
FROM HELL’S KITCHEN TO HELL’S GATE? 

The 2016 Van Wyk Advisory Report takes on the issue of sexual assault and sexual harassment 

(hereafter SA/SH) at the United States Merchant Marine Academy with a vigor and intensity that is 

curiously absent from Ms Van Wyk’s 2014 and 2015 Advisory Report efforts.  In point of fact, both of her 

2014 and 2015 reports are completely silent on this important issue, so what we are indeed witnessing 

is an abrupt, complete shift of focus from other "bread and butter" issues, including a lack of fresh fruit 

and vegetables at meals (2014), a weighty issue that continues to be expressed in the 2015 report 

regarding the “dining experience" at Delano Hall.    

Shockingly, twelve months later the Academy is suddenly faced with a Sexual Assault & Sexual 

harassment problem of allegedly near-biblical proportions, so much so that Van Wyk concludes:  

“There is a moral imperative to immediately address the issues of sexual harassment, assault 

and retaliation on campus and at sea. “  (2016 Advisory Board Report , page 10). 

Why this sudden epiphany?  What set of circumstances led to this abrupt about-face from the mundane 

culinary troubles that KP was facing back in 2014 and 2015?  Could it be the near contemporaneous 

release of the 2016 MSCHE Advisory Report and its five point indictment of KP leadership and MARAD?  

Indeed, while the 2016 MSCHE Advisory Report does mention SA/SH, it is discussed largely in the 

context of an on-campus concern: 

"The campus climate and incidence of sexual harassment and sexual assault have been a serious 

and recognized problem for over 10 years."  (2016 MSCHE Advisory Report, page 20, emphasis 

added) 

SA/SH is a recognized problem for over 10 years, and yet there is no call to arms from the advisory 

board until 2016 – who as late as June 2015 sanguinely recommended that MARAD and USMMA 

Administration “Stay the Course” (2015 Advisory Board Report , page 7). What a difference one year 

makes!  Given the proximate timing of the MSCHE Accreditation and Advisory reports in June and July, it 

is inconceivable that MARAD, KP leadership and Van Wyk would have no foreknowledge of what was 

coming in the MSCHE Accreditation Report, which renders the praise Van Wyk bestows upon RADM 

Helis, Maritime Administrator Jaenichen and USDOT Secretary Foxx dubious and highly suspect: 

"…the Academy is heading in the right direction (page 1)…[and] Superintendent Helis, MARAD 

Administrator Jaenichen, and Secretary Foxx should be commended for their consistent and 

substantive support to advance the Academy’s mission. The Academy is on the right path."  

(2016 Advisory Board Report , Page 10) 

Such charitable approval is certainly not supported by the findings of the 2016 MSCHE Accreditation 

Report, which failed the Academy in five of the 14 assessment areas, including: 

1. Planning, Resource Allocation, and Institutional Renewal 

2. Institutional Resources 

3. Leadership and Governance 

4. Administration 

5. Student Support Service (of which Sexual Assault and Sexual Harassment is but one sub-

component) 



Clearly, the 2016 Van Wyk Advisory report must be understood in this light as nothing more than a 

brazen attempt at damage control and misdirection – certainly not accurate, objective and sound 

guidance upon which to base major policy decisions on mission critical programs, such as the ill-advised 

decision to terminate Sea Year. 

All of this raises the question: exactly who is Dr. Sharon Van Wyk?  According to her linkedin profile, Dr. 

Van Wyk has educational backgrounds in communications (BS-1982) and instructional systems (MS & 

PhD -1988), as well as career experience in business risk management, market development and 

distance learning.  Nothing in this background suggests any clinical or diagnostic SA/SH-related expertise 

in areas of social work, psychology, counseling, public or community health, criminal justice or crisis 

prevention. 

Furthermore, Dr. Van Wyk’s findings are all anecdotal.  She provides no documentary evidence 

whatsoever to substantiate them and her conclusions, such as actual field notes, voice recordings, etc.  

Dr. Van Wyk also does not reveal the behavioral science methodologies used in conducting her 

interviews and focus groups in order to independently assess whether these discussions were led in a 

completely objective manner with no introduced bias from the questioner. Instead, the reader must 

accept her findings as gospel based on: 

 “the Board members’ collective knowledge of best practices and emerging trends and issues in 

higher education and the maritime industry, and on members’ expertise.”  (2016 Advisory Board 

Report , page 3).  

It also is not even clear whether Dr. Van Wyk acted within the bounds of the Advisory Board’s charter. 

She certainly seems to have to gone to enormous lengths to try to “shock and awe” the Congressional 

Board of Visitors into a submissive posture* with “findings” that, absent any documentary evidence to 

the contrary, seem to be made out of whole cloth; findings which are completely out of character with 

the tone, tenor and focus of her previous two reports;  and findings which in no way align with the data 

sets provided by the Annual and Biennial SAGR Reports going back to 2011. 

It is therefore difficult to characterize Dr. Van Wyk’s “findings” as anything but an insidious collection of 

hearsay, gossip, rumor and innuendo - all intended to move the spotlight off of MARAD,  Senior USMMA 

officials and their collective administrative, leadership and governance failures fully documented in the 

2016 MSCHE Accreditation Report.  

*witnessed accounts (including this author) at the Board of Visitor’s Meeting held on July 13, 2016, 

where Dr. Van Wyk was observed reading from her report with a flourish (and barely contained 

enjoyment) intended for maximum shock value completely out of character with the seriousness and 

import of the subject matter being discussed. 

 

 

 

 

          


