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This is a report of an investigation of Professor Akbar Sayeed of the Department of 

Electrical and Computer Engineering, directed by the Provost of the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison, Dr. Sarah Mangelsdorf. The letter confirming an investigation 

and outlining the allegations, dated January 17, 2017, is attached as Exhibit 1. 

 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVESTIGATION 
Provost Mangelsdorf initiated this investigation at the request of Ian Robertson, Dean of 

the College of Engineering.  In October of 2016 Dean Robertson had a conversation with 

the parents (P) of a recently deceased graduate student (GS) in the Department of 

Electrical and Computer Engineering (ECE).  (  

)  P had concerns regarding the behavior of Prof. Akbar Sayeed (AS), a 

professor in ECE and the director of The Wireless Communication and Sensing 

Laboratory (WCSL). GS had been employed as a research assistant in the WCSL for 

seven years. P’s concerns related to AS’ “abusive” behavior toward GS as well as toward 

other students employed in the WCSL, resulting in a stressful and “toxic” work 

environment (Exhibit F). 

 

Dean Robertson found these concerns to warrant investigation and asked Jason Jankoski, 

Assistant Dean for Human Resources for the College of Engineering, to look into these 

matters.  After conducting several interviews with students, consulting archival data, and 

reviewing information provided by P, Jankoski prepared a report summarizing his 

findings and submitted it to Dean Robertson (Exhibit H).  Dean Robertson found this 

report to warrant further consideration and investigation, if appropriate, by the Provost 

according to Chapter 9 of Faculty Policies and Procedures (Exhibit D). 

 

Provost Mangelsdorf determined that a prima facie case existed for the imposition of 

discipline according to FPP 9.05C (Exhibit C) and appointed me, Professor Emerita 
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Professor Patricia Wolleat, to conduct an investigation.  Prof. Sayeed  (AS) was informed 

of the charges and procedures on January 17, 2017 (Exhibit 1). 

CHARGES (Exhibit 1) 
1.  The concern that: 
 A.  You engaged in behavior that could be described as, “unwelcome” 
 behavior pervasive or severe enough that a reasonable person would   
 find it hostile and/or intimidating and that does not further the    
 university’s academic or operational interests” (11-232, part 1). 
 
 B.  Your behavior “is unacceptable to the extent that it makes conditions for 
 work inhospitable and impairs another person’s ability to carry out    
 his/her responsibilities to the university” (11-332, part 1). 
 
2.  The concern that: 
  Your behavior evidences an “abuse of authority, such as using threats 
 or retaliation in the exercise of authority, supervision, or guidance…” 

  (11-332, part 1).   
 
3.  The concern that: 
 Your behavior has included “abusive expression… directed at another person 
 in the workplace, such as derogatory remarks or epithets that are outside the 
 range of commonly accepted forms of disagreement, disapproval, or critique 
 in academic culture and professional settings that respects free expression 
 (11-332, part 1). 
 

4.  The concern that: 
 You have engaged in “conduct which adversely affects (your) performance of 
 (your) responsibilities to the university but which is not serious enough to 
 warrant dismissal” (FPP, chapter 9.02).  
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PROCEDURAL BACKGROUND OF INVESTIGATION 
 
The Jankoski Investigation 
 The Jankoski Investigation took place roughly during the last two weeks of October and 

early November 2016.  Thus, interview data from current and past members of the lab was 

collected in close proximity to the death of GS. 
 

Dean Jankoski received data from 11 current and former students who had worked in the 

WCS in the past 5 years. Three of these former members of the lab submitted written 

statements (Exhibits J, K, L).   Seven students agreed to be interviewed either in person 

(Exhibits M, N, O, P, Q, and R) or by telephone (Exhibit S).   Additional interviews of a 

 ( ) (Exhibit U) and an ECE faculty member ( )(Exhibit W) were also 

obtained.  Assistant Dean Jankoski conducted the interviews between October 21-28, 

2016 and November 15, 2016. Tricia Droes, Human Resources Manager in the College of 

Engineering, took contemporaneous notes of the interviews. 

 

(See Exhibit X for the language used to invite current and former lab members’ 

participation.)  

 

In addition to these interviews and written statements, Dean Jankoski had access to 

several types of information provided by P.  These included (a) emails from GS directed 

to P and other family members; (b) emails from GS sent to AS and other faculty in the 

Department ( e.g. Exhibits Y, Z); (c) email sent by P to Dean Robertson (Exhibit E); (e) a 

letter from Dean of Students Berquam and P’s response (Exhibits F and G); (f) several 

text message threads from GS to his family and other lab members. Professor  

 also volunteered to be interviewed (Exhibit V). 

 

The Current Investigation 
The current investigation began with a review of the materials gathered for the Jankoski 

investigation. It was supplemented by interviews with several College of Engineering 
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faculty and administrators, including Associate Dean , Associate Dean  

, ECE  , ECE Professor , and 

ECE Professor .  P was invited to submit any additional information--he 

submitted additional text message threads and several voice memos from GS.   

 

The Jankoski student informants were invited to review their earlier comments and 

informed that absolute confidentiality could not be promised at this stage of the 

investigation. (Exhibit X.2 adjusted promise of confidentiality).  None of the invited 

students added any information to that collected by Jankoski.  

 

In addition, information was obtained from two students who were still working in the lab 

during .  One of these, an undergraduate, who did not know an 

investigation was underway, voluntarily contacted Dept. Chair Booske, whose notes from 

the interview appear as Exhibit i.1.  A grad student contacted in  updated how 

he was then experiencing working in the lab (Exhibit i.2) 

   

Notes from the Jankoski student interviews that had been handwritten (Exhibits J-T, V) 

were typed out by the note taker, Droes, for purposes of legibility.  

  

SUMMARY OF FINDINGS  

 

Charge 1A:  Unwelcome behavior resulting in hostile environment 
A framework for looking at “hostile and/or intimidating” behavior is provided in a GS 

email attachment dated October 20, 2015, captured by P (Exhibit I). This document is 

titled “LabEnviornment.docx” and was shared by Gmail as “Written down thoughts.”  

Because of its now posthumous status, the critique will be supplemented with data 

gathered in October 2016 and January-April 2017.  The document was shared with at least 

one other student. 

 The working environment in the lab has become increasingly toxic and 

 dysfunctional.  This has resulted in the current situation where the lab is  
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 In the process of completely imploding.  The root causes of this dysfunction are the 

 anger management issues and extremely abusive behavior exhibited by professor 

 Sayeed when interacting with the students in the lab.  Although professor 

 Sayeed has exhibited such behavior in the past, since June 2013 when prototyping 

 work on the CAP-MIMO system began it has massively increased in both 

 intensity and frequency. The students in the lab have had discussions with 

Professor Sayeed on several occasions in the past 7 months.  However, this has 

not led to any noticeable improvement in the situation and if anything Professor 

 Sayeed’s behavior has gotten worse in the past few months.  This has led to a  

 breakdown in the lab…(Exhibit I). 

 

The alleged toxic environment in the WSCL goes back at least four years when the CAP-

MIMO prototype went into production (GS).  Several potential deterrents or inhibitors to 

the toxic climate in the lab were either unavailable or ineffective.  According to Associate 

Dean Blanchard of the College of Engineering and ECE Department Chair Booske there 

are no routine procedures for evaluating lab climate or the mentoring function of faculty.  

In addition, because of large numbers of research labs and students in the College of 

Engineering and Department of Electrical and Computer Engineering, lab attrition is not 

monitored, even though there may be an unusually high percentage of students leaving 

their positions.  

 

Repeated attempts by GS and other students to deal directly with AS did not result in 

changed behavior. Voice memos of lab meetings, recorded by GS and presented by P 

reveal attempts to provide AS with immediate feedback about his behavior.  AS would 

apologize and acknowledge the inappropriateness of his conduct, but would then continue 

with the tirades.  One student reported speaking with the ECE department chair, but the 

significance of the distress experienced by the student was not appreciated and no further 

action was taken (Exhibit L). Perhaps more significant, GS had consulted with Prof. 

Novak in the fall of 2015 about his concerns for the climate in the lab (Exhibit Z1).  

Although Prof. Novak recognized the seriousness of his concerns and offered him several 
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options for dealing with the situation, GS decided to wait until any action was taken.  Prof. 

Novak observed that the “catharsis” might have been a sufficient remedy for the moment. 

 

When GS made another appointment with Prof. Novak a year later in October 2016 

(Exhibit Z.2), Prof. Novak proactively notified Chair Booske.  GS, however, did not keep 

that appointment.   

 

Charge 1B:  Inhospitable behavior impairs members’ ability to carry out 
responsibilities 
GS in the “Written-down Thoughts memo” (Exhibit I) summarized three areas in which 

AS’ behavior impaired other persons’ abilities to carry out their responsibilities to the 

University—communication, collaboration, and progress.  
 

A bit of background about the CAP-MIMO project may help to understand the seriousness 

of the claims in these areas.  According to AS this project represented a new direction for 

him insofar as it involved creating a hardware prototype as opposed to theoretical 

analyses.  There are at least three conditions of employment affected by the nature of the 

project: first, it was necessary that much of the work be conducted on the lab premises; 

second, because the project had many aspects, individuals assigned to each aspect had to 

collaborate with the rest of the team on a frequent basis; and third AS depended on the 

students’ work to fill in gaps in his own knowledge base.  These parameters of the project 

were significantly affected by AS’ behavior. 

Communication 

Students found it difficult to communicate with AS, their discussions often resulting in 

yelling and verbal abuse.  As one student reported:  Professor Sayeed is always 

shouting…mostly at group meetings.  If he is not satisfied with answers, he will scream 

and use dirty words…(Exhibit R). 

 

Another student offered this example: 

 Would lose temper and blow up over small things—would scream, yell, curse. 

 Weekly meeting—almost every week he would yell…Would come to lab to 
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 check on progress –would scream, curse, and use personal insults….Language 

 and behavior weren’t constructive—being abusive with no purpose…(Exhibit J) 

 

A visiting scholar who supervised 50 people in a lab in another country, observed: 

 Temper is not good. Cannot control temper. 

 There is too much work, not enough people. 

 GS and another student were the only people in the lab when he arrived.   

 AS expected too much out of GS and the other student. 

 They were too tired (Exhibit U). 

 

P noted to Dean of Students Berquam that VS had planned to spend 15 months in the lab   

but left early because of the toxic environment (Exhibit E), even though AS behavior was 

not directed at him personally. 

 

These types of interactions, often in front of other members of the team, discouraged 

students from communicating further with him. Students would frequently not ask for help 

because they were afraid that they would be publically insulted.  Furthermore, his yelling 

replaced what could have been constructive feedback. Students dreaded attending lab 

meetings, where the presenter of the day was often interrupted, berated, and humiliated. 

One student described a situation where GS was the presenter in a group meeting: 

 …in the middle of a presentation by GS, AS kept interrupting without giving GS a 

 chance to get to that part of the presentation.  AS got frustrated with GS and then 

 proceeded to look up and say, “God give me the strength to deal with this shit.” 

 (Exhibit Q).  

 

Another type of incident was observed:   

 In meetings he would pick on one student—he would be working on parts of the  

 Prototype work.  Would focus anger on him during meetings in front of the 

 others.  Summer 2013-2014.  Would threaten to fire (a particular student) if he 

 didn’t work harder (Exhibit J). 
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A typical interaction illustrating the vicious cycle of communication was reported by an 

international student and the effect it had on him.  He reported that these did not occur 

when he was working on an independent study, but escalated once he became a paid 

research assistant:   

 We had an individual meeting every week to discuss my research program.  In the 

 meetings he always yelled at me when he was unsatisfied with my work and 

 sometime call me with insulting words like ”monkey” and like “babies who do not 

 use the brain to think.”  Occasionally he even shouted the F-word to me.  I felt 

 nervous in the meeting every time and could not express my work clearly as a 

 result and it made him even more angry.  It became a vicious circle and I felt 

 stressed and even could not sleep at night.  So I decided to quit after the one-year 

 RA contract (Exhibit K). 

 

Collaboration 
What GS labeled a “siege mentality” stifled collaboration, a necessary component of 

advancing the project. Instead of working toward project goals, much of the students’ 

collective energy went toward trying to determine how “to avoid future episodes of abuse” 

(Exhibit I). 

 

Progress 
Progress toward desired outcomes had interrelated project and individual implications.  

There were four important negative outcomes for individual lab members attributable to 

AS’ conduct: 

1.  They left the lab, sometimes mid-contract, even if they had no other promise of 

support.  At least 4 of these defections were due to self-described extreme stress, 

anxiety, depression, and other mental health concerns (Exhibits K, L, M, Q.2).  A 

student, who often worked 40-60 hours a week in the lab, reported that working in 

the lab was one of the most stressful experiences of his life and that he quit after 7 

months because of mental breakdown (Exhibit Q.2). He emailed GS about his 

intent to leave: 

  I’m going to be leaving the research group in the immediate future.   I’m 
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  not really cut out to handle the stress that working with Professor Sayeed 

  entails, and for my own mental/emotional health, I’m going to seek work  

  elsewhere (Exhibit Q.2). 

 

 2.  They changed their degree objective. At least two students, who had planned to  

       work toward the Ph.D., gave up those wishes or plans and left the University       

       with an M.S. degree (Exhibits L and Q.2). 

 

  One such student described his experience this way: 

  Every Monday the lab had a meeting with Professor Akbar Sayeed, and  

  honestly I was always afraid of this meeting because of his yelling   

  screaming and anger.  The situation just got worse and worse….and   

  .  He used to tell me that he didn’t want to waste  

  his funding for me and wanted me to go back to my home country, I finally 

  did not see any good thing about continuing my PhD studies for my health.  

  I had to make a difficult decision to quit the RA position and leave the  

  College with only my master’s degree although getting my PhD. had been  

  my dream of my life. 

    

  …I was proud of myself when I passed a qualification exam on 

  my first attempt.  I felt I was getting closer to the Ph.D., and that has been 

  my life goal even though I had to leave everything in my home country 

  to come to UW Madison for my goal.  However, Professor Akbar’s   

  behavior made me give up the Ph.D.  It was the most painful decision of  

  my life.  I know I still lose a lot of things from not finishing up my Ph.D.  

  just graduating with only a master’s degree.  It is still my dream and I  

  always think about getting a chance to go to grad College some day if I  

  can meet respectable advisers (Exhibit L). 

 

  3.  They changed advisors or labs or both and may have had to start over on their  

       research.  Along with the self-reported data from individuals who left the lab,    
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       Professor Novak reported that he had taken on a student who left the AS lab, at 

       least in part, because of the stressful environment. 

 

  4.   Those who remained in the lab had their responsibilities increased to the  

        extent that their own academic progress was delayed, e.g. prelims,         

        dissertation.  This was the case particularly for GS for whom the attrition         

        created substantially increased responsibilities for training and lab       

        coordination.  He had completed his prelim as early as  but had not yet    

        had an oral scheduled the time of his death in (Exhibits E and J). 

   

The dysfunction in the lab was particularly difficult for GS.  He felt he had to run 

interference for the younger, less experienced members as well as constantly train new 

members.  He said in his Written down Thoughts memo:  

    

 The work in the lab has devolved to the point where all efforts are being   

 made to deal with the latest problem that Professor Sayeed has gotten   

 angry and abusive about.  This constant putting out of fires has led to an   

 environment where no progress is made on longer-term projects, like   

 writing papers.  Since I am the only student who has been a member of the  

 group for more than 1.5 years, I almost always have to help out with   

 putting out the latest fire.  This has been particularly detrimental to   

 completing my PhD, since it feels like I am constantly working toward   

 putting out the latest fire to avoid more abuse from Professor Sayeed   

 rather than working towards finishing my PhD.   

    

 …turnover has led to a situation where the students who do not leave must  

 spend a significant amount of time.  In particular, since I have been the  

 only student who has been in the lab more than 1.5 years, a large portion   

 of this work has fallen on my shoulders.  This results in slower progress   

 on the lab’s work, which in turn leads to more anger and abuse from   

 Professor Sayeed resulting in yet another exodus of students (Exhibit I). 
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In addition to the negative outcomes for individual students, AS’ behavior was antithetical 

to the outcomes of the very project he directed.  Of course, the energy drained from 

individuals to deal with interpersonal interactions affected their contributions to the 

project.  As important, however, was the effect of the attrition of lab members.  Not only 

was there difficulty in recruiting new members, (Current lab members would advise 

potential recruits against working there.), but remaining members had to spend a 

significant amount of time training new members, getting them up to speed. The training 

of new members fell particularly to GS, who had the longest tenure in the lab. (Exhibits N 

and J) 

 

GS recounted the incidence of attrition: 

 …Sayeed’s behavior has led to difficulty in recruiting for the lab.  Since the  

 beginning of the prototype project, there have never been more than 4 

 students in the lab for any appreciable time.  However, during this time   

 frame (about 2 years) a total of 6 students have come and gone.  Of those 6  

 students, only one stayed in the lab for more than a year and the latest   

 student to leave lasted only 1.5 months (Exhibit I). 

  

Charge 2.  Abuse of authority 
Three sets of observations evidence an abuse of authority—unreasonable 

expectations of loyalty, threats of physical harm, and inhibiting academic progress.  

Several students expressed the belief that they were expected to subordinate their 

academic progress, time and energy, and personal relationships to their responsibilities in 

the lab. On several occasions members were advised that their academics were not as 

important as their work in the lab. Students’ perceived that if there was a conflict it was to 

be resolved in favor of the lab.  These perceptions of loyalty were based on statements 

such as “no one looks at grades after you get your degree” (Exhibit J). 

 

One of the recipients of AS’ prioritizing the lab over academics. 
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  In a group meeting (in March 2015) AS was frustrated with (the student)  

  because he wasn’t getting enough done.  (The student) was taking a course 

  with AS.  AS threatened to give him a poor grade if he spent too much time 

  on class and not enough in the lab.  AS immediately backtracked to say he  

  wouldn’t do that but he didn’t seem sincere (Exhibit J). 

 

Another student reported a similar incident.  He was struggling with classes where AS was 

his instructor.  AS told him “no one is going to give a shit about your grades once you 

graduate” (Exhibit F). 

  

Further indications of abuse of authority were unreasonable expectations of time to be 

spent in the lab.  Because of the necessity of doing work on hardware it was necessary that 

work be done on the premises.  Some members talked about spending 60 to 70 hours a 

week in the lab (Exhibits I, L, and M).   Others expressed that 40-60 hours were expected 

for a 33% appointment.  Prof. Sayeed countered that it is not at all uncommon for labs in 

the College of Engineering to require considerably more time than contracts specify.   

Several text messages sent among members of the lab indicate they were sent late into the 

evening or after midnight.  In one of the last communications P had with GS, P noted it 

came from the lab at 1:40 am (Exhibit E). One member (Exhibit L) reported that AS had 

said grad students are “slaves” who must learn to endure pain because it would last only 4 

or 5 years. Another member reported that AS threatened to pull his contract if he 

complained about his hours (Exhibit J). GS’parents reported that he took only 1week of 

vacation a year and that he spent most nights and weekends in the lab (Exhibit E). 

 

 AS’ insistence that research assistants work excessive hours may have been in part 

related to expectations.  A student recalled AS equating the assistantship to working for a 

small company.  He believed that expectations for assigned tasks were difficult to meet.  

Students were expected to produce ideas.  If these expectations were not met AS would 

insult the members calling their work mediocre or not up to the level expected of a 

graduate student (Exhibit P). 
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Some members believed that AS did not have respect for students and their personal lives.  

One student whose wife lived in a different city, told how AS interrupted by yelling 

during a phone call he had made to his wife during his lunch break. AS also tracked him 

down while he was grocery shopping with his wife (Exhibit L). 

 

Relative to threats of physical harm, no one reported actual physical harm.  Several 

students, however, told of ambiguous physical threats, e.g. frequently beat on the table, 

threw objects, or told students he wished he had a punching bag,  (Exhibits Y.1, J, E.1, U).  

GS communicated to AS how he felt about such an ambiguous threat in October 2015: 

   

  A consistent thing you’ve said is “your words matter.”  Since yesterday 

   I’ve been considering some words you said to the effect that you 

  could (and implicitly would) beat me up if I showed you too much 

  sass.  Even though you followed them up with an “I’m kidding,” 

  your words still matter . 

 

  Even if you felt I was out of line, you could have let me know without 

  making a threat of violence.  Furthermore, I am unwilling to work in 

  an environment where such threats are seen as acceptable….(Exhibit Y). 

  

Another student noted, “…a lot of times AS would verbalize his desire to hit a student.  

Wished aloud for punching bag due to his frustration” (Exhibit M). 

 

Although the students did not report an abuse of authority in such things as authorship of 

papers or discrimination, there is perhaps one situation in which it may have played a part.  

As mentioned earlier, GS’ progress toward his Ph.D. was slowed considerably between 

and  in the scheduling of a prelim.  Although not definitive, a comment made 

by VS stated that he did not know how AS could continue if GS were to graduate.  

Because GS was also AS’ advisee there is a speculation that the delay may have been 

related to GS’ indispensability to the project (Exhibits E, J).   

 



 14 

In a letter to Dean Robertson P reported: 

 GS had finally set on the path of finishing paperwork for his oral prelim and had 

 received approval.  My understanding was all that remained was to schedule and 

 hold it.  It was strange to me that when GS told me that it wasn’t unusual to have a 

 short while before your thesis defense, but it was a detail that was continually 

 delayed as he was yet again, year after year, charged with bringing another 

 group of students up to speed with lab operations only to have most/all of them   

 leave before they were able to make a substantial contribution (Exhibit E). 

 

Charge 3.  Abusive expression 
Nearly all of the informants reported being the target of or had observed others being 

targeted with abusive expression and insults.  These comments were made in the context 

of an environment where there was already an excessive amount of screaming, yelling, 

and cursing.  In addition, few student members of the lab or associates were immune from 

these insults, including a professor colleague (Exhibit V) and a visiting scholar (Exhibit 

U) 

An international student recounted a particularly distressing incident in a meeting, which 

included the observer of the incident, GS, AS and Prof. .  When the discussion got 

heated, AS banged hands on table and called  a f****) twice (Exhibit O). 

 

 Also damaging to the students was the fact that the abusive expressions were delivered in 

front of others, e.g., in group meetings. To a large extent constructive feedback and 

critiques were replaced with personally directed insults.  No detail was too small to be 

excluded from his attacks, e.g. formatting of a slide.     

 

Following is a list of epithets that were experienced or witnessed by informants:  animal 

themes (Exhibit M) chimpanzee, monkey--, stupid, dumbass, incompetent, babies, and 

fucker.  Among the derogatory statements were: a student left the lab because he “shit his 

pants;” “God give me the strength to deal with this shit;” “What are you guys pissing on 

your brains?” graduate students are “slaves” who must endure any pain because such pain 

would last only 4 or 5 years; compared intelligence to that of his two-year-old son.   
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In an email to Dean Robertson, P recounted several examples of abusive expression that 

GS had experienced directly in summer 2016: 

  sack of shit 

  you guys have betrayed my trust 

  you walked out on me like a no integrity moron 

  I’m a bully, yes and you are the liars 

  get your head out of your ass 

  incompetent 

  sloppy, lazy 

It cannot be overemphasized that even if an expression was not abusive or offensive on its 

face, it was the repeated attacks on competence that was wearing on the students.   

This phenomenon was described as: 

  AS would speak in a way to make you feel like nothing.  He would 

  say “This is not the work of a grad student…” (Exhibit P). 

 

Another lab member reported similar feelings, “He would indirectly insult them—such as 

saying he doesn’t want mediocre work in front of the whole group.  It was demoralizing” 

(Exhibit N). 

 

AS admitted to GS of being a “bully” and “pathetic” (Exhibit G).  Yet he claims not to 

have been aware until recently that his behavior was unproductive or the damage his 

tirades inflicted, “…and to me it was an epiphany” (Exhibit E).  He reports that after an 

outburst, the situation was over for him.  He did not seem to comprehend that there were 

lingering repercussions for the students.   

 

These expressions cannot be interpreted to be an aspect of free expression.  They were 

invectives directed at individuals.  When a member prematurely left the lab because of 

stress he would report to the remaining members that the student was not capable.  It was 

on one of these occasions that he said the student had “shit his pants” (Exhibit J). 

 

An international student expressed how deeply these offensive words affected him: 
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 …he was always criticizing tiny details of tasks, Importantly, his 

 Criticizing was not academic at all, He usually screamed and yelled  

 in front of other students with swearing words and offensive gestures.  

 Also, he didn’t hesitate to swear in front of other professors.  I honestly felt  

 insulted every time he swore in front of others.  I also asked him to quit swearing 

 but he said students should endure such expression (Exhibit L). 

 

For some students being insulted in front of the group added to the abusive conduct. 

Several noted that they were open to feedback, but would prefer to be scolded in a private 

conversation; e.g., one such student suggested …”if he has concerns about an individual, 

he should discuss it with him in private, not in front of everyone” (Exhibit N). 

 
Charge 4.  Adverse effects of behavior 
Many students believe that Prof. Sayeed engages in high quality, interesting research. 

Indeed, in May 2016, the prototype was successfully demonstrated within the deadline.  

However, the success of the project was extracted at great cost to students and their 

families.  His research mentoring responsibilities are the issue here.   

 

As enumerated earlier, at least four students experienced stress and anxiety to the point 

that they left the lab before their contracts had expired.  Others changed their degree 

objective; at a minimum, nearly all had their progress on lab tasks hindered. 

 

The stress and anxiety the students experienced is only part of the picture; they report that 

AS did not offer either appropriate guidance or constructive feedback.  His primary 

motivational technique when there was a mistake was to yell and scream rather than to 

guide them through a problem-solving process.  One student noted that he used fear as a 

primary motivator (Exhibit J).  Another noted: …”honestly, I was still sitting at my desk 

in the lab because of fears rather than my interest in research” (Exhibit L). 

  

AS appeared to be oblivious to individual learning styles and cultural differences in 

learning.  Several countries of origin were represented among the graduate students.  



 17 

While some students may have been able to weather the toxic environment, others were 

deeply affected to a self-reported debilitating extent.  

 

On a prospective note, AS did not serve as a good role model for students, especially 

those for whom an academic or supervisory position was a possibility.  Not only did he 

manage the lab members poorly, but also berated a faculty colleague ( ) in front of the 

students (Exhibit N). 

 

Two students who were in the lab during  reported that although his 

abusive behavior had attenuated somewhat at the beginning of the semester, it reappeared 

frequently as time went on (Exhibits i.1, i.2)). 

 

Prof. Sayeed’s Perspective 
For the most part, Prof. Sayeed does not deny that his behavior toward members of his lab 

is problematic.  He admits to screaming, yelling, calling people out with invectives, and 

throwing nearby small objects.  He was once observed saying, “I run on an emotional 

circuit on steroids” (Exhibit F). 

 

 At the same time although he received plenty of feedback from lab members, he claims 

not to have been aware of the effect this had on the lab members.  As stated earlier once 

he had an outburst, the anger was over for him. In the past, he tended to rationalize the 

excessive attrition on the students’ incompetence, not being able to live up to 

expectations, or their sensitivity. 

 

Prof. Sayeed has always had high expectations for his students.  He wants them to succeed  

to the best of their abilities.  He attributes his inappropriate behavior to a period of time in 

which he had a lot of stresses in his personal life.   

 

Moreover, Prof. Sayeed reports growing up in a patriarchal, militaristic family and 

culture.  He has not been aware recently that he may be replicating many of the 
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interpersonal behaviors that his father had used with him.  He states that he has sought 

counseling for anger management. 

 

 
 SUMMARY OF FACTS 
 
1.  THE CONCERN THAT: 
 A.  YOU ENGAGED IN BEHAVIOR THAT COULD BE    
 DESCRIBED AS, “UNWELCOME BEHAVIOR PERVASIVE OR   
 SEVERE ENOUGH THAT A REASONABLE PERSON WOULD   
 FIND IT HOSTILE AND/OR INTIMIDATING AND THAT DOES   
 NOT FURTHER THE UNIVERSITY’S ACADEMIC OR    
 OPERATIONAL INTERESTS” (11-232, PART 1 

 

1. The behavior engaged in by AS after 2012 was unwelcome. 

2. The unwelcome behavior began as early as 2012 and continued through the time 

the investigation began. 

3. The unwelcome behavior was pervasive, being experienced directly or 

indirectly by most students who worked in the lab. 

4.  AS’ abusive behavior was known not only to students working in the lab, but 

also by a visiting scholar, other ECE faculty, and GS’s family. 

5. The unwelcome behavior consisted of yelling, screaming, personal invectives, 

insults, ambiguous physical threats, and throwing things.      

 6. The unwelcome behavior was hostile and intimidating, resulting in a stressful 

 working environment. 

  

1. B THE CONCERN THAT 
 YOUR BEHAVIOR IS UNACCEPTABLE TO THE EXTENT THAT IT 
 MAKES CONDITIONS FOR WORK INHOSPITABLE  
 AND IMPAIRS ANOTHER PERSON’S ABILITY TO CARRY OUT    
 HIS/HER RESPONSIBILITIES TO THE UNIVERSITY” 
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  (11-332, PART 1). 
 
 1.  The hostile environment had an effect on the students’ productivity in the 

 lab. 
 2.  The hostile environment resulted in considerable stress for most of the lab 

 members.  

 3.  The unwelcome behavior has had deleterious effects students’ academic goals 

 and accomplishments. 

 4.  The unwelcome behavior had a negative effect on students’ emotional and 

 mental  health and personal relationships. 

  

2.  THE CONCERN THAT 
 YOUR BEHAVIOR EVIDENCES AN “ABUSE  OF AUTHORITY, SUCH 
 AS USING THREATS OR RETALIATION IN THE EXERCISE OF 
 AUTHORITY, SUPERVISION, OR GUIDANCE…” 
 (11-332, PART 1).   
 

1. Most students were required to work many more hours than their contracts 

specified. 

2. Some students were threatened with their contracts being pulled if they 

complained about excessive hours. 

3. Students were told that they should have the lab as their priority and to relegate 

academics and personal relationships to a lesser status.  

  4. AS threatened students with ambiguous physical threats. 

 

3.   THE CONCERN THAT 
 YOUR BEHAVIOR HAS INCLUDED “ABUSIVE 
 EXPRESSION…DIRECTED AT ANOTHER PERSON IN THE 
 WORKPLACE SUCH AS DEROGATORY REMARKS OR EPITHETS 
 THAT ARE OUTSIDE THE RANGE OF COMMONLY ACCEPTED 
 FORMS OF DISAGREEMENT, DISAPPROVAL, OR CRITIQUE IN 
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 ACADEMIC CULTURE AND PROFESSIONAL SETTINGS THAT 
 RESPECTS FREE EXPRESSION (11-332, PART 1). 
 
 1.  AS abusive expressions were frequently directed at individuals who worked in 

 the lab, as well as to others. 

  2. These expressions were derogatory, profane, offensive, and/or personally 

 insulting. 

 3.  Most of the abusive expression was tendered in front of other individuals or 

 groups. 

 4. These expressions do not fall into commonly accepted forms of academic or 

 professional discourse.    

 

4.  THE CONCERN THAT YOU HAVE ENGAGED IN “CONDUCT 
 WHICH ADVERSELY AFFECTS (YOUR) PERFORMANCE OF (YOUR) 
 RESPONSIBILITIES TO THE UNIVERSITY BUT WHICH IS NOT 
 SERIOUS ENOUGH TO WARRANT DISMISSAL.” (FPP, CHAPTER 9.02).  
 
 1.  The alleged conduct has adversely affected performance of mentoring 

 responsibilities. 

 2.  The alleged conduct has limited the academic goals and achievements of 

 several students and caused emotional distress, and, thus, is serious enough to 

 warrant discipline 

 

DISCUSSION 
Limitations of Procedures 
 The data from interviews with lab members is self-report and the reported 

incidents occurred over a period of years, affecting their recollection. Also, most of these 

reports were gathered following a  in the lab.  While then-current members 

were aware of the death of GS, it is not clear if former members were aware of the death.   

Two additional features of the data are that, other than the dates the information was 

gathered, specific dates, times, and places of instances of AS behavior are not always 
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documentable.   What can be inferred, however, is that the offending behaviors took place 

over a period of at least five years. Moreover, because AS behavior was often discussed 

among the lab members it cannot be ascertained in every case whether certain behaviors 

were experienced by the reporter him/herself, observed as happening to another member, 

or were heard from a third party. 

   

Exceptions to Limitations of Procedures 
An exception to the lack of specificity in lab members’ reports is the GS data, provided by  

P.  GS’ close relationship with his family had resulted in many exchanges of 

communications.  P had saved or retrieved from GS’s electronic devices many of these 

exchanges, e.g., from emails, text messages, and voice memos. For the most part these 

exchanges can be traced to specific dates.   Although most of these messages were 

exchanged between GS and his family members, some contained copies of messages 

exchanged between GS and other lab members. 
 

In addition to the specificity of the P data, there is a cross check on student reports by non-

students, e.g., from other faculty and administrators, whose observations corroborated the 

student data. 

 
This investigation took place following the  death of a senior graduate student in the 

Wireless Communication and Sensing Lab in the College of Engineering. Without the 

urging of his/her parents it may never have taken place.  In the College of Engineering and 

the Graduate College there is no oversight of the mentoring function neither of faculty nor 

of the climate or work environments for students.  Although students are notified in a 

handbook of how they might proceed in the case of a problem, they rarely do so (  

  This investigation has produced plenty of evidence that lab 

members informally confronted AS about his behavior several times.  None, however, 

filed a formal complaint.  

 

In the WCSL, student concerns were most often funneled toward the grad student 

coordinator GS or discussed with each other. Informal complaints to AS resulted in few if 
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any behavior changes.  Thus, many of the informants for this investigation were pleased to 

hear of the investigation. 

 

According to administrators the numbers of graduate students in the Department of ECE 

militates against identifying incipient problems.  A lot of students switch labs during their 

academic careers and many change their career objectives.  However, what is perhaps 

critical here is the linking of a professor’s abusive conduct to so many students’ academic 

and personal wellbeing 

 

Offsetting procedural limitations, however, are the archival records supplied by P.  Over 

the years GS and his father had been in close contact through email, text messages, and 

voice memos.  P had saved many of these communications. These records also contain 

information from and about other students in the lab.  Perhaps the most useful of these 

records as to the lab environment and AS behavior is the document prepared by GS and 

shared with E1 in anticipation of a meeting with AS in October of 2015. It is of interest to 

note that P is  who was able to discuss technical matters with AS as well. 

 

In the main, facts about AS’ behavior were corroborated among students’ interview 

reports, other observers, e.g. faculty, and GS’s communication, and P’s emails. 

 

Substantive Issues 
Perhaps the most distressing aspect of AS behavior is the extent to which expected 

challenges in a lab of this type were compounded, particularly the attrition due to stress 

and the difficulty in recruiting new members. As AS’ behavior escalated, more students 

left, and more burdens fell to the remaining members, particularly GS.  Exploitation may 

not be too strong a word to describe how AS’s behavior impacted GS’ in his position as 

grad coordinator.  

 

Another unfortunate outcome of AS angry outbursts were the missed opportunities for 

learning.  Epithets and derogatory comments were substituted for specific guidance or 
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problem solving.  Insults and fear were used in place of other, more productive, cognitive 

or motivational strategies. 

 

As a result of this investigation, AS purports to see how his behavior affects others.  He 

appears to be motivated to change for both professional and personal reasons.  He has 

sought counseling for anger management.  In addition, he is reviewing his “teaching” 

strategies to learn more effective ways to manage his research staff.  This work, however, 

is not yet finished. 

 

CONCLUSION 
 Professor Sayeed is found to be in violation of all 4 charges posed by Professor 

Mangelsdorf in the charge letter: 

  (1) FPP 11-232 
  (2)  FPP 11-332 PART 1a & b  
  (3) FPP 11-332, PART 1 
  (4) FPP, CHAPTER 9.02.   
It is, thus, concluded that appropriate discipline be imposed according to FPP 9.05C.  

(See page 2 for language of these charges.)  

 

RECOMMENDATIONS 
      1.   An unpaid leave of absence to underscore the seriousness of these charges. 

2. Frequent monitoring of lab climate and grad students’ experience. 

3. Resources to modify lab-mentoring behavior:     

 a.  Involvement in Teaching Academy  

  b. Appointment of a teaching mentor  

  c. Continuing education to practice providing constructive feedback and  

       guidance to students. 

 4.  Consider modification of lab staffing plan to eliminate the need for grad  students 

to supervise each other. 

       5.   Continue counseling for anger management and personal issues. 
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