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SCIENCE

Academic Responsibility

Many questions have arisen concerning the proper conduct of a
faculty member in relation to other persons, his university, and the
agencies that provide research support. Some of the worrisome questions
were illustrated in the account in last week’s Science of the summer
activities of Professor Stephen Smale. On a quite different front, medical
and behavioral scientists have been troubled by the disregard a few of
their fellows have shown for the rights of human beings used as experi-
mental subjects. Despite much discussion of the management of grants,
problems persist. It seems likely that among all the persons whose
work is supported by federal funds there are a few scoundrels who
have accepted salary from two sources for the same period, or in some
other fashion have violated common standards of honesty. The number
who are dishonest, callous, or foolish may be small, but frequency is
not the issue. It takes only a few to make a large amount of trouble,
and they can continue to do so as long as the majority shrug off mis-
behavior as the business of someone else.

Standards are established either by government decree or through
voluntary self-discipline, and both methods have their appropriate uses.
Penal codes and tax rates, for example, are subject to government
control, while academic standards, accrediting procedures, and codes
of ethics are adopted voluntarily.

When the federal grant program started, the scientific judgment,
honesty, and good sense of scientists were expected to control the ways
in which money was used. Elaborate rules established by government
action were not considered necessary. More recently, as the number of
grantees and the amount of money involved have increased many fold,
government regulations have multiplied, for informal surveillance by
professional colleagues and academic or research administrators has no
longer seemed to provide adequate controls.

Many scientists object to this trend. They dislike time-keeping
requirements and the necessity of receiving advance permission for
what their scientific judgment tells them are necessary changes in bud-
get allocations or desirable changes in research plans. The trend toward
greater government control has also been a matter of controversy in
government circles. Critics have advocated stronger central controls
at the same time that science agencies have argued that control should
be primarily a voluntary and institutional rather than a governmental
responsibility and have pleaded with universities and research labora-
tories to accept that responsibility. University presidents have generally
understood the importance of keeping control at the institutional level.
But scientists often have not, and some have failed to recognize the
need that there be public confidence that public funds are used prudently
and honorably. They have talked much of academic freedom without -
accepting the correlative requirement of academic responsibility.

Sooner or later there is going to be a messy public scandal. When
that happens, the damage will be much less if the universities, with
the wholehearted support of their faculties and the scientific com-
munity, can demonstrate that they have recognized the danger, have
established responsible standards, and can deal promptly and effectively
with violations. If they cannot, the warning is clear: government con-
trols will grow stricter; reporting requirements will become more
onerous; and the whole enterprise will suffer—DAEL WOLFLE



