Mr John Carter

Secretary, Inquiry into Higher Education

Senate Employment, Workplace Relations, Small Business and Education Committee

Parliament House, Canberra, ACT, 2600

Dear Mr Carter,
This is a reply to adverse mention of myself in Dr Ted Steele’s submission to the Committee. The Committee has received accounts by other members of the Biological Sciences Department about the inaccuracy of Dr Ted Steele’s accusations regarding our Honours assessment procedures, so I will not add to this defense, except to support my colleagues. In exercising my right of reply, I would simply highlight several aspects of the submission, and the situation to which it refers, with which I am particularly concerned.  These include:

· The accusation that coercion was used in meetings and in relation to assessment decisions is not only inaccurate, it is strikingly inappropriate when used in relation to Prof. Rob Whelan. It would be difficult to find a less coercive and more diplomatic and consultative Head of Department. Steele’s false accusation of coercion was used as an excuse for his inactivity in speaking and acting, through appropriate channels, against procedures and decisions he considered flawed.
· His illegitimate claim to the position of ‘whistleblower’ not only serves to give apparent strength to his case, and to shed a negative light on our attempts to prevent his false statements being broadcast or to defend our actions in the face of them. It also compromises the activities of legitimate whistleblowers.

· The fact that Steele’s statements have been made in the context of a legitimate debate about assessment procedures and breaches of these procedures has not only given false weight to his assertions, it has compromised our ability to participate constructively in that debate.

In light of the last point, I would add that this case, in raising issues of misconduct (in relation to allegations of deliberate mark-raising by members of the department; and deliberate false statement by Steele) has obscured a real debate about both standards and adjustment to change in Australian universities. There are underlying debates about the role of Honours degrees in research training, in entry into postgraduate courses, or as extensions of the undergraduate education; about the status of expert and non-expert judgement in an environment of broad distribution of knowledge, and multidisciplinarity; about maintaining standards in the face of pressures to collect full fees, while at the same time catering to an increasingly diverse student body in the context of increasing internationalisation. Ironically, the changing environment of shrinking budgets and extreme competition within the University sector has created major obstacles for the open conduct of debates about these changes. While I lay blame with Dr Steele for casting his dissent in false allegations of misconduct, and for not using legitimate channels for conducting these debates within and outside the University, the way in which his allegations were paraded by the media, the damage that is potentially wrought by them, and the response of the senior management of this University in dismissing him, are functions of a commercial University environment in which reputation is more valuable than debate.

For your further information, I have attached a copy of a letter which I sent to the link team of the Women in Science Enquiry Network (WISENet), of which I am a member. This letter was sent in reponse to a letter sent to the team by another WISENet member. I am grateful for the opportunity to respond in this inquiry, and would be happy to address any further enquiries of the committee.

Yours sincerely,

Dr A. Wendy Russell

Lecturer, Department of Biological Sciences

University of Wollongong

