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Professor Sluckin was a founder member
of the department and Head of the
Department of Psychology 1973-84



A little History
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• 1921 Leicester, Leicestershire and Rutland University College founded
• 1927 University College Leicester (1931 Dr FI Attenborough Principal)
• 1957 University of Leicester
• 1959 Decision taken to open a Department of Psychology
• 1960 Professor SGM (Gillmore) Lee (Bedford College)

first professor of psychology
Dr Wladyslaw (“Wladek”) Sluckin (Durham) appointed

• 1966
Lecturer in Psychology to assist Lee in opening department
Wladek promoted to a personal chair

• 1973 Lee dies suddenly aged 52
• 1973-84 Wladek Head of Department of Psychology
• 1984 Wladek retires. Prof. Martin Herbert succeeds as HOD
• 1985 Wladek dies aged 66 of oesophageal cancer
• 1991 First Sluckin Lecture by Professor Patrick Bateson (Cambridge)



Some Pictures

Gillmore Lee was from
South Africa, had served in
the RAF during the war, and
came to the UK because of
apartheid

Wladek Sluckin was from
Poland, arriving in the UK
as a student in 1937, and
staying as a result of the war
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The Department of Psychology, January 1964
(L to R): Professor Lee (in academic gown!), Gordon Evans (Chief Technician),
Keith Taylor (Research Assistant, later Professor in Melbourne, Australia),
Roy Davies (Lecturer), Ann Taylor (Lecturer), Michael Ball (Technician),
Margaret Frape (Professor’s Secretary), Wladek, Derek Wright (Lecturer in
Educational Psychology)

Sluckin Room inauguration 14/12/17 4



Wladek was best known for his work in early learning….

These are only three of his books
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IMPRINTING
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This classic picture, taken about 
1970, shows Wladek in the
department with some chicks (or 
maybe they were quail!), who had 
been misled into imprinting on him

Note for non-psychologists: Imprinting
A method of early learning in which the organism
follows another large organism it sees during a critical
period shortly after birth. As this is usually mother, this
is a evolutionarily successful rule of thumb.
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W.H. Thorpe FRS (1902-1986), 
University of Cambridge

His experimental work in this 
area began shortly  
afterward, but as so often, it 
took some time to achieve 
something publishable:

Wladek first became 
interested in early learning 
about 1956 after hearing a 
lecture in Durham by the 
great British biologist
William Homan Thorpe.
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This paper was published after Salzen left for Liverpool and Sluckin for Leicester.
Salzen (b 1930) later became professor of psychology at the University of
Aberdeen. Their mutual departure from Durham coincided with difficulties with the
Head of Department, whom they felt was bossy and interfering.
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Julia Berryman (L) arrived in Leicester in 1969 as
a graduate research assistant, and later
registered for a PhD under Wladek’s supervision.
Later she was Senior Lecturer in the Department
of Adult Education, retiring in 2005.

Clare Fullerton (R) (d 2015) was a postdoctoral
research fellow in the late 1960s and early
1970s.

Dick Porter came as a visiting postdoc after his
PhD at Wayne State University (Michigan) and
subsequently left for a professorship at
Vanderbilt University, Nashville Tennessee. For
the last 20 years he has worked and lived in
France.
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Toward the end of his career, Wladek branched out from 
his main study of early learning in animals.

He was known for his generous attitude to younger  
members of the department.

Here is a joint paper with a younger member of the  
department who later became himself well-known:
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Wladek’s life before Leicester and Psychology
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1919 20 March: born in Warsaw
(Father is eventually an industrialist with a metal factory)
1937 Comes to England to study English
1938 Student of Electrical Engineering at Queen Mary College
1939 War starts. Family money cut off
1940 QMC evacuated to Cambridge
1941 Meets Alice Klaus. Fails B.Sc. Final exams
1941 Starts work as power station engineer in Leeds
1942 (15 May: marries Alice Klaus).

Resits final exam, receives ordinary degree
1943 Bored by being Power Engineer. Resigns without new job



Wladek aged about 2 with his
parents Chaim and Celina
Warsaw 1921

Wladek and Alice

Cambridge about 1944



Wladek’s life before Leicester and Psychology (2)
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1943: Bored by being Power Engineer. Resigns without new job 
Employed as sales assistant in radio shop in Huntingdon 
Gets into row with boss at Radio shop. Hits boss
Fired from Radio shop
Called up by Polish army. Fails to show up for enlistment 
Volunteers for British army
Starts work in Cambridge Electrical Company
Job labelled “reserved occupation”. Rejected by British army
War ends. Moves to London. Alice trains as Psychiatric Social
Worker at LSE. Series of odd jobs as electrician.
Thinks of starting up as manufacturer of electrical equipment.
Creates test models of ammeters. Fails to get up in the
morning. Enterprise fails.

1945:

1946:



Wladek’s life before Leicester and Psychology (3)

1946 Thinks of starting up as manufacturer of electrical equipment.
Creates test models of ammeters. Fails to get up in the  
morning. Enterprise fails. Big rethink about career and future 
Starts work as a correspondence tutor for Cleaver-Hume press 
Applies to Birkbeck College London (evening classes) to study 
philosophy.

Course full. Rejected
After discussion with Alice applies to study Psychology.

1947:

1947-50: Evening study of psychology at Birkbeck under 
Professor C.A. Mace (1894-1971).

1950: B.Sc. II(i), Birkbeck
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Life as a refugee
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Then as now, life for people displaced by
war and deprivation was not
straightforward.

At the end of the war, most of Wladek’s 
family at home were dead.

Wladek and Alice thought very seriously
about returning to Poland. By 1946 it was
clear that life in Poland was not good,
either economically or politically

Wladek and Alice were not Zionists and
were not attracted by Palestine.

The Polish Resettlement Act 1947 gave
citizenship to Polish ex-servicemen

In 1949 Wladek and Alice became British.

In 2010, Alice was awarded an OBE for 
services to mental health.



Wladek’s life before Leicester and Psychology (4)
1950:
1951:
1953:
1955:

B.Sc. II(i), Birkbeck
Research Assistant, University of Durham 
Lecturer in Psychology, University of Durham 
Ph.D, University of London

“Criteria and circumstances of occupational success in cooperative employment in 
Newcastle-upon-Tyne”

Two early texts.

Principles of Alternating Currents 
(1951) was written as part of his tutoring 
work for Cleaver-Hume.

Minds and Machines (1954) was written 
at the suggestion of Alec Mace. It is an 
early popular exposition about artificial 
intelligence.
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By 1984 under 
Wladek’s leadership 
the department had 
grown substantially.

Some faces are still 
recognisable from 
1964.
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Front row (Centre Left, Uli Weidmann Centre
Right, Robert Thomson (d 2017) and Martin
Herbert (d 2017)



This obituary was written
by Wladek’s close friend
and colleague Robert
Thomson, who died aged
95 in May 2017

Rob was an Oxford-trained
philosopher. He had been
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Wladek’s colleague in  
Durham, before
recruited by the

being  
Leicester

psychology department in  
1963 .



I’m not sure what Wladek would have made of the present 
combination of disciplines
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He was a great opponent of reductionism

He would have regarded the “…psychology and behaviour” as a 
tautology

Those were different times. It was much harder to disentangle 
what was going on inside the brain



The whole Sluckin family is grateful to the University, the School
of Psychology, and all donors for the honour and recognition
they have bestowed on Wladek over the years

He was strongly committed to learning and scholarship as well as 
research.

We hope that students will have the opportunity to practice all 
three in this building and in this room.
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