Re: Ted Steele dismissal

Dear

,

There is important information about the actions leading up to Dr Ted Steele’s dismissal which has not been widely available, largely because the forum in which this issue has been aired, namely the media, is discriminatory in who and what it gives airtime to. So, I would like to pass this information on to you, and to all WISENet link members, so that you are able to assess these events from a better-informed position. To begin, however, this debate must be separated into two issues. One issue relates to the allegations made by Dr Steele in the media, the other to the procedure surrounding his dismissal. We would not support any action that breached the Enterprise Bargaining agreement we worked long and hard for (and stopped work for several times). The alleged breach by Vice Chancellor, Gerard Sutton, in relation to the procedure he used in dismissing Dr Steele, is a matter of grave concern. However, this is quite separate from the question of the legitimacy or accuracy of Dr Steele’s assertions and the impact that they have had within the University.

The specific issue that Dr Steele raised in the press in January related to the assessment of two Honours students under his supervision, who graduated from our Department. Central to his case was the allegation that he had been instructed to raise the grades of these students. Several points of fact are relevant here:

· The students’ grades were determined using procedures which have been established in the Department for some time, and are effectively endorsed by all academics in the Department, who have all (including Dr Steele) had the opportunity to contribute to their review and revision (most recently in 1999). These procedures were followed, to the letter, in both cases.

· The grades were based on assessments of theses by three examiners, two internal and one external, and an averaging of their marks. Dr Steele was not one of these examiners. No adjustment of the individual marks or the averages occurred in either case. 

These points of fact are supported by documentation and we believe point to the important conclusion that Dr Steele made specific, demonstratively wrong allegations in the media and did not use the legitimate pathways for complaint within the University. We believe that his actions have significantly damaged the reputation of the Department and individual academics within it, our past and present students, and the University as a whole. We draw your attention to information posted on our website (http://www.uow.edu.au/science/biol/) regarding our marking procedures and the NSW Ombudsman’s report, which we consider to be a concise and accurate description of Dr Steele’s case. We also encourage further enquiries.


We acknowledge that there is currently an important and legitimate debate about standards and marking procedures, particularly in relation to a lack of government support for Universities. We also agree with the importance of debate, academic freedom and protection of the right to dissent within Universities. We assert, however, that the first issue described above, i.e. the allegations made be Dr Ted Steele, and the need for action to be taken against these allegations, is not an issue about academic freedom, free debate or protection of a whistleblower. Dr Steele did not seek media attention to promote his views about these debates, he used the media to circulate damaging, untrue statements about his colleagues and their actions.

In addition, the issue of Dr Steele’s international status as a respected micro-biologist and his controversial research has no bearing on this issue. The Department has always given Dr Steele the same support, both materially and collegially, that his colleagues have received in relation to research work. No-one in the department has a grudge with Ted regarding his research. At the same time, we do not believe that a person’s research status or performance excuses them from making false allegations, presumably knowing the damage they will cause.

We agree with you that WISENet should be considering “big issues of our time” and we are not averse to tackling these issues in our own research and teaching. I would, however, humbly request that WISENet members consider very carefully any position they take on this issue, and that they do so in possession of all the facts.

Yours sincerely,

Dr A. Wendy Russell

Lecturer, Department of Biological Sciences, University of Wollongong

Link person, WISENet

Dr Sharon Robinson

Senior lecturer, Department of Biological Sciences, University of Wollongong

WISENet member

