To:
  Collegiate, Faculty of Social Sciences, NTNU

From:   Professor emeritus H.T.A. Whiting - Department of Psychology, University of 

  York, UK.

Although no longer employed by NTNU on a full-time basis, I view with concern the developments taking place in the Faculty with respect to the Idrettsvitenskapelig Institutt.  Perhaps as an inside (formerly) and an outside observer I have misperceived the situation?  As that seems highly unlikely, I thought it worthwhile revisiting some of the landmarks of the past six years.

My early contact with the Institute was of an informal nature and was followed by a part-time appointment and eventually, in 1994, a full-time appointment as Professor (the first in the Institute) at the invitation of both the Department and Faculty.   I understood that this appointment was a reflection of my international academic standing and the success I had during the thirteen years spent in The Netherlands in developing a Faculty of Human Movement Science at the Free University in Amsterdam.  Having experienced there some of the problems that I anticipated would occur in Trondheim (déjà vu!  Confirmed by the present state of affairs!) I was at pains, before accepting the appointment, to be clear on exactly what it was the Faculty wanted me to do.  In my letter to the Faculty of July 13, 1994 I made the following statement:

I understand that my appointment is related not only to my expertise in the field of Human Movement Science but also my experience in developing (in Amsterdam) a similar Department/Faculty from a unit of little national or international significance  into a Faculty with national and international prestige.  In this respect, I anticipate (I hope correctly) that my major role in Trondheim will be in promoting and fostering a similar kind of development…….While I appreciate that most of the decision-making in Trondheim is at the Department level, the kind of developments that I am proposing obviously requires the backing and support of  both the Faculty and the University if they are to be achieved in the relative short term.

Neither at that time, or later, did I hear anything from the Faculty that ran counter to this statement.  In fact, in his response to my letter of July 18, 1994 the then Dean of the Faculty (in an undated letter) confirmed the situation:

Your experience will obviously be valuable for the Department and  the

Faculty.  The Faculty sees your appointment as primarily related to your expertise in the field of human movement science and the need for teaching and advisory competence in this field as expressed by the Department Board.
Naturally, as these were the terms of my employment, I set out to put them into operation.   


The contact I had with the Faculty during this early honeymoon period was minimal although the, then, Director went out of his way to put me in the picture with respect to the history of the Institute and its shortcomings and the expectations of the Faculty in that respect.   During that time, it was made clear to me that the Faculty was not happy with the academic standards in the Institute and that if no improvement was forthcoming the Institute would be unlikely to survive.  A particular bone of contention was the involvement of grunnfag students in practical sport which, it was intimated, belonged more to a specialist college of physical education than a university.


Since those early months I have, in the last six years, had virtually no contact with the Faculty whatsoever apart from letters, of some import, that I felt required to write on matters of importance and to which I have never received an acknowledgement or reply!


Having taken up my full-time appointment, an appointment which, it should be noted made it possible for the Institute to offer its own hovedfag programme for the first time, the fears of the Director with respect to academic standards in the Institute were quickly confirmed.  I set out, therefore, to try to establish procedures that, in the long term, would improve matters.  This was particularly in relation to academic standards at hovedfag level and with respect to staff members who had not, at that time, obtained Ph.d qualifications.  At the same  time I signalled to the Faculty, by letter (as did others) my concern about academic standards in the Institute.  The procedures which I put forward  to the Board, and which were adopted, with respect to accountability in the supervision of hovedfag dissertations did not, however, survive very long.   At a meeting of the Board, in my absence, it was decided on the basis of a dubious interpretation of so-called academic freedom, that the previous laisser-faire procedure (i.e. with no accountability) should be returned to.


Fortunately, a few staff members (both established and short-term), were also concerned with the academic standards and signalled their concerns at opportune times.  They also set about doing their best to improve them.   Their success in this respect is attested to by the increase in the number of successful hovedfag dissertations and the very high marks achieved by a significant number of students, some of whom were later offered funded Ph.d positions in Norway (in other departments), USA, The Netherlands and the UK.  Attempts to formalise these academic developments had to await the appointment of a new Institute Board (the present one) and, with it, revisions to the syllabus.  There is every reason to believe that the new structure is producing the required direction and forward progress, anticipated when I first joined the Institute.  There is no doubt that there are a good number of very talented students entering the Institute.  It is my opinion that in the past they have been short-changed and their potential standard of achievement artificially constrained.  The recent new staff appointments and a new vision are likely to see these standards being maintained.  


With respect to staff academic qualifications, I took it upon myself from the beginning to offer help to those interested in acquiring Ph.d status.  In this respect there has been some success.   This also gave rise to some problems, problems which were signalled to both Faculty and University and which reflect unfavourably on both the Institute and the University.  Unfortunately neither then, or since, have I received the courtesy of a reply to my written signals or any indication that the information with which I provided the Faculty and University was not correct as stated.   This raises fundamental questions with respect to the role of a Faculty in maintaining the academic standards of its constituent institutes and the importance of dialogue when there are differences of opinion.  In this way, and with willing on both sides, many misunderstandings can be prevented.   Accountability is, after all, hierarchical in nature. 

HTA Whiting

Professor 

