometime soon. Dante’s Inferno is part of a longer piece that most people haven’t read either called The Divine Comedy.

			The story is about a guy called, oddly enough, Dante, who at the end of his life, is taken through Hell (Inferno), Purgatory, and eventually Heaven (Paradise). Sounds super funny, doesn’t it? Comedy gold I tell you. Well, it was more of a social commentary and a satire. At the time of the writing, that was the definition of comedy. Today’s comedy features a lot more fart jokes and dudes getting kicked in the junk than you will find in Dante’s work.

			Anyway, Inferno is the first part and the one more people read. Not because it’s better but because it’s a bit more symbolically rich. Sure, Purgatory can be an allegory too, but no one really uses that phrase much and people often confuse it with Limbo, which is that part of the afterlife that the Nazi Pope eliminated after he got a call on the God phone, like Popes do. Although, we will spend some time in Limbo in this book because it is in the OG material, so guess he couldn’t change classic literature no matter how powerful his God phone. Either way, it really doesn’t matter. Purgatory is exactly what you’d expect from a middle book in the trilogy. It moves the plot along, but it is rarely as good as the first. Plus, no high school teacher worth any salt would use Paradise as a way to teach symbolism. It’s a bit too much on the nose. Still, we will eventually get to those in this series, but we will start where everyone starts, climbing down the rings of Hell.1

			So, I decided to embrace my inner English teacher (I mean, I am an English teacher so I am just embracing my inner self), and I thought it would be loads of fun to write a collection of essays about academia, specifically higher education in the United States, using Dante’s Inferno as a guide. Right now, we are in the introduction where we are lost in the woods and not sure what to do for a career. In a second, I’ll get to that and how I decided to be a teacher. Then, we’ll approach the gates of Hell and go down the rings one at a time. I’ll tell lots of stories in this collection. All of them are true. Many will be about me, your guide, Virgil, named for the guide in Dante’s book who was a great poet who wrote stuff you were assigned to read, but didn’t. I am not a great poet nor has anything I’ve written been assigned in class so other than that, I am just like him. Some of the stories will be about my colleagues too. I’ll drop in facts and figures to accentuate the points as we go, for the sake of credibility, but let’s face it, the anecdote is what most people remember anyway.

			I knew when I was in middle school that I would be a teacher. Two things happened. First, my grandfather, a farmer, said, “There are 2 things worth doing, farming and teaching.” I looked at the farm he was about to lose because it was the 80s and having a small family farm wasn’t profitable. I mean, he also was screwed over by a business partner some years before so that didn’t help, but Reagan’s policy on farmers was bad, and well, things were really fucking terrible. So, I looked around at the property where I broke bones and lost sleep and learned to drive a tractor, and I discovered I didn’t want to eat meat, and I thought, “Well, this sucks.”

			The second thing that happened was that I had a teacher who let me out of a class discussion on a book written by a stuffy British writer because I read it previously, but none of my classmates were reading it or cared to read it or wanted to understand it. So, she told me to go do something else while the other pre-teens fumbled around through the dense language and not-so-subtle symbolism about love and marriage.

			I thought I would still honor the assignment and do something adjacent to the author’s work, so I wrote my own, updated version of one of that person’s different, but equally classic, works as a stage play for tweens. It was full of puns and was dumb, but for some reason, she loved it and let me cast it. So, I did just that. She watched it and laughed and somehow encouraged the principal to let us perform it. It was a big hit. We even took it on the road performing it around town. We were young vaudevillians, and we couldn’t be stopped.

			You might be asking, “Wait, why didn’t you become a playwright then?” Good question. The playwriting didn’t stay with me the most from that experience. What I learned most was that a teacher saw something in me and thought, I know what to do to make that student learn even more. She found a way to reach me when she didn’t have to do anything more than let me sit in the back row, call on me when no one else would talk, and let me get an A on the test. Honestly, I’m not sure if I even took the test on that book. Let’s just assume I did. I totally rocked it.

			What I do remember was that experience, combined with the “pep talk” from my grandfather, mixed in with the love of books my mother instilled (she says “pushed”) in me, and I realized that I could be an English teacher. I could inspire the next generation. Even if it sucked, it would have been better than farming. I was in middle school, so I couldn’t see much further down the line so that meant I thought I would teach middle schoolers. I thought high schoolers were a possibility, but that seemed like a stretch. I mean, they seemed like giant assholes.

			I carried this plan forward into high school, but then I thought I would teach English AND history because, you know, double the books, double the fun. Also, I had the world’s greatest history teacher while one of my English teachers was a giant dick. So, that helped me go that way too. Of course, not all English teachers are self-righteous, megalomaniacs who ogled teenage girls; it was just I knew that one, and the thought of being like him was problematic. My world view was small.

			Three years into high school, the plan was in place, and I was “lucky enough?” to have been elected as the student representative to the school board. Each year, we elected a member or two of the Junior Class to attend school board meetings. Our job was to give reports and to sit in and listen. We didn’t have a vote, of course, that would have actually made sense. You know, asking the student body to have a vote and a voice as to what happened in their name. I’m not suggesting we should have had all the votes, but one, as a duly elected representative who could go back to the constituents, ask for input, have actual conversations, and inform the student body doing all the things that democracy is supposed to do would have been sweet.

			So, while none of that actually happened, I did learn quite a bit about how high schools in America worked. All one must do is turn on cable news or open any random social media app to see how school board meetings look. Crazed people screaming and yelling at the school board over critical race theory (you say banana, I say, critical race theory is just the truth of history… what the actual fuck… shut your mouth you no-nothing idiot), or masks, and vaccinations (because working at the local food mart somehow makes you an expert on both topics), or books with two boys kissing (and the actual book Two Boys Kissing by David Levithan, which is very good and most assuredly banned in some school or 50).2

			While those things were not happening while I was serving on the board, I most assuredly heard all kinds of crazy things uttered from “concerned citizens” and the school board members themselves. I watched my favorite teacher, the above-mentioned history teacher, have a book he selected be rejected, not because of cost, but because there was some stuff in there that might have mentioned that the United States lost in Vietnam, which was, spoiler alert, 100% true.

			I watched for a year while people who had no background in education told people who dedicated years of their lives to teaching young people that they couldn’t have the resources they needed to enrich minds. However, the basketball team, coached by the above-mentioned, creepy-as-fuck English teacher, could have new uniforms every year because they were winners. Not like state champion winners, but winning record winners. Everyone loves a winner even if the winning percentage is like 50.1%. Keep in mind that the United States as a country has a winning percentage of like 99.5%, but that one book mentioned that America lost that one time, and that book was no good at all. Doesn’t the team look great in those short shorts? It was the 80s.

			I realized then and there that I was not going to want to deal with that stuff. By then, I knew people who were in college, and I discovered that 2 people could take the exact same class but could read different books and do different assignments because colleges had this thing called “academic freedom.” Professors could assign books that said “fuck” in them or that told the truth. Classes didn’t meet every day, and people only took 4 or 5 classes per semester. That meant that Professors were only teaching that many classes per term too! It meant that there weren’t school boards full of people who didn’t know the first thing about education.

			Point of fact, there was a cobbler on the school board when I was in high school. This is a fact. A cobbler, for those who think it is a kind of pie (which it is), is a person who makes and repairs shoes. There was a guy on my school board who repaired shoes for a living. The 80s were wild. I mean the 1980s. I assume the 1880s were a mess too, and while they also had cobblers, I wasn’t there because I’m not a time traveler.

			So, my path was set in motion. I was going to go to college and become a college Professor. I was going to a college and Professors were literally in every building. I was in an area where there were HUGE state schools in every direction and community colleges in every county, not to mention, the small, liberal arts school that I attended and all its closest competitors. There were literally thousands of colleges and universities just in my home state. How many people were going to want the job? I knew lots of people, and I was the only person I knew who might even consider it. As far as I was concerned, I was going to have my feet up on some amazing desk in an office overlooking a lush, green quad before the new millennium. I was going to be in my late 20s on Y2K, and I was going to be OLD by then. When you are 16, 20 somethings have one foot in the grave. So it would make perfect sense that I would be all squared away as the new millennium rolled in.

			How hard could it be? Right?

			

			
				
					1	Phillip Pullella Reuters Catholic Church buries limbo after centuries. April 20, 2007. www.reuters.com/article/us-pope-limbo/catholic-church-buries-limbo-after-centuries-idUSL2028721620070420

				

				
					2	Banned Library. Two Boys Kissing by David Levithan. June 3, 2017. www.bannedlibrary.com/podcast/2017/6/4/banned-99-two-boys-kissing-by-david-levithan

				

			

		

	
		
			The Gates of Hell

			Cowards

			Abandon all Hope ye who enter here.

			Dante’s Inferno Canto III Stanza 3

			Roughly 40% of all working faculty members are adjuncts, and 75% of faculty have no path to tenure. That lovely little truth nugget only makes sense if you know what those words even mean. Let me explain. First, I’m not one of those douchey, ivory-tower types of “college folk” who feel the need to talk down to my reader, but instead, I’m a person who firmly believes that most of us don’t know anything. For example, I don’t know anything about how to fix a plane, fly a plane, load luggage into a plane, board people on a plane, open the door or close the door on a plane, or really, anything plane-related. Odds are, you don’t either. That’s why, when we fly, our flight crew goes through all the stuff you need to know each and every time. They know you don’t know. They’re not looking down on you, they just want you to feel comfortable. That’s what I’m doing here. I’m the flight crew of this journey. Keep your seatbelts low and tight.3

			So, faculty is what we call teachers in higher ed. Sure some K-12 folks do it too, but that’s not as common. Why? It doesn’t matter. It just is what it is. Not good enough? Fine. It used to mean something in which one was trained or qualified. It comes from there. Someone was trained to be a writer; she goes on and uses her faculties to explain her faculty and a whole new word for teacher is born. Of course, in academia, the word Professor is also bandied about. That word, of course, means one who professes knowledge, and so the faculty (not that horror movie with Jon Stewart. Why did anyone think he should be an actor?) is a group of Professors, professing their knowledge about stuff they were trained or qualified to do for a profession. Whew.

			Professors are not all the same either. Nope. Some of them put on their pants one leg at a time while others pull both legs on at once. Really, the difference between them is not about pants but about rank although if different kinds of professors had to wear different pants, that would be amazing. Yes. Professors rank themselves. It’s true. There’s a whole rigamarole around it too.

			The top of the pops is Professor. I know. Shocking. This is the only place in all of academia where saying it in fewer words is considered best. Sometimes, they will call themselves “Full Professors.” As though, until they reached the pinnacle, they were only partial. I suppose that means we should offer the classes they taught before at a discounted rate or something. I think it means that students call all teachers Professors, and thus, they want to distinguish themselves from other members of the
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