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Foreword

since the early 1990’s, educational scholars and researchers have increasingly 
investigated and illuminated the inherent moral and ethical dimensions of tea-
ching from both empirical and philosophical perspectives. Woven throughout 

much of the literature in this area is an implicit connection between the moral and 
ethical nuances, challenges, dilemmas, expectations, practices, decisions, judge-
ments, and behaviours embedded in the dynamics of the teacher’s daily work and the 
explicit conceptualization of professional ethics in teaching. thus, teacher ethics, 
while comprising the interpretation and application of formalized ethical standards, 
codes of conduct, and related legal requirements, is concomitantly defined just as 
much by the less formal, and frequently unplanned, moral and ethical complexities 
of professional practice. One of the commonalities in this field is that many of us 
writing in it, from a variety of international perspectives, have consistently lamented 
the general neglect of teacher ethics as a clear, intentional, and central component of 
initial teacher education (ite) programs; this is accompanied by a perhaps conse-
quent lack of attention to ethical aspects of teaching within schools and an absence 
of a shared moral or ethical language among practitioners (Colnerud, 2006; sanger 
& osguthorpe, 2013; sockett, 2012).

encouragingly, this polygraph, Professional Ethics Education and Law for Ca-
nadian Teachers, edited by Bruce maxwell, nicolas tanchuk, and Carly scramstad, 
portrays a somewhat different picture of the field today, specifically through a most-
ly Canadian lens. it uses as its starting point the conclusion that not only is there 
more general interest in the ethics of teaching among teacher educators, but also that 



ite programs offer a greater range of ethics-relevant courses than has been previous 
assumed. this eight-chapter book has its origins in a symposium that sought to bring 
together some of those scholars and teacher educators invested in the teaching of 
professional ethics, law, and teacher professionalism with the intention of examining 
shared and varied understandings about the ethics of teaching. Consequently, the 
collective will to harness a mutual commitment to the preparation of new teachers, 
who are capable of recognizing, appreciating, and dealing with ethical issues of pro-
fessional practice, has extended the symposium discussions into this compelling and 
timely volume.

the conclusion that ethics as a topic of study is not as absent from ite programs 
as normally believed is based on research evidence drawn from studies by co-editor 
maxwell. however, despite the acknowledgement that support for stand-alone and 
integrated curricula on ethics is more prevalent, maxwell reports that the evidence 
also reveals a highly fragmented picture of what is included under a very broad 
label of educational ethics. in other words, what is being represented and taught as 
“ethics” in ite programs is, as noted in the introduction, in “a state of radical hete-
rogeneity.” the editors further state that “there is nothing even remotely resembling 
a common curriculum in professional ethics in teaching either across or within the 
oeCd countries surveyed, including Canada.” 

I take from these observations two thoughts, the first being more pessimistic than 
the second, which, thanks to this new book, embraces a spirit of optimism in moving 
the discussion of teacher ethics forward in productive and promising ways. firstly, 
however, if indeed there is no uniformly shared interpretation of what ethics in tea-
ching constitutes, then it may not be a conceptual stretch for teacher educators who 
believe fervently in the “rightness” of the content they teach—politically, ideologi-
cally, pedagogically, and across a range of curriculum—to represent it as “ethical.” 
Whether this adjective holds up to philosophical scrutiny is not often considered or 
addressed. Yet, its potential to skew the definition of ethics in teaching away from 
the foundational meaning of professional ethics exists broadly in contemporary tea-
cher education programs (Campbell, 2013).

the foundational meaning has its cross-disciplinary roots in the well-docu-
mented ethical principles of non-maleficence, beneficence, justice, and autonomy 
(as further discussed in the chapter here by tanchuk, scramstad, and Kruse). they 
have traditionally underpinned much of the required professional ethics curricula 
found in faculties of medicine, law, business, social work, nursing, and engineering, 
among others, and they guide and instruct individuals on the expected behaviour 
and practices of personally responsible, accountable, and ethical professionals. a 
second, increasingly more prevalent, interpretation of ethical teaching is based less 
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on the character qualities and practices of the practitioners and more on the content,  
orientation, and influence of their teachings; the focus shifts to macro-type issues, 
initiatives, causes, and beliefs across a spectrum of sociopolitical agendas. While not 
necessarily defined as ethics of teaching, they are often represented as being ethical 
things to teach by their advocates and by activists. regardless of one’s opinion of 
this second perspective, loosely aligned by some with ethics, it is not the same as the 
first, which is the core of teachers’ professional ethics as documented in the research 
literature (Campbell, 2013).

if the reported growth in interest and attention to ethics within ite programs is  
based more on the increasing presence of this second perception of ethics (macro 
“ethical” issues as opposed to professional ethics), then i would argue that this is not 
a positive indication that the ethics of teaching is finally becoming a significant core 
component in teacher education, as the literature in the field has been appealing for  
over considrable time. Quite the contrary; this would seem to suggest that perspec-
tives on teacher ethics are so diffuse, and possibly incompatible, as to defy efforts 
to develop a common ethical foundation for the teaching profession (similar to what 
has been achieved in other professions) that could be seen as relevant and applicable 
across teaching contexts.

alternatively, my second and more optimistic thought is that there is indeed a 
reinvigoration of the search for a common ethical foundation, as evidenced by this 
collection of chapters. and this quest is not driven by a conceptually vague attempt 
to unite diffuse, and likely overstated, interpretations of what ethics in teaching and 
teacher education means, as addressed above, but rather by those seeking to identify 
with clarity and purpose the professional ethics of teachers and how they are both 
realized in practice and communicated in ite programs. While the exact form and 
substance may remain open to discussion and debate, at least the general agreement 
seems to be framed around viewing teacher ethics as being professional ethics that 
govern the work and behaviour of practitioners rather than the result of inculcation 
of broader sociopolitical perspectives vying for “ethical” superiority within teacher 
education.

such a resurgence of interest in professional ethics in teaching is well captured 
in the chapters that follow. thematically, they overlap and address complementary 
areas of inquiry in order to, as the editors’ introduction explains, search for common 
ground in teacher ethics and think about “how to translate that common ground into 
a more coherent, meaningful and consistent ethics curriculum in initial teacher edu-
cation.” areas addressed in this mission include the need for a fairly homogeneous 
framework for the interpretation of ethical expectations and their application to prac-
tice; the interconnectedness of ethics and the law, professional codes, and examples 
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of cases—both positive and negative—from practice; the fostering of professional  
judgement and the role of reflective practice in this endeavour; teachers’ professional 
autonomy and its legal and ethical limits; moral dispositions, character, and identity 
of teachers and teacher candidates.

For twenty-five years, my own research has focused on the ethics of tea-
ching and teacher education, ethical dilemmas and complexities facing teachers, 
the role of teachers as moral agents, and ultimately the cultivation of their ethi-
cal knowledge. as a Canadian scholar, i found colleagues mostly elsewhere, no-
tably from the united states and sweden, but also from finland, the nether-
lands, australia, israel, and the united Kingdom. We often shared similar 
research findings and compatible understandings about the ethical and moral 
dimensions of teaching. now, in this new volume, we see scholars doing work in 
this field, mostly from Canadian perspectives, with renewed dedication to the signi-
ficance of professional ethics in teaching. As the editors claim, this book’s aim is to 
“convince more Canadian teacher educators that professional ethics belongs at the 
core, not the periphery, of teacher education and that the systematic fore fronting 
of ethics in teacher education is essential to the professionalization of teaching.” i 
believe the arguments presented in this book can go a long way to stimulating such 
an appreciation of professional ethics in teaching that will hopefully and positively 
influence the future practices of teachers and teacher educators, both here in Canada 
and internationally.

elizabeth Campbell, ph.d.
professor, the ontario institute for studies in education

university of toronto
may 2018
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edItors’ IntroduCtIon

this book, a collection of papers by some of the most prominent Canadian 
scholars working in the area of professional ethics in teaching, represents the 
completion of one small portion in a much larger puzzle. the puzzle is this. 

many people seem to accept as a truism that doctors, engineers and dentists need a 
solid grounding in the ethical standards their profession. tell the same people that 
you teach professional ethics to future teachers, however, and they are likely to re-
ply, “What is there to learn about that?” 

in the academic literature on ethics education for teachers, commentators tend to 
be quick to point out that teacher education has lagged behind other professions in 
making a dedicated ethics course a requirement for professional certification and va-
rious explanations are advanced in those writings as to how things could have come 
to this (for an overview see maxwell & schwimmer, 2016). few of the standard ex-
planations, in fact, stand up to scrutiny. Professional education in other fields is also 
slow to integrate new curriculum, has equally crowded program schedules and is no 
less driven by a practice-based logic. and teaching, it hardly needs to be said, does 
not always enjoy exceptionally high levels of public trust. 

until recently, however, there was very little evidence one way or another that 
the topic of professional ethics was being neglected in the practice of initial teacher 
education. So it was that, in the early 2010s, and with financial support from the 
Fonds québécois de recherche—société et culture and in collaboration with teacher 



educators in australia, Canada, england, the netherlands, and the united states, 
one of the editors of this volume (B.m.) embarked on a project to try to shed some 
light on the question (the results are reported in maxwell et al., 2016 and maxwell, 
tremblay-laprise & filion, 2015). 

how does teacher education compare with other professions when it comes to 
providing students with instruction on what society expects of them in terms of eth-
ical conduct at work? We now know that a required course in educational ethics is 
nowhere near as rare as the pessimists in teacher education thought and that teacher 
educators overwhelmingly consider ethics to be an important part of the teacher edu-
cation curriculum. We also know that many teacher educators believe strongly that 
ethics content in teacher education is best handled as integrated curriculum. 

that teacher educators tend to favour an integrated approach to ethics curriculum 
is a small wonder considering the idea’s impressive pedigree in policy and com-
pelling conceptual basis. It is well known that John Goodlad’s influential report on 
the future of teacher education in the united states (see goodlad, 1990) came out 
strongly in favor of curricular integration of ethics content. Conceptually, integrat-
ed ethics curriculum aligns with an inherent feature of teaching as a profession and 
public service. teachers are called upon to play a uniquely formative role. unlike 
root canal surgery or financial advice at tax time, the services teachers offer are not 
one-off and punctual but involve close and sustained personal social contact with 
the people they serve. it is not just that teachers can have an influence on the young 
people they come into contact with. the whole education system is designed so 
that teachers will have a significant and permanent impact on their pupils’ personal 
development and social prospects. this is presumably why, as david Carr (2006) 
has advanced, that excellence in the teaching profession implies not only delivering 
important public services in accordance with ethical standards of conduct but being 
an ethical person too.

Be that as it may, another noteworthy outcome of the survey on ethics content in 
initial teacher education was that ethics education, even when it is packaged up in 
a stand-alone course, comes in a very wide variety of forms indeed. as the study’s 
content analysis of course descriptions revealed, it is no exaggeration to say that 
there is nothing even remotely resembling a common curriculum in professional 
ethics in teaching either across or within the five OECD countries surveyed, inclu-
ding Canada (maxwell et al., 2016). in this regard, and in opposition to the anecdotal 
reports in the academic writings bemoaning the neglect of ethical issues in teacher 
education, the practice of teacher education does seem to mirror the scholarly dis-
course closely. as elizabeth Campbell (2008) concluded on the basis of a major 
review of the research, despite extensive scholarly work in the area of teacher ethics 
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over several decades, no broad agreement has emerged on what a shared ethics of 
teaching might consist of. The results of the survey confirmed that a state of radical 
heterogeneity pertains in connection with all the main dimensions of teaching and 
learning about professional ethics in teaching: the role and goals of ethics curricu-
lum and its thematic content; models for handling ethics content in teacher educa-
tion; and how to evaluate student teachers’ ethical development in university-based 
education (maxwell et al., 2016). 

Which brings us to the rationale for this volume. heeding Campbell’s (2008) 
call to work towards the “advancement of a clear professional ethics in teaching” 
(p. 377) through the promotion of a shared ethical vision for teacher education, in 
late 2016 the co-editors of this volume set about to convene a research meeting that 
would bring together as many nationally recognized experts in professional ethics in 
teaching as we could muster. the meeting was held in toronto in the early summer 
of 2017 on the site of Canada’s first Normal School, today on the campus of Ryerson 
university. the result is this collection of essays which, having gone through a 
peer-review process starting from planned responses delivered during the event it-
self, we now happily submit to you, the reader.

it should be said that the decision to organize this event in Canada with Canadian 
teacher educators was not a mere matter of convenience. A surprise finding of the 
study on ethics content in initial teacher education was that Canadian universities 
appear to be significantly ahead of those in the other OECD countries surveyed when 
it comes to making a dedicated ethics course a requirement of teacher certification. 
With approximately half of Canadian teacher education programs including at least 
one required ethics-related course, Canada came out clearly as the leader (maxwell 
et al., 2016). 

so Canada seemed like a promising place to begin searching for common ground 
in teacher ethics and thinking about how to translate that common ground into a more 
coherent, meaningful and consistent ethics curriculum in initial teacher education. 
in retrospect, the stated goal of the symposium to “cultivate a common discourse 
regarding core values and ethical problems within the field of professional ethics in 
teaching” was almost certainly too lofty. We did, however, succeed in achieving the 
more modest aim of strengthening and, in some cases, creating new professional ties 
between the motley crew of scholars and teacher educators actively publishing on 
the topic of professional ethics in teaching in Canada. 

if nothing else, we sincerely hope that the papers in this volume will convince 
more Canadian teacher educators that professional ethics belongs at the core, not 
the periphery, of teacher education and that the systematic fore fronting of ethics in 
teacher education is essential to the broader movement towards the professionali-
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zation of teaching. The book that emerged from the symposium reflects at once the 
diversity of current approaches to thinking about professional ethics in teaching and 
criss-crossing points of unity. all contributors brought to the table work that pays 
heed to both theory and practice, to ethical aspirations and the realities within which 
ethical judgments must be made. in every piece there is a deep respect for the work 
that teachers do each day, in the service of students and society. the thematic catego-
ries into which we have divided the contributions reflect a manner of emphasis more 
than any sharp categorical differences in the contributions themselves. 

the three chapters that comprise part i: teaching and learning, engage most di-
rectly with the content and pedagogy of ethics in preservice teacher training. derek 
truscott and liam rourke, in “seeking a Common ethical foundation in Canadian 
initial teacher education,” calls us to engage productively with an unsettling fact. in 
numerous studies, the ethical reasoning of educators is found not only to be weaker 
than in other university and college students, but not to improve over the course of 
one’s degree program. drawing on empirical evidence, truscott charts a way forward 
that blends professional expectations with reflection on ethical dilemmas and cases 
toward growing teachers’ professional ethical capacities. in “Building ethical Judg-
ment and reasoning for preservice teachers,” dianne gereluk and J. Kent donlevy 
advance and defend a similar view of teacher ethics curriculum wherein the existing 
legal and professional standards of a jurisdiction are a necessary but not sufficient 
condition of moral adequacy. over and above teaching professional standards, ge-
reluk and donlevy call on us to appreciate the need for teachers to cultivate practi-
cal wisdom by interpreting ethical cases and forming considered judgments about 
them. in Chapter 3, “fostering ethical professionalism in Continuing education for 
teachers,” déirdre smith articulates a fully inductive approach to identifying the 
content of teacher ethics. smith’s approach draws on her experience working with 
members of the teaching profession and the public in ontario, in dialogue with phe-
nomenology and critical pedagogical theory, to define the aims of professional prac-
tice. in support of this vision, smith shares a number of practices that the ontario 
College of teachers uses to implement these aims collaboratively with teachers.    

 part ii: Conceptual framing shifts the focus from the process of initiating tea-
chers into a reflective relationship with existing professional standards to questions 
about the history, structure, and justification of that relationship. France Jutras, in “Is 
the applied ethics framework relevant to teachers’ professional ethics?” situates 
the rise of ethics in teaching historically, arguing that the reality of teachers day-to-
day ethical experiences fits well with the applied ethics approach that has emerged 
in other professions. for Jutras, this approach does not consist merely in applying 
normative theory to particular cases but involves engaging in situated judgements 
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much of the sort championed by the authors in part i.  in Chapter 5, “the four 
principles of educational ethics?” two of this volume’s editors (n.t. and C.s.) in 
collaboration with marc Kruse argue that in diverse societies, a professional ethics 
that eschews reflection on meta-normative questions about the nature and value of 
beneficence, non-maleficence, autonomy and justice risks eliding significant cultural 
differences. though not denying the importance of case based inquiry, the authors of 
this paper pragmatically recommend theoretical reflection on these questions which, 
they argue, are implicitly universal to the life of a moral agent and hence belong to 
any adequate conception of teacher ethics.

part iii: empirical inquiry examines the realities that make up the ethical life of 
teachers. in Chapter 6, “measuring preservice teachers’ View of ethical Behavior: 
A Pilot Study,” Helen Boon shares findings from a pilot study exploring the mea-
surement of 139 pre-service teachers’ ethical dispositions. Boon performs a rasch 
analysis on the results of the professional interactions and Behaviours scale (piBs), 
a previously validated survey measure. She finds that while novice pre-service tea-
chers had ethically well-informed conceptions of how to interact with students, the 
PIBS measure is insufficiently nuanced in capturing the range of possible levels of 
ethical behavior. denis Jeffrey, in Chapter 7, “teacher insubordination: an analysis 
of Canadian Cases,” examines the legal rulings demarcating the lines of teacher in-
subordination and authority in Canada. Jeffrey argues that many of these boundaries 
are ill-defined, as teachers move across the spheres that make up their public and pri-
vate lives. In addition to the vague boundaries defining a teacher’s professional life, 
Jeffrey’s work finds that cases of insubordination are often the result of deteriorating 
work-place relationships. in light of these facts, he suggests that new structures, like 
conciliation committees, may be worth exploring. finally, in Chapter 8, Christine 
Bellini’s “teacher ethics and professional identities: a delphi study” explores the 
idea of teacher identity and how it shapes our understanding of ethics in teaching. 
drawing from her background in psychoanalysis, she focusses on notions of self-re-
flection and self-care as ways to strengthen teacher training programs and provide a 
more robust foundation for understanding teacher identity.

the arc of this volume’s three parts mirrors the task we set in convening this 
community of scholars: to reflect upon what we do as teacher educators, searching 
for common practices and conceptual structures, toward guiding our empirically 
situated work with greater nuance and unity. It is fitting, then, that it ends with a 
meditation on the identity of the teacher faced with navigating the expectations of 
her society. This process of reflective engagement, between teachers as unique indi-
viduals and the rules we establish together to govern professional lives is as true to 
our ethical life as educators as any theme that emerges in this volume.   
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Part I teaChIng and LearnIng



 
 
1

teaChIng ProFessIonaL 
ethICs and Law:

BLendIng the ProFessIonaL
exPeCtatIons and reFLeCtIve

PraCtICe aPProaChes
dereK trusCott & liam rourKe

more so than for any other profession, ethics are essential to teaching 
(Campbell, 2014; maxwell & schwimmer, 2016). this is because, like all 
professionals, teachers are expected to behave ethically (Walker & Berg-

mann, 2013) as well as, unlike any other profession, serve as ethical role models 
(Campbell, 2008). moreover, ethical reasoning skill is associated with better teach-
ing in the form of being more empathic toward students, tolerant of diverse view-
points, teaching more responsively, motivating students’ learning, and promoting 
students’ social development (Cummings, harlow, & maddox, 2007; Cummings, 



maddux, Cladianis, & richmond, 2010). the ablity to reason ethically is also relat-
ed to teachers seeing their role as more facilitative than directive, using rules to pro-
tect students’ rights, collaborating with students concerning their needs and interests, 
and advancing student understanding and responsibility (Clark & peterson, 1986; 
Johnston, 1989; Johnston & lubomudrov, 1987; macCallum, 1993).

poor ethical reasoning skill, in contrast, is associated with seeing the teaching 
role as authoritarian with an emphasis on maintaining control in the classroom, con-
sidering discipline situations from the teacher’s perspective rather than that of their 
students, and acting as the ultimate decision maker concerning how and what stu-
dents should learn (Clark & peterson, 1986; Johnston & lubomudrov, 1987; mac-
Callum, 1993). it is also associated with less effective mentoring in the form of 
advocating a singular approach to instruction and negatively evaluating higher func-
tioning student teachers (reiman & peace, 2002; thies-sprinthall, 1984).

the need for ethics training in Canadian initial teacher education is particularly 
pressing because the ethical reasoning ability of education students is inferior to 
other post-secondary students as well as, in fact, to the average adult (Cummings 
et al., 2001; derryberry, snyder, & Wilson, 2006; greer, searby, & thoma, 2015; 
mcneel, 1994; o’flaherty & gleeson, 2017; rest, 1986; Yeazell & Johnson, 1988). 
even more troubling, the ethical reasoning ability of pre-service teachers does not 
improve from freshman to senior year (Cummings et al. 2001; mcneel, 1994; Yeaz-
ell & Johnson, 1988; Ünal, 2011) in contrast with the usual effect of students’ ethical 
reasoning abilities improving as they proceed through college (Bakken & ellsworth, 
1990; Boom & molenaar, 1989; mayhew, seifert, & pascarella, 2010; rest, nar-
vaez, Bebeau, & thoma, 1999). this pattern is observed despite the fact that the 
teaching profession attracts individuals who have altruistic motives (Brookhart & 
freeman, 1992; Joseph & green, 1986), care about the future of their students (lin, 
shi, Wang, Zhang, & hui, 2012), and desire to make a moral contribution to society 
(sanger & osguthorpe, 2013a).

it stands to reason that in order to meet their professional ethical responsibilities, 
teachers must know what is expected of them and act accordingly (Carr, 2006). un-
fortunately, while most teachers do recognize that they are ethical role models (Bergem, 
1992; Campbell, 2003; Colnerud, 2006; sanger & osguthorpe, 2013b), few have 
a strong knowledge base of moral education strategies (sanger & osguthorpe, 2011; 
thornberg, 2008) and, as a group, teachers have less well-developed ethical reason-
ing skills than other professionals (Cummings et al., 2001; derryberry et al., 2006; 
greer, searby, & thoma, 2015; mcneel, 1994; o’flaherty & gleeson, 2017; rest, 
1986; Yeazell & Johnson, 1988). it follows that the goal of ethics instruction for 
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pre-service teachers ought to be that they both learn the ethics of teaching and how 
to live up to them. a consequence of the fact that these two goals are best achieved 
via different pedagogies, however, is that there are divergent approaches to ethics 
instruction in Canadian initial teacher education. one approach—professional ex-
pectations—seeks to have teachers learn the ethical standards of the profession so 
that they might abide by them. the other approach—reflective practice—seeks to 
instruct teachers in how to reflect upon how their moral character is manifested in 
their actions as a teacher so that they might refine it.

in this chapter, we will describe the strengths and weaknesses of the professional 
expectations and the reflective practice approaches. We will then outline how teach-
ers can learn to use the strengths of each to overcome the weaknesses of the other, 
and thereby be more reliably ethical and law-abiding. finally, we argue that blending 
the two approaches can achieve a common ethical foundation in Canadian initial 
teacher education.

Professional expectations

the traditional approach to professional ethics education rests on the premise 
that teachers must know what is expected of them in order to do the right thing. this 
professional expectations approach undertakes the review of teacher codes of ethics, 
standards of teaching practice, educational laws, and legal decisions involving tea-
chers. after all, if teachers fail to meet any of them they can be professionally and 
legally sanctioned, so it is reasonable that they should know the standards they are 
expected to meet. Within this approach, pre-service teachers are considered prepared 
to practice ethically if they have adequate knowledge of the professional standards 
to which they will be held accountable. this learning objective is met by having 
pre-service teachers demonstrate knowledge of how the Canadian legal system per-
ceives the profession of teaching and the ethical basis of professional standards of 
conduct.

fortuitously, the educational objectives, learning activities, and forms of student 
assessment associated with the professional expectations approach cohere with the 
depiction of pre-service teachers’ ethical reasoning that emerges in the literature. 
guided by the idea that moral reasoning develops in stages over the life course, 
several researchers have assessed the character of pre-service teachers’ reasoning. 
Cummings and colleagues’ (2007) review of this literature suggests that the average 
pre-service teacher functions at the conventional stage in which obeying rules, laws, 
and society’s expectations is seen as important, and adherence to rules is relatively 
rigid. the professional expectations approach to ethical instruction, in which factual 
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knowledge is transmitted and assessed in an objective authoritative manner, thus 
creates a comfortable learning environment for pre-service teachers. 

The professional expectations approach also benefits from the fact that society’s 
expectations of teachers are based on what is expected of all members of society. our 
nation’s laws, as well as the codes of ethics and standards of conduct for teachers, are 
deontological and teleological. deontology considers right actions to be those arising 
from duties that any rational being would want to be universal. it obligates us to treat 
others as worthy of respect in accordance with accepted ethical duties of autonomy, 
providing care, maintaining trust, and building community (truscott & Crook, 2016). 
teleology considers ethical actions to be those that produce desired outcomes and 
unethical actions to be those that produce undesired outcomes. it obligates us to be-
have in ways that are likely to produce the greatest amount of good for the greatest nu-
mber of people (truscott & Crook, 2016). teachers are expected to act in accordance 
with the duties articulated in codes of ethics, standards of practice, and laws, except 
when doing so would result in abhorrent consequences such as death or serious 
harm. When such an outcome is inevitable, they are expected to do whatever is rea-
sonable to prevent it even if doing so violates a duty. 

limitations of Professional expectations

Codes of ethics, standards of practice, and laws serve the important function of 
articulating how members of a profession ought to behave in order to meet society’s 
expectations. however, ethics codes, professional standards, and laws are developed 
by scholars, experts, and lawyers who tend to view ethics from the high ground of 
rationality and think in terms of applying philosophical principles to solve prob-
lems. But the reality of teaching rarely entails obvious ethical dilemmas in need of 
solutions. Teaching involves a succession of often messy, ill-defined situations with 
ethics embedded or implicated yet seldom obvious or central.

The knowledge within professional expectations is thus not sufficient to enable 
teachers to be ethical. new ethical expectations arise too quickly and in greater va-
riety than codes, standards, or legal decisions could possibly address in a timely 
manner. even if teachers were able to memorize all the duties, expectations, and 
legalities of teaching, they would still find themselves unsure how to act in many 
situations. the classroom is simply not the place to be weighing all possible com-
binations of actions and non-actions from a deontological position of duties or te-
leological position of consequences. excessive conscious reasoning causes people 
to focus on discrete categories of experience. This introduces so much inefficiency 
as we try to piece them back together that our ethical reasoning system can “crash.” 
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teachers—like other professionals—are left with no choice but to rely on habits of 
practice and what they feel is the right thing to do as they make their way through a 
typical day.

 another limitation of training in professional expectations is that while some 
teachers do fail to meet their ethical obligations because they didn’t know what 
was expected of them, most do so because their ethical intuitions are at odds with 
society’s expectations of them as professionals. people rarely deliberate carefully 
about what they should or shouldn’t do in a situation involving matters of right and 
wrong. they almost always do what feels right, with ethical knowledge or delibera-
tion playing a limited role in their ethical consciousness. studies of academic mis-
conduct, for example, find it uncorrelated with ethical reasoning skill (Cummings, 
maddux, harlow, & dyas, 2002). and in surely the most graphic example of the 
inadequacy of knowledge, ethics professors are no more ethical in their day-to-day 
behaviour than other professors (rust & schwitzgebel, 2013; schwitzgebel & rust, 
2014).

Reflective Practice

We all possess ethical intuitions—instinctive beliefs of right and wrong—that 
are the product of evolution and the lessons learned over the course of our lives 
about how we ought to treat other people (Haidt & Joseph, 2004). They are efficient 
for making the sorts of decisions teachers must make every moment of every day by 
narrowing their options to a few—often very few—choices. ethical intuitions tend 
to be so much a part of our understanding of the world that we just feel them as “mo-
ral emotions” (haidt, 2003) independent of conscious thought or deliberation. and 
they arise so much more quickly than conscious thought that whatever knowledge 
we have about professional expectations has little or no opportunity to influence 
them, at least in the short term. 

ethics instruction that focuses on professional expectations does not inherently 
promote ethical reasoning skills or ethical behaviour, and may be one reason why tea-
chers tend not to acquire a more principled approach to ethical reasoning during their 
training (Cummings et al., 2001). the best approach that we know of for promoting  
ethical judgment is reflective practice (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999). 
Reflective practice is thus considered a basic skill for all teachers because it enables 
them to explore the ethical beliefs that shape their intuitive choices (russell & mar-
tin, 2017; Schön, 1987). Reflective practice goes beyond conscious consideration of 
the deontological and teleological implications of classroom practices by encoura-
ging an examination of the personal and professional beliefs and values embodied in 
the assumptions teachers make about the methods and goals of teaching (larrivee, 
2000). Within this approach, pre-service teachers are considered sufficiently pre-
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pared for ethical practice if they can demonstrate adequate mastery of the methods 
of reflective practice.

Reflective practice is grounded in the ethics of virtue and care. Virtue ethics fo-
cuses on our character rather than our duties and on the motives behind our actions 
rather than on their consequences (truscott & Crook, 2016). Virtue ethics obligates 
teachers to be ethical at all times rather than only when confronted with an ethical 
challenge and to develop character traits that will result in their meeting ethical 
expectations. the ethics of care (noddings, 1992) is predicated on the fact that we 
are all members of social groups and the belief that we are obligated to promote the 
well-being of those in our network of social relations. Care ethics encourages us to 
consider the welfare of individuals and the group as a whole as we seek to do the 
right thing.

Ethical intuitions are best refined through such purposeful reflection on what 
we actually do, not what we think we do (ditto, pizarro, & tannenbaum, 2009). By 
deliberately and critically reflecting on their actions, teachers-in-training can deduce 
the otherwise inaccessible nature of their ethical intuitions and intentions. When we 
stop to reflect on our subjective experience, an opportunity is created to exercise at 
least some rational control over our intuitions in order to do the right thing (truscott 
& Crook, 2016).

Limits of Reflective Practice

Just as knowledge is not always sufficient to ensure ethical behaviour, sometimes 
what feels right is not the right thing to do (reynolds, 2006). teachers are expected 
to be able to justify their behaviour with reference to accepted professional standards 
and ethical reasons. When teachers respond to ethically challenging situations by 
relying on their “gut” the risk of failing to meet society’s expectations increases tre-
mendously, as does the risk of someone making a complaint against them.

Because ethical intuitions are shaped by a teacher’s unique personal history and 
may or may not be congruent with their professional expectations, self-reflection 
will not necessarily uncover aspects of ethical reasoning in need of development. 
ethical beliefs are usually implicit, often contradictory, and those that are most in-
fluential are typically learned before we are old enough to question them. Most ethi-
cal intuitions have never been subjected to rational scrutiny and are therefore diffi-
cult to change. This is probably why philosophical self-reflection training is among 
the weakest instructional approaches in ethics education (mulhearn, steele, Watts, 
medeiros, mumford, & Connelly, 2017). even more problematic, there is no quanti-
tative evidence for the effectiveness of reflective practice per se. 
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one barrier may be the disjunction between the learning objectives and activities 
of the reflective practice approach and the learners’ stage of moral development. As 
we saw earlier, on average, pre-service teachers occupy the conventional stage in 
which behaviour is considered ethical if it adheres unquestioningly to rules, laws, 
and norms. The reflective practice approach, in contrast, indexes a post-conventio-
nal form of deliberation incorporating the perspective of all those affected, and the 
contemplation of whether codes, laws, and standards promote or compromise ethical 
principles. for pre-service teachers who are not at this stage of moral development, 
the call to reflect deeply is a perplexing and frustrating task that can prompt appeals 
to their instructors for unambiguous explications of ethical principles and clear di-
rections on professional expectations.

in particular, because ethical intuitions arise without conscious effort, we rarely 
question their presence in our minds any more than we question whether something 
has a particular shape, texture, or taste. that is, we trust them as much as we do our 
perceptions. the feeling that something is the right (or wrong) thing to do is there-
fore usually experienced as a fact about what we ought to do (or not do). this means 
that, even with training in reflective practice, we can arrive at choices that seem ob-
viously to be correct but which may be inconsistent with professional expectations. 
even more problematically, the feeling of right or wrong can just as easily arise out 
of sentiments that are not necessarily ethical, such as self-interest. and when people 
confuse ethical and non-ethical motives, their subjective experience is often just as 
righteous as if they were acting from purely ethical intentions (monin & merritt, 
2012).

 from a practical point of view, without reference to an external standard, 
pre-service teachers can only be judged to be ethical based on their ability to apply 
the methods of reflective practice. However, the fact remains that one can proceed 
through the appropriate processes of reflective practice and still not manifest ac-
tions consistent with society’s ethical expectations of teachers. Codes of ethics, stan-
dards of practice, and laws have been developed for a reason—they are expectations 
against which teachers are held accountable.

Blending Professional Expectations with Reflective Practice

We are all capable of using conscious reasoning to rigorously and rationally eva-
luate the conclusions arrived at by intuition (Craigie, 2011). The difficulty is that 
conscious reasoning is slow and inefficient, requires more time and is a lot more 
effortful than intuition. it involves a methodical, logical, critical process that incor-
porates ethical duties and legal standards. this is the means by which teachers are 
expected to be able to justify their actions. however, given that intuitive reasoning 
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is the raw material that conscious reasoning makes use of, good ethical decisions do 
not result from using one form of reasoning rather than the other, but by making the 
best use of both (Warnick & silverman, 2011).

this is why there are two “golden rules” for ethics education (mulhearn, Watts, 
et al., 2017). The first is that either the specific ethical issues and expectations of 
their profession or those which are general to all professions should be taught but 
that seeking to balance specificity and generality should be avoided. It could be 
argued that pre-service teachers should possess a basic understanding of ethical 
issues that cut across all professions. it could also be argued that teachers should be 
apprised of the ethical issues specific to teaching to assist them in conducting pro-
fessional work responsibly (maxwell, 2017). although both profession-general and 
profession-specific ethical issues may be relevant for all teachers throughout their 
career, any given training program should be tailored to the general or specific, not 
both (mulhearn, Watts, et al., 2017).

initial teacher education programs should pursue the track best suited for the 
needs of their pre-service teachers rather than confounding the unique benefits of a 
specific or general focus (Mulhearn, Watts, et al., 2017). By adopting one of these 
two foci, a program can more effectively specify learning objectives, deliver educa-
tive content, and evaluate pre-service teachers’ learning. in short, the decision with 
respect to profession specificity of content will contribute to an effective foundation 
for the program and provide a basis for all subsequent program development deci-
sions (goldstein & ford, 2002).

the second “golden rule” in ethics education is to include instruction in pro-
cesses for arriving at ethical outcomes. pre-service teachers cannot be expected to 
resolve complex ethical issues based solely on knowledge of the rules and ethi-
cal principles applicable to a given situation. rather, deliberate analysis of ethical 
issues, coupled with a basic understanding of relevant situational characteristics, 
contributes to decision making that is more ethical (mumford et al., 2016). indeed, 
one of the most effective types of ethics training emphasizes processes such as 
ethical decision making for navigating through ambiguous ethical situations 
(hartwell, 1995; mulhearn, Watts, et al., 2017).

Case-based knowledge has been found to be both effective and appealing to 
pre-service teachers (o’flaherty & mcgarr, 2014; toom, husu, & tirri, 2015). 
Cases can help them evaluate the relevant features of an ethical situation as well as 
develop ethical heuristics to guide future decision making. one unique feature of 
cases is that they allow the instructor to embed specific instructional features into 
the case itself. Case studies that have low to moderate complexity, affectivity, and 
realism have been found to be most effective (Watts et al., 2017). opportunities for 
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practicing instructional content should be frequent, primarily individual based, and 
appropriately spaced throughout the course (Watts et al., 2017).

practice exercises can further reinforce an ethics lesson by asking students to 
actively engage with the material. for example, in role play scenarios pre-service 
teachers can act out characters in an ethical scenario and provide a solution, providing 
a realistic preview of a situation they may encounter in the future (goldstein & ford, 
2002). alternatively, large or small group discussion can be used to elicit responses, 
or greater levels of interaction. pre-service teachers can work in small groups delib-
erating a specific ethical problem or discuss personal experiences in large groups to 
further elaborate on a broader ethical theme.

no single teaching method or activity—lecturing, group-based, problem-based, 
active participation, case-based, or discussion—is patently more effective in enhan-
cing ethical outcomes (Watts et al., 2017), although instruction that emphasizes ethical 
decision making strategies does seems to be the most effective approach of those stu-
died (mulhearn, Watts, et al., 2017). in other words, relying on a single instructional 
technique may limit our ability to effectively convey the complexity of being ethical. 
an emphasis on multiple delivery methods and activities stressing professional and 
legal issues such as student rights, teaching controversial topics, and teacher-student 
boundaries through case-based instruction has been found to be more effective (antes 
et al., 2009; Waples et al., 2009). one potential explanation for the effectiveness of 
this blended approach is that decision making strategies provide pre-service teachers 
with tools to manage the ambiguous, ill-defined nature of ethical challenges. Indeed, 
many of the decisions made in ethical situations are not black-and-white, such that 
providing pre-service teachers with strategies to work through these inherent com-
plexities is a viable approach to ethics instruction (Warnick & silverman, 2011).

By conscientiously working through ethical conundrums in a deliberate reflec-
tive manner, pre-service teachers can achieve a greater appreciation of the usefulness 
of professional and legal standards and of the true nature of their own ethical beliefs 
and values. as they encounter more and more ethically challenging situations and re-
peat this process, their ethical values and intuitions become more congruent with the 
explicit ethical expectations of the profession through greater awareness of ethical 
circumstances, enhanced ability to incorporate personal intentions into ethical rea-
soning, repeated exposure to the ethical and legal expectations of teachers, and ex-
perience with the consequences of their actions. in this manner, pre-service teachers 
can develop a more “informed ethical intuition,” and decisions that are congruent 
with professional ethical and legal expectations become more reflexive. This also 
helps them become more internally motivated, resulting in higher engagement in 
ethical and legal challenges, better quality ethical reasoning, more persistence, and 
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leads them to assume greater responsibility for the consequences of their actions 
(Bebeau, 2014).

teachers can learn to translate a rational understanding of ethical and legal stan-
dards into reliably ethical and lawful behaviour by reflecting on the extent to which 
their behaviours align with their own values and with the ethical and legal expecta-
tions of teachers. Blending the professional expectations approach and the reflective 
practice approach would thus achieve a common ethical foundation that could be 
taught in pre-service teacher education without requiring extensive revision to exis-
ting programs.
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2

BuILdIng ethICaL Judgment  
and reasonIng For  

PreservICe teaChers
dianne gereluK & J. Kent donleVY

meno. Can you tell me, socrates, whether virtue is acquired by teaching 
or by practice; or if neither by teaching nor practice, then whether it 
comes to man by nature, or in what other way? 

—plato, 380 BCe/n.d., para. 1

teacher education programs have both a legal and a moral1 responsibility to 
prepare preservice teachers to enter into the lives of students, parents, collea-
gues, and the institution of education. to be prepared for this task, pre-service 

teachers require knowledge of professional expectations and with the ability to both 
recognize ethical situations as they arise and to be able to engage in a reasonable  
ethical analysis of those situations.2 the parameters of a teacher’s ethical analysis 
 1 For the purpose of our paper, we define moral as the ability to distinguish between right and wrong and to live 
according to that which is right. morality is therefore the foundation of ethics, which is the philosophy of how morality 
guides human behavior.
2  We accept that a postmodern view of ethics would differ from our approach, but from a professional point of view, 
with the existence of professional codes of conduct in teaching, and the zeitgeist of moral relativism in society, a 
deontological approach to ethics seems best suited to institutions teaching ethics in education, at least as the foundation 
of professional ethics. other schools of ethical thought, utilitarianism, virtue ethics, etc., may be examined thereafter.



are bounded by both provincial codes of professional ethics and the legal responsi-
bilities in various provincial statutes. for example, notwithstanding receiving infor-
mation on a confidential basis, a teacher is compelled legally to report to the autho-
rities suspected acts of child abuse and other such matters. in alberta, for instance, 
this would fall under section 4 of the Child, Youth and family enhancement act 
(province of alberta, 2000): 

reporting child in need 
4(1) any person who has reasonable and probable grounds to believe that a 
child is in need of intervention shall forthwith report the matter to a director. 
. . . 
(2) subsection (1) applies notwithstanding that the information on which the 
belief is founded is confidential and its disclosure is prohibited under any 
other act. (p. 16)

nevertheless, pure analysis, however rational, can miss the mark in 
not fully understanding the ethical nuances crucial to a satisfactory reso-
lution of an ethical dilemma faced by a teacher, particularly in extremis.  
for example,  a comparative analysis between Canada, the united states, 
england, australia, and the netherlands indicates that, “despite a broad con-
sensus on the ethical dimensions of the teaching profession, and long-standing 
efforts to align teacher education with wider trends in professional education, little 
is known about how teacher candidates are being prepared to face the ethical chal-
lenges of contemporary teaching” (maxwell et al, 2016, p. 1). in that respect, teacher 
education programs must raise the ethical consciousness of their preservice educa-
tion students, which includes an awareness of the students’ own implicit and explicit 
ethical dispositions that may adversely affect their ability to exercise sound pro-
fessional judgment when facing ethical situations as teachers. that sensitivity—or 
raised ethical consciousness—is critical for education students to achieve practical 
wisdom, as opposed to purely theoretical reasoning,3 in the ethical crucible of the 
day-to-day life of a teacher. this practical wisdom is important due to the praxis of 
education in the classroom.

The State’s Interest in the Ethical Education of Preservice Teachers

teaching children is necessarily a moral endeavor. despite the centrality of 
ethics and morality in the teaching profession, education has been late to attend to 
3 We understand practical wisdom in the aristotelian sense. in Nicomachean Ethics, Book 6, we see that practical 
wisdom deals with practical reasoning bound up with deliberation and action.
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this component in its programs, unlike other professions such as medicine or law 
(maxwell, 2008; maxwell & schwimmer, 2016; Warnick & silverman, 2011). the 
moral judgments and discernments in answering classroom questions and dealing 
with difficult situations concerning children and especially adolescents as they go 
through the often painful and angst-ridden stages of growth are complex and volu-
minous. such moral considerations cover the spectrum of both the informal, inciden-
tal occurrences that happen over a day and the formal moral judgments that inform 
teachers’ professional practice. how should children be taught? how are children to 
conduct themselves in a classroom? how are teachers to conduct themselves both 
during school hours and when off duty? how should teachers respond to perceived 
inappropriate behavior? how should teachers negotiate and cultivate relationships 
among students, colleagues, and parents? 

the role of teachers as moral models can extend to that of cultivating moral cha-
racter or virtues with children (Carr, 2006), or further, to whether schooling itself 
is the cultivation of moral dispositions for the broader society. to the extent that 
teachers are moral agents of the state (Boon, 2011; Campbell, 2011), they will ne-
cessarily imbue particular moral judgments in students within the classroom, which 
necessarily places the moral endeavor at the heart of teaching. if we start with the 
premise that teaching is a moral endeavor, in the sense that it involves conversations 
and actions, which demand that the teacher as actor has a sense of right and wrong, 
then there is unquestionably a central role that teacher education must play in raising 
the ethical awareness of future teachers (maxwell & schwimmer, 2016).4

Ways to Imbue Ethical Awareness in Preservice Teachers

different approaches to building preservice teachers’ ethical judgment and 
reasoning prioritize methodological, theoretical, phenomenological, and empi-
rical perspectives (maxwell & schwimmer, 2016). one approach that aims to 
cultivate ethical dispositions is creating a dedicated course in ethics and law, with  
two components. student teachers commonly understand the legal component re-
quired of their profession, found in the codes of professional conduct and legislative 
statutes to which they must comply. the second component is that of ethical judge-
4 for a discussion on the importance of teaching how to approach ethical dilemmas in classrooms, see elloian’s (2017) 
interview with meira levinson, professor of education at harvard university’s graduate school of education and 
founder of Justiceinschools.org. levinson spoke of her co-authored 2016 book, Dilemmas of Educational Ethics: 
Cases and Commentaries, which deals with complex ethical problems in education beyond the classroom, such as 
vouchers and religious education (elloian, 2017, 12:50). 
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ment and reasoning.5 How do teachers discern and navigate the minefield of ethical 
dilemmas that naturally are inherent in teaching young children about themselves 
and the world they inhabit?

in this paper, we build upon the assumption that ethics is a necessary and central 
component of the teaching profession. given this position, ethics must be explicitly 
taught to preservice teachers. We argue that tools such as the review of case law, 
provincial and federal statutes, and professional guidelines are insufficient to assist 
for pre-service teachers to develop the practical wisdom necessary to deal with the 
ethical conundrums that will arise regularly in their classrooms. such pieces of a 
preservice ethics and law course may well fail to address the assumptions and dis-
positions held by those preservice teachers, and these assumptions and dispositions 
frame the subjective template upon which ethical situations play out in their class-
rooms and schools. 

in many cases, preservice teachers do not know how they may be predisposed to 
act, which may be unethical in so far as the profession or the law is concerned. this 
paper will provide examples of teachers’ ethical and hence professional blindness in 
public education, parochial education, and constitutionally protected Catholic sepa-
rate schools. We take the position that if experienced teachers fail to apprehend the 
ethical nature of what has been construed as professional misconduct, then profes-
sional prudence demands that teacher preparation programs provide opportunities to 
preservice teachers to see themselves in a critical fashion as potentially and in some 
cases complicit in unethical and thus unprofessional behavior.

The Praxis of Teaching Ethics to Preservice Teachers

an array of methodological and theoretical approaches has surfaced in address-
ing how to build ethically astute teachers (maxwell & schwimmer, 2016). recent 
research on the topic suggests these methods have had limited impact in changing 
preservice teachers’ dispositions and attitudes regarding their heightened profes-
sional role. This lack of efficacy is particularly evident in teachers’ responsibility 
to imbue and foster moral reasoning, both for themselves and collectively for their 
students and the broader profession. Warnick and silverman (2011) noted that it is 
reasonable to ensure that preservice teachers understand their obligations under the 
codes of professionalconduct. in this way, the notion that moral relativism governs 
5 Chapman, forester, and Buchanan (2013) offers an interesting view of pre-service teachers maneuvering through 
ethical tensions.  the authors argue that “previous accounts of teacher education have highlighted a deep appreciation 
of the value-laden nature of teaching, as well as teaching as a moral craft, and teachers’ own sense of their work as 
moral in nature (Beyer, 1997; Campbell, 1997). more recently, it has been suggested that ethics education requires a 
multi-dimensional approach to avoid problems of relativism and moral despair, but must also avoid overemphasis of 
highly structured ethical reasoning, which can undervalue narrative moral sensibility . . . . (p. 132).  an earlier paper 
by Benninga (2003), “moral and ethical issues in teacher education” addressed two components related to the moral 
and ethical preparation of teachers: issues related to the identification and assessment of professional education, and . 
. . [the] foundations and specific models for the preservice training of teachers of character. 
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the profession is clearly problematic; teachers are bound by, at minimum, to an eth-
ical code. failure to comply with professional codes may be grounds for reprimand, 
dismissal, or revoking of one’s teaching certification. 

Knowing that such codes exist is a first step toward recognizing one’s responsi-
bility as a teacher to the profession. Yet the nature of these codes, as they are written, 
tends to be overarching and relatively broad and ambiguous, leading to a wide plu-
ralism in their interpretation, implementation, and enforcement. in addition, in the 
case of some provincial jurisdictions, such as Alberta, there is a conflation of roles. 
professional bodies are required to enforce the collective obligations as set in the 
codes of professional conduct. Yet in some instances, the professional body also 
may advocate on behalf of the teacher, who may be in direct violation of the code, as 
part of its role as a union. the rendering of ethical conduct decisions in these cases 
then seems to be set within a larger quagmire of ethical dilemmas on the roles and 
responsibilities of the teaching professional bodies themselves. 

several cases have come to the fore that suggest that unethical behavior by tea-
chers has not resulted in disciplinary action by the respective provincial professional 
bodies. let us allude to a couple:

•	 the Saskatoon Star Phoenix claimed in 2013 that over the previous 
18 months, over 10 cases of unethical behavior by teachers, including 
slapping a student’s buttocks, doing drugs at a party and driving 
impaired, uploading a nude picture (of the teacher herself) to the internet, 
and inappropriate touching, did not warrant any disciplinary action 
(french, 2013). 

•	 the Calgary Herald noted in 2014 that 37 accusations of inappropriate or 
sexual relationships with students had been filed against Alberta teachers 
in the previous five years (McClure, 2014). 

We want to make three claims. first, ethics education should not be simply for 
teaching the minimum threshold of what a professional code of conduct entails for 
the profession. second, the implications of what in loco parentis means for teachers 
in comparison to other professions has heightened the collective ethical and legal 
responsibilities that professional bodies and teacher education programs owe to their 
teachers, preservice teachers, and the broader public. third, ethics education should 
address scenarios in which teachers conduct illegal or unethical behavior. this ap-
proach demands that a concerted effort be made to raise the ethical consciousness 
of preservice teachers not just through an understanding of the law and professional 
duties but also with regard to the implicit and explicit belief systems that underlie 
their decision-making processes. 
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The Law as a Partial Tool in Ethical Development

the overarching aim of codes of professional conduct help make explicit the 
collective norms and values of the profession and the general public, and set the mi-
nimum threshold that individuals can expect educators to adhere to as part of their 
professional obligations. maxwell (2017) distinguished between two approaches to 
the ways in which codes of professional conduct tend to be written. one approach 
is regulatory, making explicit the regulatory aspects of the profession if ethical stan-
dards are breached (Banks, 2003). the other is aspirational. aspirational codes of 
professional conduct have overarching values to which individuals should aspire. 
Values such as dignity, respect for students, and ethical integrity are common ethical 
dispositions considered to be at the core of the profession. 

Codes of professional conduct provide a baseline for making explicit the moral 
and ethical compass of the teaching profession. Yet, educators may still grapple with 
the interpretation of such codes in their daily practice. levinson and fay (2016) 
noted this conundrum: 

many teachers and school and district leaders, for example, agonize about having 
perpetrated injustices or failed to treat others ethically in the course of their everyday deci-
sions. But they lack tools for, and practice in, analyzing and making collective decisions 
about these kinds of practical ethical conundrums. rather, ethical challenges remain  
private affairs, embarrassing for educators and policy makers to reveal to others lest 
they expose themselves as having potentially perpetrated unjust or ethically questio-
nable acts. ethical uncertainty is treated as an admission of weakness rather than an 
opportunity for collective learning. (p. 2) 

 although codes of professional conduct provide the foundation for making 
explicit the ethical endeavour that is central to teaching, they do not assist much for 
individuals grappling with the ethical challenges that undoubtedly arise under these 
broader collective norms and values.

 If the first approach in discussing codes of professional conduct is a necessa-
ry, but insufficient starting place for developing student teachers’ ethical reasoning, 
one may draw upon precedence from legal cases to illuminate the ethical dilemmas. 
a common practice to develop more robust consciousness around potential ethical 
issues is for preservice teachers to examine previous legal cases, providing them 
with precedence of conduct that has gone to court and where a judgment has been 
made. this examination provides preservice teachers with clear, real examples of 
the nature of the ethical dilemmas and the discernments that were made in coming to 
a decision. Case law provides them with an opportunity to consider the factors that 
give rise to the allegation and judgment, and further, to recognize the central ethical 

Building ethical judgment | 20



issue as it applies to a teacher in those particular circumstances. 
 in many cases, teachers, let alone preservice teachers, do not know that they 

may be predisposed to act in a manner that constitutes professional misconduct and 
may be seen by the public as unethical. indeed, even if not predisposed, they may 
be ignorant of the nuances involved with determining what is ethical and what is 
unethical—from a professional perspective. What follows are examples of such ins-
tances reflected in the common law.

in Schewan v. Abbotsford (1987),6 a married couple teaching in abbotsford were 
suspended for their private behavior. mr. and mrs. schewan were junior/senior 
high school and junior high school teachers, respectively, of high repute when mr. 
schewan took a picture of his wife nude from the waist up and submitted it into a 
contest called “the girls next door” being held by Gallery magazine in the united 
states. mrs. schewan won the contest, and a picture of her “lying on her back on 
a bed with the top of her body uncovered . . . wearing stockings, high heels and a 
garter belt” (abbotsford school district 34 (Board of trustees) v. shewan (1986), 
para. 12) was published internationally. the magazine was sold in abbotsford, and 
when the school board was made aware of the picture, the couple was suspended 
for six weeks for misconduct. after a Board of reference decision in favor of the 
schewans, the school board appealed for judicial review, and the British Columbia 
supreme Court found against the schewans. upon further appeal to the Court of 
appeal by the schewans, the Court found again for the school board. it is interesting 
that from the first hearing, the Schewans saw their action as reasonable. In fact, 

When asked about the appropriateness of submitting the photograph 
to the magazine, mr. shewan said he felt it met community standards. 
the superintendent said it was not appropriate and he would not be 
surprised if the school board felt the same way. mr. shewan replied that 
in his view those opinions did not reflect the community. (Abbotsford 
school district 34 (Board of trustees) v. shewan (1986), para. 13)

it was only after seeing her picture in the magazine that mrs. schewan 
saw a problem, according to the Court, which said she knew it was 
wrong to display herself in that way in that company, and that such 
conduct was well below the standard expected of teachers. that is borne 
out by the fact that when she saw the magazine she was “alarmed” and 

6 legal citation can be a bit confusing to the uninitiated. We cite quotations from both the trial court decision and 
the appeal court decision. the case name changed after the appeal.  at trial the case was cited as abbotsford school 
district 34 v. schewan. (1986). 70 B.C.l.r. 40 (B.C.s.C.).  upon appeal the new name of the case became Shewan v. 
Board of School Trustees of School District #34 (Abbotsford), 1987 Canlii 159 (BC Ca). We use the Court of appeal 
decision when we refer to the case in general, as it was the final judgement.
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“concerned” that if the school board members saw it, her job would be 
in jeopardy. (Shewan v. Abbotsford , 1987, para. 21)

the fundamental error on the part of the teachers, and of many B.ed. students 
in teaching programs in our experience, is that they did not realize that their beha-
vior would be deemed unethical, meaning contrary to a professional standard, on 
an objective test, not a subjective test offered by any particular community, by their 
friends, or by their own personal beliefs. as the Court of appeal said,

in our opinion, the extent to which Canadians generally will tolerate the 
exploitation of sex is not, by itself, the standard to be applied in deciding 
whether a teacher has failed to meet the special standards expected of 
one who holds that position. (Shewan v. Abbotsford , 1987, para. 16)

. . . the question in this case is not whether the photograph is obscene, 
but whether the publication of such a photograph of a teacher in such 
a magazine will have an adverse effect upon the educational system to 
which the teacher owes a duty to act responsibly. (Shewan v. Abbotsford 
, 1987, para. 17)

in other words, the point to be made to students in education is that ethical behavior 
in the teaching profession is not tied to a community standard but rather the effect 
of the behavior in question upon the institution of education. our experience is that 
most students do not come into faculties of education with this understanding.

student teachers should know that ethical behaviour extends not only to what 
one does, but also what one fails to do as was evident in a case in an independent 
school in alberta.  the Court said

the annual Christmas formal dance for sts [strathcona-tweedsmuir 
school] students in grades 10, 11 and 12 was arranged for december 11, 
2006 at the Calgary golf and Country Club. the Country Club is a very 
old and established exclusive club and is centrally located. the venue 
was chosen for these reasons and the event was largely organized by 
the school’s prefects. a number of faculty chaperones had been selected 
for the event. It figured prominently in the school’s assemblies and 
emphasis was placed on the need for students to behave in accordance 
with the expectations of the school. (J.O. v. Strathcona-Tweedsmuir 
School, 2010, para. 6)

 one of the parents held a “pre-dance get-together at which they served snacks 
and a glass of champagne and orange juice for approximately 10 students” after 
which the students went by limousine to the dance (para. 7). during the ride,  “not 
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surprisingly, somebody brought alcohol . . . and a female student, “J” , continued 
drinking  “either more champagne or rum or both” (para.7). at the dance she became 
ill.  J was drunk and her boyfriend, “p”  took her to the women’s washroom and lif-
ted her so that , “she was seated on the counter and p was assisting her in cleaning 
herself up so that she could return to the dance” (para. 9). unfortunately, several el-
der female members of the club entered the washroom, mrs. lougheed among them, 
and was surprised to see that there was a young man in formal attire with his back to 
her. seated in front of the young man was a young woman with either a short skirt or 
her skirt hiked up to her thigh level. he had his hands in front of him and he did not 
turn around right away (para. 11). 

upon the above being reported to the school administration, “J” was given the 
opportunity to withdraw from the school or be expelled (para. 23).  this lack of due 
process in determining the culpability of a student’s actions when the stress of political 
pressure is upon a teacher or administrator is, we suggest, common.  the court said, 

in my view, the procedure followed in J.’s case fell considerably short of 
meeting sts’ duty of fairness. even if i accept the defendants’ position 
that all that was required was the “minimum standard” that J. be given 
notice of the case against her and an opportunity to respond to it, i am of 
the view that that minimum standard was not met. no one at sts took 
the time to consider J.’s side of the story. (J.O. v. Strathcona-Tweedsmuir 
School, 2010, para. 34) 

The Court identified the rationale for the school’s decision,

in my opinion, sts’ actions smack of a rush to judgment. Both mr. 
addley and mr. ditchburn placed considerable emphasis on the identity 
of the only witness to whom Mr. Addley spoke, Mrs. Lougheed. I find 
that both were unduly influenced by this witness’ standing at the Calgary 
golf and Country Club and in the community. mr. addley, in particular, 
made no efforts to seek accounts other than mrs. lougheed’s. it seemed 
as though, having learned the identity of the “prominent” witness and 
obtained what he took to be some measure of confirmation from J., he 
concluded that he had what he needed. mr. ditchburn, too, referred to the 
reputation of mrs. lougheed. mr. ditchburn also acknowledged that he 
received a number of phone calls from people in the school community, 
both apprising him of mrs. lougheed’s reputation and telling him that 
the incident was being talked about and that the school needed to take it 
seriously. (J.O. v. Strathcona-Tweedsmuir School, 2010, para. 43) 
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an ethical approach demands due consideration of all of the circumstances in a 
case, the application of practical wisdom, but also fairness which was absent in this 
case. the Court said, 

I find that it was not. While J. was not formally expelled from STS and no 
formal expulsion appears on her record, she was required to leave and I find 
that the process by which the decision to require her leaving was arrived at fell 
short of the duty of fairness owed to her. Therefore, I find that STS is in breach 
of its contract. (J.o. v. strathcona-tweedsmuir school, 2010, para. 47) 

ethical behaviour also involves not acting in an overt manner so as to not unwittingly 
engender in a student the belief that you want to have a personal relationship with 
the student. of course no reasonable teacher would do so, but for a young student 
teacher that wants to be helpful to a student she likes, and thus is overly personally 
helpful, the results can be horrendous to both the student and the student teacher. 
such was ostensibly the case of  one such student teacher, mr. heart. 

at the time, the appellant [mr. heart] was a 25-year-old student teacher 
completing his practicum at a school on Vancouver island.  as part of 
that practicum, he taught a social studies class.  the complainant, who 
was 14 years of age and in grade 9, was a student in his class.  during 
the appellant’s practicum, the complainant spent time talking with the 
appellant both on her own and in the presence of two friends, B. and 
r.  eventually, these conversations became a regular occurrence before 
and after school.  the complainant often returned on her own to the 
appellant’s classroom to talk to him.  this evidence was corroborated 
by the testimony of B. and r., and shows a great deal of imprudence on 
mr. hart’s part, to say the least.  ultimately, the complainant told the 
appellant she had a “crush” on him.  the allegations include assertions 
that the relationship progressed to the extent that the appellant kissed 
her once during the last week of his practicum and that a second kiss 
occurred on the last day when everyone was saying goodbye. (R. v. 
Heart (2000), BCCa 245, para. 3)

Mr. Heart denied the above allegations of inappropriate conduct but had difficul-
ty at trial as he had sought out the complainant after the school year had finished and 
had been instrumental in finding her summer employment, even  driving her to work.  
he was charged with two counts under the Criminal Code of Canada  as 

being a person in a position of trust or authority towards a young person, 
[the Complainant], or a person with whom that young person is in a 
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relationship of dependency, he did, for a sexual purpose, touch, directly 
or indirectly, with a part of his body, the body of that young person, 
contrary to section 153 of the Criminal Code. (R. v. Heart (2000), 
BCCa 245, para. 2)

he was convicted at trial but on appeal to the BC Court of appeal, the Court 
found him not guilty because, in 

view of the substantial difficulties with the complainant’s evidence, 
conceded by the Crown, and the independent evidence that in my view 
raises a reasonable doubt, i must conclude that this is an unreasonable 
verdict unsupported by the evidence.  . . . the evidence in this case is 
simply inadequate to support a conviction. (R. v. Heart (2000), BCCa 
245, para. 37)

if one believes mr. heart’s evidence, that he was imprudent in acting as a “friend” 
to the complainant, then one must conclude that his naiveté led him to unethically 
act such that the complainant misunderstood his actions as being an invitation to an 
improper – indeed illegal – relationship.  Beginning teachers, especially of a young 
age can mistake empathy simpliciter as a professional attribute. that misunderstan-
ding can lead to not only unethical behaviour but also a few hard years in a federal 
penitentiary.  

the last case we will refer to is from the united states of america, and it too 
deals with a student teacher. 

the Commonwealth of massachusetts operates salem state College. 
matriculation there offers students, inter alia, the opportunity to obtain 
both a baccalaureate degree in education and a teaching certificate (a 
sine qua non to securing a faculty position in a public school within 
the Commonwealth). The issuance of such a certificate, in turn, 
hinges on successful completion of a student teaching practicum. 
When the events giving rise to this suit transpired, the appellant [mr. 
hennessy] had completed three years of a four-year curriculum at 
Salem State.   In the first semester of his senior year, he enrolled in 
a class on multiculturalism taught by dr. mary-lou Breitborde, the 
chair of salem state’s department of education. over the course of the 
semester, Breitborde became concerned about the appellant’s unusually 
forceful espousal, at inappropriate times, of religiously oriented views 
on subjects such as homosexuality and abortion (e.g., his submission 
of a paper wrapped in a picture of a fetus, even though the paper had 
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nothing to do with reproductive rights). in light of these experiences and 
corroborative reports received from other docents, Breitborde met with 
the appellant to address his suitability for pursuing a teaching career in 
the public schools. (Robert J. Hennessy v. City of Melrose, 1999, para 
1-2)

in January, 1996, salem decided that mr. hennessy, who had given assurances 
that “he would refrain from proselytizing in the classroom”, would be placed at an 
elementary school for his practicum.  By march of that year, four events led to a cri-
sis point. the quotation from the Court record is a bit long but necessary to give the 
reader the flavour of the situation.

the everson Conversation. during a conversation that took place on 
an undetermined date, [hennessy] . . .  showed a picture of an aborted 
fetus to a teacher, Carol everson.   his behavior and demeanor 
frightened everson and she voiced her trepidation to horace mann’s 
principal, dr. Judy delucia. -family fiesta night. on march 26, the 
appellant balked at participating in a multicultural assembly called 
“family fiesta night”-an event in which his fourth-grade class was 
actively involved,  [calling]  the dancing “silly” and “inappropriate,” 
and left almost immediately. he made no bones about the fact that 
he considered the performances lewd and offensive to principles of 
“biblical sobriety.” -regarding art. three days later, [hennessey’s] 
class attended a presentation by parent volunteers entitled “regarding 
art.” one of the presenters introduced a well-known painting by renato 
Cesaro which parodied a traditional (leonardo da Vinci) rendition of 
the last supper and depicted hollywood stars in lieu of Christ and the 
apostles.   the appellant termed the display “disgusting,” branded the 
Cesaro painting “obscene,” and stormed out of the class.  . . . . -the 
delucia [the principal] interview. the contours of the practicum called 
for the appellant to function as the fourth-grade class’s sole instructor 
during the following week.  . . . . in mid-day, . . . delicia summoned 
[Hennessy] . . . to her office and inquired about the Family Fiesta 
night and regarding art episodes.   [hennessy] . . .  explained that 
“you can’t serve god and mammon,” that he had chosen the former, 
and that he was more interested in pleasing god than in pleasing the 
principal.   according to delucia, he then stated that he viewed her 
as “the devil” and the horace mann faculty as her disciples. When the 
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appellant persisted in arguing that it was wrong to allow religion to be 
denigrated in the public schools, delucia terminated the interview and 
the appellant returned to his fourth-grade class. (Robert J. Hennessy v. 
City of Melrose, 1999, para 5- 9)

the case ended with mr. hennessy being removed from the school and not being 
reassigned another school by salem state College.  later, the City of melrose school 
system refused to allow hennessey to be placed in its schools and hence the legal 
action commenced. as a result of his inability to complete his practicum, hennessy 
failed his practicum and could not graduate. he argued that his actions at the school 
were not academic in nature. the Court said, 

The appellant’s conduct at Horace Mann had academic significance 
because it spoke volumes about his capacity to function professionally 
in a public school setting.   Bearing this in mind, we find no factual 
information of a significantly probative nature that suggests that Salem 
state’s decision to fail the appellant rested on anything other than 
the faculty’s academic judgment that he had neither completed the 
required assignments nor demonstrated the practical qualities necessary 
to perform efficaciously as a public school teacher.   Although this 
judgment by its nature had a subjective cast, it nonetheless fell well 
within the sphere of constitutionally permissible academic decision-
making. (Robert J. Hennessy v. City of Melrose, 1999, para 43)

the ethical point, which was lost on hennessy, was that his moral worldview, 
informed by his religion, must necessarily give way in a democratic institution based 
upon and charged with fostering the common good as that term is defined by the 
institution. As a corollary to that definition, institutional practices which engender a 
sense of community and which are based upon human rights codes and relevant case 
law must be adopted by the preservice student.   ethically, if one takes upon oneself 
the mantel of a teacher in a public institution and accepts the substantial benefits of 
that position: pension, association protections, etc., then one must accept that for the 
purposes of the profession one must at least publicly espouse and act in concert with 
those ethical values as defined by the institution and the law.  To the student teacher 
this may seem Kafkaesque in that to be professionally ethical one  must be immoral 
– in terms of  own religious of beliefs. This sense of ethical ataxia is often a diffi-
cult emotional situation to deal with and a confusing intellectual point for student 
teachers to fully grasp. hennessy is an extreme case of this phenomenon, but it is 
an example of the necessity of complying with the institution of education’s beliefs, 
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practises and principles notwithstanding conflict with one’s own  moral and ethical 
belief system. 

the matter becomes more complex when speaking of ethical behavior in in-
dependent religious schools and with constitutionally protected Catholic separate 
schools in ontario, saskatchewan, and alberta. students in B.ed. programs who 
seek positions within those schools have not only the above criteria for professional 
ethical behavior to be concerned with, but also the peculiarities of an array of reli-
gious beliefs or rules which they may or may not know in detail, but to which they 
will nevertheless be bound by in their employment in a religious school. for exa-
mple, living in a common law relationship, promoting same sex marriage, or arguing 
that a Wicca experience should be part of the curriculum would not be acceptable 
in a fundamentalist independent Christian school, an islamic school, or a Catholic 
school. these are well-known taboos in such schools. however, what may not be 
generally known is that when a teacher states her intention to the school board to 
transition due to gender dysphoria, that action alone can be seen as deeply unethical 
and result in termination of employment, as in the recent Buterman case in alberta 
(Johnston, 2017). the point is that what is deemed “ethical” in teaching is not de-
pendent upon local community standards, including, in the case of religious schools, 
seeking a reasonable and psychologically necessary medical procedure. 

this nuanced approach to understanding what is ethical in the profession is ne-
cessary, we argue, for students in B.ed programs to come to grips with before they 
enter the profession. Besides the Buterman case (Johnston, 2017), student teachers 
going into religious schools should be made aware that the religious beliefs of the 
faith-based institution will allow their employer to go far beyond merely reacting 
as a result of, say, having a magazine brought to them. school administrators in re-
ligious schools may be proactively intrusive into teachers’ private lives in order to 
ensure that ethical behavior requirements—as defined by their religion—have not 
been breached. 

 this point was clearly made by the supreme Court of Canada in the Caldwell 
case (Caldwell v. Stuart, 1984). in Caldwell, a teacher in a Catholic school married 
a divorced man in a civil ceremony, which was seen by the Catholic Church as an 
illegitimate union and thus being contrary to the Catholic faith. due to the perceived 
illegitimacy of the ceremony, the couple was seen by the school as living in a com-
mon law relationship contrary to Church teaching. hence, she was not hired by the 
Catholic school to teach the following year. Catholic schools in British Columbia are 
not constitutionally protected as they are in ontario, saskatchewan, and alberta, and 
so the Catholic school board sought protection for its decision under the provincial 
human rights Code, claiming that living according to the Catholic faith was a bona 
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fide qualification of employment for teachers in a Catholic school. The Supreme 
Court of Canada agreed, saying, 

to carry out the purposes of the school, full effect must be given to this 
aspect of its nature and teachers are required to observe and comply 
with the religious standards and to be examples in the manner of their 
behaviour in the school so that students see in practice the application 
of the principles of the Church on a daily basis and thereby receive 
what is called a Catholic education. (Caldwell v. Stuart, 1984, p. 618) 

The Board found that the Catholic school differed from the public 
school. this difference does not consist in the mere addition of religious 
training to the academic curriculum. the religious or doctrinal aspect of 
the school lies at its very heart and colours all its activities and programs. 
The role of the teacher in this respect is fundamental to the whole effort 
of the school, as much in its spiritual nature as in the academic. it 
is my [name of person] opinion that objectively viewed, having in 
mind the special nature and objectives of the school, the requirement 
of religious conformance including the acceptance and observance 
of the Church’s rules regarding marriage is reasonably necessary to 
assure the achievement of the objects of the school. it is my view that 
. . . the requirement of conformance [to the faith] constitutes a bona 
fide qualification in respect of the occupation of a Catholic teacher 
employed in a Catholic school, the absence of which will deprive her 
of the protection of s. 8 of the Human Rights Code. (Caldwell v. Stuart, 
1984, p. 624, 625, emphasis added)

in alberta, which does have constitutionally protected Catholic separate schools, the 
same requirement of religious conformity followed in the Casagrande case (Casa-
grande v. Hinton, 1987). in that case, the hinton roman Catholic separate school 
Board had a policy requiring teachers to follow a lifestyle consistent with the tea-
chings and beliefs of the roman Catholic Church. that required abstinence from 
premarital sexual intercourse. after having had one child out of wedlock, the appli-
cant in the case was warned by the board that any further premarital sexual inter-
course on her part would result in her dismissal. she subsequently became pregnant 
again and applied for maternity leave. her request was denied, as was her request 
for an extended leave of absence. she was dismissed, and the Board of reference 
supported the school board. although she challenged the dismissal on constitutional 
grounds under section 15 of the Canadian Charter (government of Canada, 1982), 
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among which, we note with interest, was discrimination based upon the fact that she 
was female, the Court of Queen’s Bench found against her (Casagrande v. Hinton, 
1987). 

it is important in this age to remind preservice teachers that what is ethical or 
unethical professionally in a public or religious school is not what is ethical or unethi-
cal colloquially, or personally. this can be a hard message for some, but we take the 
position that it is one which must be taught before they enter the profession. through 
discussion in class with their peers, the instructor, and guest speakers, preservice 
teachers begin to appreciate the term “ethical” in relation to the profession of edu-
cation is nuanced, complex, and will at times conflict with their own personal sense 
of morality and ethics. 

The benefit of critically studying case law is that preservice teachers learn the 
process of legal analysis and the legal principles underlying the decision. moreover, 
they move to a better understanding of the law as being not just an application of 
rules having a certain pedigree, as suggested by positivism (hart, 1979), but as a 
system of principles which also constitute the law although they are not stated ex-
pressly in legislation or common law (dworkin, 1998). in addition to such views, 
there is also a specific view of ethics and law in natural law theory (Finnis, 1980). 
this deep understanding of the meaning of law, when combined with ethics, leads 
preservice teachers to reflect upon mere obedience to a rule, as suggested by Austin’s 
(1832/1995) command theory of law, and hence the social-political-legal and ethical 
nature of decision-making through an application of practical wisdom. 

When using the law as part of the matrix of teaching ethics, it is important to 
keep dickens’ (1839/1970) words in mind. in Oliver Twist, he related this conversa-
tion between mr. Bumble and mr. Brownlow:

“it was all mrs. Bumble. she would do it,” urged Mr. Bumble; first 
looking round, to ascertain that his partner had left the room.

“that is no excuse,” returned mr. Brownlow. “You were present on the 
occasion of the destruction of these trinkets, and, indeed, are the more 
guilty of the two, in the eye of the law; for the law supposes that your 
wife acts under your direction.”

“if the law supposes that,” said mr. Bumble, squeezing his hat 
emphatically in both hands, “the law is an ass—a idiot. if that’s the 
eye of the law, the law is a bachelor; and the worst i wish the law is, 
that his eye may be opened by experience—by experience.” (dickens, 
1839/1970, p. 489) 
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Clearly mr. Brownlow was not exercising practical wisdom. unlike the three 
cases presented above, one might contend that most incidences that preservice tea-
chers will reconcile as teachers are the day-to-day ethical judgments that may not 
give rise to the formal allegations of a legal case, yet may still be cause for repri-
mand by parents, administrators, or a school jurisdiction. for instance, the notion of 
empathy has commonly been applied in helping preservice teachers develop ethical 
dispositions in considering an issue through the eyes of another. as we argue below, 
this pedagogic approach to ethical discernments, although well-intentioned, may do 
little to help build ethical reasoning, and may actually create inappropriate responses 
to situations despite the teacher’s best intentions. let us pursue the limitations of 
such an approach. 

ethical Judgment and reasoning in Daily teaching Practice

the vast majority of students who enter teacher education programs have al-
truistic and good intentions. students commonly note that they entered the teaching 
profession because they truly and deeply care about children and wish to make a 
positive difference in their lives. in reading the codes of professional conduct, most 
will see themselves as easily upholding the obligations and values that underpin 
these documents. they see themselves as providing dignity and respect to children, 
upholding the notion of care and safety, and creating inclusive classrooms. they do 
not see themselves abusing their power through personal financial gain, nor do they 
consciously or purposefully circumvent the protocols and processes for working 
collegially among colleagues, administrators, and the teaching professional bodies. 

When codes of professional conduct are considered and understood together with 
legal cases involving ethical dilemmas, the emphasis is on noncompliance or negli-
gence in some capacity. Yet, an ethical dilemma is one that is not easily rectified and 
difficult to resolve. Complexity and nuance require both a sense of practical wisdom 
and judgement, and usually some experience in navigating such murky ethical ter-
rain. We suggest that it is often when teachers are trying to consider the best interests 
of the child and think that they are upholding the dignity and respect of children that 
other factors may be obscured or not considered. to illustrate this point, we consider 
two examples of ethical dilemmas. First, a teacher assists a child who has confided in 
her regarding domestic troubles at home. second, a teacher posts pictures of himself 
on social media as a body builder wearing a speedo. despite the differences, each 
case calls into question the collective norms and values that are implicit and explicit 
in codes of professional conduct. let us turn to each example accordingly. 

one of the key values fostered in teacher education programs is that preservice 
teachers should develop a trusting relationship with their students when they enter 
the student practicum so that students feel supported and safe in the learning envi-
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ronment. preservice teachers are advised to set up a positive ethos and culture in the 
classroom, to create conditions for learning to occur. Based on this common advice, 
a student teacher may enter her practicum with the best of intentions to be an agent in 
creating that supportive and trusting learning environment. in the process, a 10-year-
old child confides that her parents are arguing a lot and is worried that they may get 
a divorce. the teacher, with the intention of providing support and care to the child, 
decides to provide her personal email account to the student with the message that 
the student should contact her for support when needed. 

let us pause for a moment now. in alberta, the alberta teachers’ association 
(2017) Code of Professional Conduct has a number of standards of professional 
conduct. for the purposes of this example, let us turn to relevant professional stan-
dards regarding a teacher’s conduct in relation to pupils:

4. the teacher treats pupils with dignity and respect and is considerate 
of their circumstances.

5. the teacher may not divulge information about a pupil received in 
confidence or in the course of professional duties except as required 
by law or where, in the judgment of the teacher, to do so is in the best 
interest of the pupil. (alberta teachers’ association, 2017, paras. 6–7)

if the preservice teacher looks to the code of professional conduct for guidance 
in how to respond to the child, she may say that there was no lack in ethical judge-
ment. she was upholding the standards of professional conduct by treating the child 
with dignity and respect, and not divulging information about a pupil in confidence. 
Yet, the lines between the personal and professional have been blurred given that the 
teacher provided a personal means of communication, isolated from the school, and 
has not involved the administrative or counselling apparatus provided by the school. 
the lack of practical wisdom is evident in this case as in effect, the teacher has not 
acted in the best interests of the child due to a flawed interpretation and application 
of the code. 

in this case, preservice teachers may say that there is no clear answer regarding 
whether the teacher acted ethically. on the one hand, the values stated in the codes 
of professional conduct might lead one to believe that her actions upheld the di-
gnity and respect of the student, and furthermore, she did not divulge confidential 
information. on the other hand, the preservice teacher, having provided her perso-
nal email address, blurred, albeit unwittingly, the professional and personal lines of 
communication. When presented to an ethics class, it would not be surprising for 
some students to advocate for the stance of the preservice teacher, suggesting that 
she was only doing what was ethical and in the best interests of the child. however, 
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one would hope that other students might suggest that even though the teacher’s ac-
tion was well intentioned, she did not consider the requisite professional obligation 
of exercising discretion of sharing personal information, such as a personal email. 
in any event, the university instructor should lead the class to an understanding of 
the importance of practical wisdom and the nuances involved in the interpretation of 
codes and, indeed, laws. 

in this example, going over the overarching obligations and values that are expli-
cit in the codes of professional conduct helps to provide some minimum threshold of 
awareness but may be too ambiguous for preservice teachers to understand how their 
interpretation and enforcement may be applied. the legal case may help to some 
extent, but legal cases are commonly such that the grievous action tends toward 
unethical or noncompliant behavior. in the case of the personal email, one might 
see the ethical dilemma. the teacher truly believes that she has developed a trus-
ting relationship and a bond with this student, who is struggling to cope with her 
domestic circumstances, and the teacher may not see the problematic nature of her 
actions. however, despite her good intentions, she has not given enough considera-
tion to the exchange of personal and potentially sensitive topics through her personal 
email. Yet, despite the nature of the ethical dilemma, one might suggest that such a 
dilemma—being the withholding of information provided by a student which may 
impact her welfare—would not in itself trigger a professional or legal complaint 
by parents, nor formal disciplinary action by the professional body. arguably, the 
action of nondisclosure, if public, would be cause for a meeting of the teacher, the 
student, her parents, and school administrators, ending with a cautionary warning or 
small disciplinary action or apology. this example suggests that the contested ethi-
cal domain commonly lives in the mundane, day-to-day experiences found within 
the teaching profession that may not see the light of civil litigation or sanctioning by 
a professional body. 

there are other examples of ethical lapses in teachers, which student teachers 
should consider. one such example is the in class  use of the “f-Bomb”.  some young 
student teachers may emulate a few teachers in education faculties who believe that 
it is “cool” to use such language in their class rooms. We are certainly aware of such 
colleagues.  student teachers should learn that to use such language is unethical and 
will be seen as disrespectful to the profession. in one such case in alberta,

A teacher had employed the use of a mild fine system as a penalty for 
students who swore in class. however, the teacher himself was known 
to swear on many occasions, in class, to students. he was reprimanded 
by the employer on several occasions for using the very language for 
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which he had admonished his students. the teacher used the proceeds 
from the fine system to buy treats for the students. (Schreiber, 2016b, 
para 2.)

in this case the alberta teachers’ association found against the teacher.

in its decision, the hearing committee noted that the teacher “legitimized 
and trivialized the use of profanity in the classroom” and further 
determined that teachers are expected to establish and maintain an 
appropriate climate in classrooms in a manner that demonstrates a 
suitable response to inappropriate behaviour. to do otherwise does not 
maintain the honour and dignity of the profession. the committee found 
the member guilty and ordered a letter of severe reprimand to address 
the situation (schreiber, 2016b, para 3.)

In another case of professional ethical lapse, we see that it is sometimes difficult 
for some teachers to grasp that their ethical obligation is not just to themselves and 
their students but also to the profession. A very difficult ethical situation for a teacher 
is when her child is in a school within the school district in which she is a teacher.  
the alberta teachers’ association provides one such example.

in this example, a teacher had a son in a school within the jurisdiction 
in which the teacher taught. The teacher joined an unofficial group of 
parents who had concerns about the school administration and became 
embroiled in the activism to the extent that she became recognized 
by others as an informal leader. on behalf of the group, the teacher 
co-wrote letters addressed to external stakeholders and public figures, 
letters that criticized administrative practices at the school. the teacher 
also participated vociferously at several public meetings where she 
challenged and criticized the school administration’s professional 
practice. one school administrator recorded the public meetings and 
the teacher’s comments. at no time did the teacher provide the school 
administration with advance notice of her criticism, nor did she provide 
a copy of the critical letter to the administrators. the teacher did not 
provide her criticism to “proper officials” as reflected in the Code of 
professional Conduct. the teacher received a penalty of two letters of 
reprimand to encompass three charges against her. (schreiber, 2016a 
para 2- 3)
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The difficult ethical point for teachers, particularly pre-service teachers, to grasp 
is that their professional responsibility to act ethically as defined in the profession 
trumps their own desire to act immediately and emotionally on their own to address 
what they consider a fact pattern involving  their children. the professional restraint 
that even a concerned parent must exercise because she is a teacher – is one of the 
most difficult emotional aspects of abiding by the ethics of teaching. It is a point not 
known to many pre-service teachers and some teachers. 

in other cases, it might be that preservice teachers do not see their professional 
role as requiring a higher moral threshold beyond the formal hours of employment. 
in these cases, preservice teachers grapple with the implicit threshold of upholding 
a higher moral standing in the public eye. these cases come in a variety of forms, 
usually involving teachers’ digital footprint on social media and how they conduct 
themselves in public. most commonly are pictures or statements made on social 
media that preservice teachers may not see as a violation of their codes of professio-
nal conduct, such as our example of a teacher posting pictures of himself wearing 
a speedo. although preservice teachers recognize that there ought to be discretion 
online regarding their physical persona, they may not realize the extent to which 
their postings may be seen as unethical. teacher education programs commonly note 
concerns about one’s personal facebook persona: postings with nudity, profanity, 
drugs, or alcohol should be avoided. preservice teachers are urged to set their face-
book settings to private. Yet in the grey ethical domains, they may still be caught 
out on the receiving end of disciplinary actions related to social media sites despite 
heeding the advice of using discretion and privacy settings.

conclusion

to make explicit that teaching is an ethical endeavour, teacher education pro-
grams must continue to ensure that developing ethical reasoning and moral judgment 
among teachers is at the heart of their work. at minimum, all teacher education pro-
grams need to ensure that preservice teachers understand their requisite obligations 
under the collective norms of the profession as set by their local school jurisdiction 
and professional bodies. further, beyond the applicable statutes, faculty would do 
well to consider drawing upon the common law to help to elucidate the key factors 
that give rise to rendering a particular decision. faculty must also not forget that 
much of society’s ethical reasoning and moral judgment does not live in the culmina-
tion of the law, but rather in the day-to-day judgements where teachers are constant-
ly called upon to exercise their practical wisdom in determining issues of ethical 
import. We have suggested that the primary pedagogical task in teaching ethics in a 
B.ed program is to make explicit the implicit, intuitive, and taken-for-granted ethical 
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discernments that teachers make, so that teachers are attentive and can reasonably 
and effectively defend their ethical judgments in the public square. this nuanced 
blend of approaching ethical dilemmas that arise in interactions with pupils, parents, 
and the community through codes of professional conduct, legal cases, and the ap-
plication of practical wisdom is of a weight that is difficult to negotiate and navigate 
as a novice teacher. so, in answer to meno’s question stated at the beginning of this 
paper, we say with regard to teaching, “Virtue is a state of action grounded in practi-
cal wisdom and informed by professional codes and the law, but also by the personal 
choices teachers make to act morally, knowing that ultimately teaching is reaching 
out to students and in that professional relationship developing trust.” 
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FosterIng ethICaL ProFessIonaLIty
dÉirdre smith

educators require extensive ethical knowledge and understanding in order to 
make ethical decisions and engage in ethical actions that support an equitable 
and emancipatory education for all within a democratic society. ethics is the 

basis for democratic teaching, learning and educational leadership. it is imperative 
that the development of ethical insight and the formation of an ethical stance become 
fundamental elements within initial teacher education, continuing teacher education, 
leadership development and ongoing education. 

the ethical professional is deeply committed to advancing and advocating for 
an education for all learners guided by the principles of equity, justice, respect, in-
clusion, emancipation and the democratization of voice. this ethical mission is in-
herent within the practice of teaching and requires educators to engage in ongoing 
formation in the area of ethics in order to individually and collectively achieve this 
complex and essential task. educators must be adept at cultivating ethical cultures 



within schools and districts. they need to know how to effectively foster the collec-
tive ethical capacity of all those with whom they are called to serve.

to ensure an integrated approach to ethical professional practice and action, the 
collective ethical knowledge, sensitivity, awareness, confidence and efficacy of the 
teaching profession must continue to evolve. the ongoing ethical formation of the 
teaching profession is essential for the public’s continued trust and confidence in the 
ethical action of the educational community.

educative processes designed to enhance the collective ethical capacity of the 
teaching profession are explored in this inquiry. these processes involve critical re-
flection and dialogue and focus on the lived ethical experiences of educators. These 
inquiry-based processes hold considerable promise for fostering the ethical sensiti-
vity, efficacy and confidence of educators. 

context for ethical capacity Building

“as a principal, i must enact my leadership vision from an ethical place. 
i am called to share and reinvent this vision with staff, students and the com-
munity” (ontario College of teachers, 2012, pg. 12). the ontario Colle-
ge of teachers (the College), as the self-regulatory body for the teaching pro-
fession in ontario, is responsible for the development and enforcement of the 
Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profession (ontario College of teachers, 
2006a). these standards were collaboratively developed with 10,000 members the 
teaching profession and the public. the policy development process for this impor-
tant vision for ethical professionalism was comprised of six phases: strategic plan-
ning, consultation, policy drafting, policy validation, Council approval and provin-
cial release, and policy implementation (table 1). 
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table 1.
ethical standards Collaborative development and implementation phases

the Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profession (figure 1) were co-construc-
ted with the profession and the public through a collection of various dialogic me-
thods (table 2).

figure 1.
ethical standards for the teaching profession
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table 2.
ethical standards dialogic methods

the enforcement or integration of the Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profes-
sion through ongoing teacher education, research and knowledge mobilization is a 
key object and mandate of the College. the enforcement of these ethical principles 
is understood as an ongoing process of ethical education and strengthening of ethical 
professional practice. ongoing education in ethics enables educators to effectively 
respond to the many multifaceted ethical challenges encountered in practice by ac-
tivating highly informed professional judgment to guide their ethical decisions and 
actions.

the ongoing enhancement of the collective ethical capacity of the teaching pro-
fession is a central public obligation of the College as a self-regulatory body. the 
public entrusts the teaching profession to engage in continual ethical self-regulation. 
the enforcement of this self-regulatory process through the vision and framework 
of the ethical standards is an essential public and moral responsibility of the College. 
ongoing education in ethics, based on the ethical standards, is essential for fostering 
the collective ethical capacity of the teaching profession.
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theoretical constructs

the theoretical constructs that support this exploratory inquiry are rooted in the 
traditions of phenomenology (Buber, 1923/1970; merleau-ponty, 1942/1962; ri-
coeur, 1990/1992), narrative (Bruner, 1986; Connelly & Clandinin, 1990; lyons & 
laBoskey, 2002; mcewan & egan, 1995; Witherell & noddings, 1991), case work 
(goldblatt & smith, 2005; Jenlink & Kinnucan-Welsch, 2001; ontario College of 
teachers, 2006b, 2006c; shulman, 1992; shulman & Colbert, 1988; smith, 2006; 
smith & goldblatt, 2009; shulman, Whittaker, & lew, 2002), ethics (haynes, 1998; 
langois & lapointe, 2010; langois, 2012; ontario College of teachers, 2006d;  
smith, 2014, 2016; starratt, 2004, 2012; strike & soltis, 1998), self-study (Bullough 
& Pinnegar, 2004; Hoban, 2004; Loughran & Northfield, 1998), and self-regulation 
(Karoly, 1993).  

the theoretical framework for exploring ethical knowledge and practice through 
the lived experience of educators is rooted in the traditions of phenomenology (ri-
coeur, 1990/1992; Buber, 1923/1970; merleau-ponty, 1942/1962). phenomenolo-
gists (van manen, 2003; merleau-ponty, 1942/1962) understand and analyze the es-
sence of an experience by acknowledging that wisdom and knowledge are founded 
in the lived experience of people. teachers’ stories are examples of lived experience 
that reveal the essence of ethical practice. these narratives make theory observable 
in the work of the practitioners they describe. it is the lived ethical experience and 
the wisdom gleaned in real situations that were viewed by the College as being 
important to be studied. these lived experiences elucidate what it means to be an 
ethically guided educator. 

Core dimensions of educators’ ethical practice were phenomenologically ex-
plored (ricouer, 1990/1992; merleau-ponty, 1942/1962) through multiple dialogic 
(Buber, 1923/1970) inquiry processes. engaging in conversations regarding the ethi-
cal professional practices of the teaching profession served to enhance awareness of 
the importance of the framework of the ethical standards for the collective ethical 
practice of ontario’s teaching profession. these dialogic encounters also served to 
illuminate the significance of ethical thought, action and reflection for effective pro-
fessional practice and for the ongoing ethical evolution of the profession. the dia-
logic experience also requires that individuals be prepared to alter their own frames 
of reference (mezirow, 1985) or theories of practice (Cranton, 2006) and replace 
them with other perspectives and awareness derived with the conversation (Buber, 
1923/1970; Kogler, 1992/1996).

the     College staff inquiry team believed in the richness (geertz, 1973) of educa-
tors’ lived experiences along with their ability to reflect on, share and analyze their 
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ethical practice through narrative processes. ethical practice lies at heart of teaching 
and leadership. the moral landscape (ayers, 2004) of teaching and leadership re-
quires a strong moral purpose (fullan, 2003) and a deeply rooted moral compass 
(sergiovanni, 1992; langlois, 2004).  moral purpose and direction enable the in-
dividual to recognize and to commit to supporting learning as a moral enterprise 
(starratt, 2004).  With this commitment comes a requirement that educators make 
ethical decisions consistent with their values, beliefs and with a sense of authenticity 
(langlois, 2004).

ethical Knowledge and action

advanced levels of ethical knowledge enable educators to engage in ethical ac-
tion. ethical knowledge and action are inextricably linked as one informs the other. 
it is important to view ethical knowledge and action from an interrelated perspec-
tive. as educators work towards supporting the ethical agency of learners and collea-
gues, it is useful to understand this connection and view ethical knowledge as an 
interrelated set of ethical dimensions: ethical awareness, ethical sensitivity, ethical 
confidence and ethical efficacy as illustrated in figure 2.

figure 2.
ethical Knowledge and action (smith, 2014)

ethically aware educators are able to consciously view, interpret and analyze ex-
perience from an ethical perspective. they innately see and understand experiences 
through an ethical lens. these educators are able to recognize the ethical dimensions 
and issues associated with situations, interactions, policies and practices. they are 
“awake” to the ethicality that is inherent within life experiences.

ethical sensitivity enables educators to understand and respond to ethical ex-
periences with a depth of compassion and empathy. narveaz (2006) has described 
ethical sensitivity as being a combination of ethical skills that lead to ethical action.  
the skills associated with ethical sensitivity include being able to interpret emo-
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tions, perspective taking, responding to diversity, connecting to others through care, 
preventing social bias, working with interpersonal and group differences, generating 
options and interpretations and identifying consequences of options and actions.

educators are more able to recognize ethical challenges and issues and gain ethi-
cal confidence as their ethical awareness and sensitivity deepen. This ethical confi-
dence enables educators to more consistently question and interrogate practices and 
policies that are unjust, unfair, inequitable or exclusive. Ethical efficacy becomes the 
driving force for educators as they come to believe and trust that they can make an 
ethical difference through exercising decisions, mobilizing resources and engaging 
in specific actions that ultimately and undoubtedly lead to an ethical stance. 

educators contribute to an ethical school culture when they mindfully and res-
pectfully support, extend and scaffold the ethical awareness, sensitivity, confidence 
and efficacy of learners and colleagues.  Processes that incorporate critical reflec-
tion, open dialogue and utilize the actual lived ethical challenges of educators can 
be catalytic forces for fostering ongoing ethical formation and for nurturing ethical 
cultures within schools and school systems.

ethical capacity Building Processes

“it became readily apparent that there remains much work to do. as they say, 
however, the ‘longest journey begins with the first step’ and clearly we took a giant 
step forward at this summer ethical leadership institute” (ontario College of tea-
chers, 2014, p. 7). the ethical standards for the teaching profession (ontario Colle-
ge of teachers, 2006a) provide a solid ethical framework for guiding the ethical 
practice of educators. ongoing education in ethics enables educators to effectively 
respond to the many multifaceted ethical challenges encountered in practice by ac-
tivating highly informed professional judgment which serves to inform and guide 
ethical decisions and actions.

processes designed to enhance the collective ethical capacity of the teaching 
profession involved ongoing education in ethics and ethical leadership and integra-
ting this education within Additional Qualification (AQ) courses and accreditation 
practices. the College supported a variety of inquiry based educative processes to 
advance the ethical knowledge and action of educators within the contexts of initial 
teacher education, continuing teacher education, leadership development and pro-
fessional practice. 

Educative processes that involved critical reflection and dialogue focused on the 
lived ethical experiences of educators have proven highly effective for increasing 
ethical sensitivity, efficacy and confidence. The College’s ethical resources, educa-
tive processes and continuing teacher education policy guidelines help to provide 
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ongoing education in ethics based upon the ethical standards. educative processes 
for advancing and mobilizing the ethical knowledge, awareness and sensitivity of 
initial teacher education candidates and experienced educators have included,

•	 ethical inquiry process - figure 3
•	 framework for ethical decision-making – table 3 
•	 Ethical Leadership and Practice: Reflective Inquiry Matrix – Table 4.
•	 ethical Consensus Workshops –table 5, table 6
•	 ethical institutes for teacher educators
•	 Ethical Leadership Profile Typology – Table 7, Figure 4
•	 narrative-based resources and ethical leadership institutes
•	 aQ Course policy development and accreditation practices 

these various ethical inquiry methods invite educators to identify and inves-
tigate the tensions, issues and dilemmas inherent within professional practice that 
occur within an educational landscape that is publicly committed to an equitable 
and emancipatory education of all. the written narratives, cases, visual narratives, 
completed ethical decision making frameworks, collective ethical profiles and the 
reflective comments and feedback received from participants illuminate the signifi-
cance and importance of providing educators with ongoing and varied opportunities 
to delve deep into their ethical knowledge and to engage in a variety of emancipatory 
educative processes designed to foster ethical professionality.

ethical inquiry Processes

i had not previously realized how important ethical inquiry and analysis was to 
ethical practice until this ethical leadership institute. i found it to be a thought pro-
voking exercise in consensus building, narrative inquiry, and realized that the dialo-
gic ethical inquiry cycle was a process i needed to incorporate into my daily practice. 
i came away very impressed, and eager to move the process further along for both 
myself and the school community. (ontario College of teachers, 2014, p. 35)

ethically responsible educators are adept at incorporating ethical analysis and 
critique as core dimensions of their thinking and reasoning (duigan, 2006). these 
educators are conscious of the impact and implications of their decisions and actions 
(smith & goldblatt, 2009). ethical inquiry processes serve as catalysts for profes-
sional learning designed to support educators’ ethical criticality, ethical analysis and 
acquisition of new ethical insights and perspectives. the following ethical inquiry 
process (figure 3) was initially designed for use within an ethical leadership summer 
institute involving fifty participants. Given the success of this inquiry tool to invoke 
deep critical reflection and inform ethical knowledge, it was then incorporated into 
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a teacher education resource, Exploring Interprofessional Collaboration and Ethi-
cal Leadership (ontario College of teachers, 2015a). several professions are now 
using this resource to support interprofessional collaboration and ethical leadership 
within practice. it is also being employed as a resource within the initial education 
of various professions.

figure 3.
ethical inquiry process (smith, 2013) 

 framework for ethical Decision Making

“i gained deeper understanding of several frameworks for understanding and 
exploring ethical issues and challenges” (ontario College of teachers, 2012, p. 12). 
The decisions and actions of educators can be significantly informed through the use 
of ethical frameworks (smith & goldblatt, 2009). the use of ethical decision-ma-
king frameworks can assist educator’s reflexivity. The framework for ethical deci-
sion-making (table 3) can serve as a guide to identifying issues, complexities, pers-
pectives, impacts and dimensions involved in making ethical decisions that serve 
all involved in a situation. It also helps to surface the personal values that influence 
decisions and actions. 
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table 3.
framework for ethical decision-making (smith, 2001)

this particular ethical decision-making framework has been used for seventeen 
years in every principal qualification course in the province. Principal course ins-
tructors and course candidates continue to comment on the significance of this ethi-
cal inquiry tool for guiding and informing their ethical decision-making processes. 
the process of explicating and critically discussing the individual values and prin-
ciples guiding the decisions of educators when confronted with an ethical dilemma 
or challenge has been viewed as an essential benefit of this ethical decision-making 
framework,

the most important dimension of this framework is having principal course can-
didates identify their own values related to situations. inviting them to share and 
discuss these values and the principles that influence their judgements helps to make 
their values visible for reflection and scrutiny. (Ontario College of Teachers, 2018c, 
p. 23)

the use of the framework for ethical decision-making also serves to open conver-
sations related to how practitioners negotiate the complex ethical landscape inherent 
within educational practices using their own individual ethical frames of reference 
and the collective frame of the Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profession (onta-
rio College of teachers, 2006a).
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Ethical Leadership and Practice: Reflective Inquiry Matrix

 The matrix highlights specific areas that I can reflect on and explore as I work 
with our school community to foster ethical knowledge and an ethical school culture. 
it is also a tool i can share with teachers and use with our community of inquiry. 
(ontario College of teachers, 2018c, p. 19)

 A reflective inquiry matrix focused on ethical leadership and practice can 
serve as a tool for educators to contemplate and explore school culture, pedagogies 
and learning from an ethical perspective. the matrix invites educators to inquire 
into professional practice from an integrative ethical lens. the intersection of both 
the individual and collective perspectives and actions of educators are illuminated 
within the matrix inquiries. The Reflective Inquiry Matrix (Table 4) was designed 
to support practicing school principals in fostering ethical professionality within 
schools and to help nurture an ethical culture within these complex environments. 
the matrix invites school principals to consider important elements related to ethi-
cal school cultures: ethical spaces, ethical pedagogies, ethical reflection, and ethical 
dialogue. it also encourages the utilization of ethical lens when developing and im-
plementing educational policies and practices. 
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table 4.
Ethical Leadership: Reflective Inquiry Matrix (Smith, 2016)

ethical leadership consensus workshops

the ethical leadership Consensus Workshop (table 5 and 6) methodology has 
been consistently employed as a collective knowledge creation process for explo-
ring the core dimensions of ethical leadership with initial teacher education candi-
dates, practicing teachers and educational leaders. this methodology supports the 
co-construction of knowledge and the democratization of voices that are essential 
for ethical professional practice. this conceptual framework illuminates the collec-
tive ethical knowledge, insight and thinking of educators and can reveal gaps in 
thinking and understanding, thus making it an educative tool for addressing areas of 
further ethical scaffolding for the educators involved.
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table 5.
ethical leadership Consensus Workshop (ontario College of teachers, 2012)  
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table 6. self- regulation and Collective ethical professionalism – Consensus Workshop (ontario 
College of teachers, 2014) 

 



table 6.
self- regulation and Collective ethical professionalism – Consensus Workshop 
(ontario College of teachers, 2014)
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educators consistently identify the consensus workshop methodology as being 
transformative as it visually reveals the collective ethical wisdom of the group and 
invites deep reflection related to ethical leadership and practice. It also clearly illus-
trates the ethical stance of the group. teacher educators, school leaders and graduate 
course instructors immediately embrace this methodology as a valuable tool for ex-
ploring the complex and interrelated dimensions of ethical practice.

ethical institutes for teacher educators

I need to begin with myself as an Additional Qualification course 
designer and instructor . . . i need to ask myself a series of questions: 
What do i value in this course for adults? What are my biases? What 
are my privileges? What is my understanding of anti-oppressive 
educational frameworks? What worldviews am i planning to include? 
Who is represented in this course? Who is not being represented? how 
am i fostering agency? how is the voice of the learner being privileged 
in the course?

—ontario College of teachers, 2018b, p. 14 

ethical institutes are educative forums designed to invite educators and teacher 
educators to critically explore the ethical dimensions inherent within their professio-
nal practice alongside colleagues. the institutes are offered in a variety of formats 
and include classroom teachers, vice principals, principals, supervisory officers and 
teacher educators. the formats include ethical case writing, narrative discussions, 
open space technology, consensus workshops and world café conversations. many 
teacher education resources (table 8) have been co-constructed with institute parti-
cipants during these inquiry-based professional learning sessions. to date, approxi-
mately 400 teacher educators who support continuing teacher education in ontario 
have participated in a series of ethical practice institutes intended to foster conver-
sations and reflection upon how they intentionally foster an ethical stance, ethical 
knowledge and ethical practices within additional teaching qualification courses for 
educators. these institutes have explored themes such as Integrating Indigenous 
Perspectives, Adopting an Inquiry-Based Stance, Intentional Design in Adult Edu-
cation Courses and Critical Pedagogy and Anti-Oppressive Frameworks. the tea-
cher educators complete feedback forms identifying key professional insights they 
gained from the institute and generate priorities for their individual action plans re-
lated to how ethical concepts and practices can be more explicitly and intentionally 
integrated into the adult education courses they design and facilitate for educators. 
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Key professional insights that teacher educators have shared during these insti-
tutes reveal intentions to make significant shifts in practice, commitments to engage 
in more consciously explicit inquiries using a critical lens and plans to transform 
their course design to include anti-oppressive frameworks. 

 the following are some examples of key professional insights articulated by 
teacher educators. The first example illustrates the role a critical and ethical stance 
can have in course design,

i see teaching as a political act. there is no neutral act or neutral thinking. 
i need to ask, who is marginalized? Who is served? i try to get people 
to dig deep into their own thinking and actions. an anti-oppressive 
approach is decolonization. decolonization from an indigenous rights 
perspective shouldn’t be mixed up with settler based anti-oppressive 
pedagogies. in a book study, i use key theorists from anti-oppressive 
frameworks such as gloria ladson-Billings and geneva gay. (ontario 
College of teachers, 2018b, p. 28)

the next illustration reveals the importance of personal investigation and explo-
ration within course design and course facilitation,

i now recognize that including a module in the course design that 
starts with the personal is vital. Through reflective practice I can invite 
the educators to unpack biases and stereotypes and look at issues of 
power and privilege and how that impacts instructional decisions, what 
programs we design, how we interact with learners and their families 
and the legacies they are bringing with them and how we honour that in 
the classroom. (ontario College of teachers, 2018b, p. 28)

the last example, reveals the internal thinking of one teacher educator who critically 
reflects on her experience as a course designer within the institute as she contemplates 
including ethical approaches into her teacher education practices,

As an Additional Qualification (AQ) course developer I did not take 
critical pedagogy or anti-oppressive approaches into consideration 
in the design of these courses for teachers. this priority should have 
come to mind and been at the forefront as I reflected on the conceptual 
framework for the courses i designed. i recognize now that critical 
pedagogy and anti-oppressive approaches needs to be ‘infused’ into 
each aQ course. i plan to re-design the courses with these perspectives 
in mind. (ontario College of teachers, 2018b, p. 89)
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Ethical Leadership Profile Typology

I have to say that the ethical profile presentation last weekend at the 
principal’s qualification course was very powerful, so thanks again. 
I’m looking forward to this opportunity for self-reflection and learning 
as I explore my own ethical profile in the context of my professional 
practice. 

—ontario College of teachers, 2014, p. 33

 to date, close to 3,000 initial teacher education candidates and experienced 
educators have completed an ethical leadership profile (Langois, 2012). These ethi-
cal leadership profiles provide a summary of each individual’s ethical orientations 
related to the ethical leadership dimensions outlined by starratt (2004) and lan-
glois (2007, 2009, 2012). these leadership dimensions are characterized through the 
Ethic of Justice, Ethic of Care and Ethic of Critique (starratt, 2004). the ethical lea-
dership profile also includes a typology of ethical competence (Table 7 and Figure 
4), (langlois & lapointe, 2010) as well as a suggested action plan for continued 
development related to ethical knowledge and sensitivity.

table 7.
typology of an ethical Competency (langlois & lapointe, 2010) 
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table 7. typology of an ethical Competency (langlois & lapointe, 2010)  

development of an ethical 
Competency/score  definition/meaning  

traces Your ethical leadership profile shows attitudes which tend toward the following ethical 
dimensions: (justice, critique or care) 1 à 3,5 

eMerGence Your ethical leadership profile indicates the emergence of the following ethical dimensions: 
(justice, critique or care) 3,6 à 4,4 

Presence Your ethical profile indicates an ethical leadership geared toward the following ethical 
dimensions (justice, critique or care).  You are able to perceive ethical challenges when 
facing ethical dilemmas and to demonstrate ethical sensitivity. 4,5 à 4,8 

consoliDation Your ethical leadership profile indicates that the following ethical dimensions are being 
consolidated: (justice, critique, care).  these dimensions are actualized in both your reflection 
and your day-to-day professional behaviour and practice.  You are aware of ethical stakes and 
perceive interesting solutions. Your ethical competency is well consolidated.   4,9 à 5,5 

oPtiMisation Your ethical profile indicates that you demonstrate optimal ethical leadership and that you 
fully exercise your professional judgment. Your ethical competency is well consolidated and 
you are able to make a valuable ethical contribution. 

5,6 à 6 

 

      
      figure 4. ethical Competency typology: from trace to optimization (langlois & lapointe, 2010) 

educators who engaged in this educative process consistently identify the ethical leadership 

profile and ethical competency typology as transformative. they recognize both the individual and 

systemic value of these tools for inquiring into and extending professional knowledge and action. 
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educators who engaged in this educative process consistently identify the ethical 
leadership profile and ethical competency typology as transformative. They reco-
gnize both the individual and systemic value of these tools for inquiring into and 
extending professional knowledge and action.

Narrative-Based Resources and Institutes

 students should become informed, rational and moral individuals who do 
not accept injustices but question them and for teachers to teach them this. they 
challenge educators to instill a social conscience that is both just and informed so that 
the next generation will be one of moral righteousness. (ontario College of teachers, 
2018d, p. 3)

 the College has also created with both initial teacher education candidates 
and experienced educators a library of visual narratives, discussion guides, case-
books and written narratives (table 8) designed to support deep inquiry into the 
ethical dimensions associated with professional practice and to ultimately enhance 
ethical knowledge, sensitivity and action.  the lived experiences and ethical challen-
ges of educators become the core content of these resources.

 these ethical resources depict the diverse contexts in which educators prac-
tice as well as the lived complex tensions, challenges and dilemmas encounte-
red daily within schools. Twenty-five ethical leadership institutes have also been 
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designed which have enabled educators to collaboratively explore the ethical 
challenges inherent within professional practice alongside the support of collea-
gues. the lived ethical experiences of educators provide the core focus of these 
educative institutes. these institutes have resulted in the development of many 
ethical resources, which are currently being used within initial and continuing tea-
cher education and professional practice. these teacher education resources in-
clude two published books, three resource kits, 11 visual narratives, four discus-
sion guides and 12 ethical inquiry booklets. 140,000 posters depicting the ethical 
standards of Care, Trust, Respect and Integrity through anishinaabe art as well 
as the accompanying discussion guide (ontario College of teachers, 2016) have 
been requested by members of the teaching community and the public. these 
posters are being used as pedagogical tools throughout teacher education, leadership 
development courses and in classrooms across the province. a first nation educa-
tion director sent the following email requesting copies of these ethical standards 
posters,

i would like to send a set of the ethical posters to the schools within our school 
board for display in their buildings:

-Wasaho Cree nation school in fort severn, on;

-Victoria linklater memorial school in north spirit lake, on;

-deer lake first nation school in deer lake, on;

-ahgwahbuush memorial school in poplar hill, on;

-Keewaywin school in Keewaywin, on;

-Keewaytinook internet high school in thunder Bay, on; and

-Keewaytinook Okimakanak Board of Education (KOBE) office in  
   Balmertown,on.

 i would also like the large ethical poster sizes for our first nations private 
schools to display within our school communities. (personal communication, 2017)

 the ethical teacher education resources developed by the College with the 
profession serve as catalysts for fostering ethical conversations and for advancing 
ethical knowledge. The following reflection illuminates how one educator creates 
meaning from viewing Caring for Haiti, one of the College’s ethical leadership vi-
sual narratives, 

pere has a vision for haiti.  he wants to see an education system where 
students will graduate with not only high academic achievement but 
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also ethical standards that will allow them to serve their country with 
integrity and intelligence and to bring change in an honorable way. 
(ontario College of teachers, 2018d, p. 3)

this same visual narrative which was developed by a school principal invokes 
ethical reflection by another educator who connects this narrative to her own practice, 

i strive to achieve this in my classroom by modeling an atmosphere 
of mutual respect, practicing care and compassion, stimulating their 
desire to be contributing members within the classroom in open forum 
discussions on moral dilemmas, informing them of what others have 
done before them (for example, Craig Kielburger and ryan Wells) and 
how they can work towards social justice and change. (ontario College 
of teachers, 2018d, p. 3)

Additional Qualification Course Policy Development and Accreditation

it made me aware that having the same skin colour as another 
individual did not necessarily translate to sharing the same thinking, 
and/or having the same values or ethics. subsequently, i attended many 
equity workshops to improve my understanding of how my own life 
journey played such an integral part in shaping the new teacher that i 
had become. This in turn led me to additional qualification courses in 
special education.

—ontario College of teachers, 2018a, p. 52

ethical capacity building is also integrated into the College’s policy development 
and accreditation processes for aQ courses for educators in ontario. the College 
is responsible for collaboratively developing policy guidelines for aQ courses for 
teachers. there are currently 374 aQ courses available in english and 374 available 
in french for educators in ontario. each year, approximately 39,000 teachers take 
these courses. the College, along with the teaching profession, educational partners 
and members of the public develop aQ course guidelines which identify the essen-
tial professional knowledge, skills and practices associated with each individual aQ. 
learners from grade four to university level  have participated in this provincial po-
licy development process and this has conveyed significant messages regarding how 
teacher education policy can be approached can be informed through the inclusion 
of learners’ voices and perspectives. ethical dimensions associated with each do-
main of teaching become core conversations in the aQ policy development process.
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the Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profession (ontario College of teachers, 
2006a) form the foundation of each of these aQ courses. ethical knowledge, peda-
gogies and practices are also explicitly integrated into each aQ course guideline. 
the College’s ethical resources for teacher education (table 8) are referenced in 
each aQ guideline and course designers and instructors are encouraged to use these 
materials in their courses. ethical concepts that can be found in all aQ courses (on-
tario College of teachers, 2018e) include,

• advancing a culture of critical inquiry that collectively examines biases, 
assumptions, beliefs and understandings associated with teaching and 
learning within the context of this Additional Qualification

• promoting a culture of shared leadership that thoughtfully examines critical 
pedagogy as a theoretical foundation associated with multiple ways of 
knowing and being in community

• cultivating an ethical culture that openly engages in critical reflection and 
dialogue to enhance collective ethical leadership, ethical sensitivity and 
ethical efficacy

• nurturing a culture of ethical leadership that critically inquires into practices 
to promote responsible and active environmental stewardship, ecological 
consciousness, social justice and democratic citizenship within local, 
national and global contexts

• fostering a community of shared leadership committed to critically inquiring 
into how the school and/or system promotes openness to innovation, change, 
culturally-inclusive pedagogies and the democratization of knowledge

• cultivating a culture of inquiry and dialogue related to individual and 
systemic manifestations of power and privilege and their implications for 
teaching and learning. 

the course guidelines are used by aQ course providers to design individual aQ 
courses for teachers. these courses are then submitted to the College for accredita-
tion. in the accreditation process, the College is looking for alignment between the 
course submitted by the aQ provider and the aQ guideline issued by the College. 
this is an opportunity to assess the extent to which the ethical standards, ethical pe-
dagogies/andragogies and ethical concepts are explicitly integrated into the theoreti-
cal framework of the course, into the learning opportunities and inquiries embedded 
within the course and to review how the resources used in the course support ethi-
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cal knowledge, leadership and practice. For instance, the Principal’s Qualification 
program (pQp) is based on a Critical theoretical framework that supports ethical 
concepts and practices,

the adoption of a critical pedagogical lens and an inquiry stance are 
core theoretical underpinnings of the pQp. Course candidates will be 
invited throughout the course to engage in critical reflection as they 
explore a variety of leadership theories central to creating and sustaining 
ethical, equitable, just, inclusive, engaging and empowering learning 
environments. (ontario College of teachers, 2017a, p.5)

the accreditation process for this aQ involves inquiring into the course submis-
sion to ascertain how these ethical concepts are incorporated and addressed within 
the course designed to prepare future school leaders.

an integrative approach to ethical formation of the teaching profession becomes 
apparent as the ethical concepts that emerge from the lived experiences of educa-
tors become explicitly identified in the AQ policy guidelines. These concepts are 
then further supported through the inclusion of the College’s ethical inquiry pro-
cesses and ethical resources within aQ courses. finally, the accreditation process 
then serves to further reinforce the significance of the inclusion of ethical concepts 
and practices within the aQs.

Emancipatory Educative Processes: Significance

i would love to have the anishinaabe representations of the ethical standards 
posters in the large size for our school on Walpole island first nation. i am inte-
rested in completing the ethical assessment as well as receiving feedback on how to 
improve other ethical dimensions of my practice (personal communication, 2017).

The significance of the College taking a leadership role in fostering the collective 
ethical capacity of the teaching profession is clearly depicted through the increased 
ethical agency of the educators involved in the various educative processes, the de-
velopment of many resources that support ethical inquiry and in the submission of 
additional qualification courses for accreditation that explicitly incorporate modules 
on ethics, anti-oppressive frameworks and critical pedagogies. 

the ethical standards resources (table 8) that have been developed with the pro-
fession are consistently used within the contexts of initial teacher education, conti-
nuing teacher education, leadership development and within professional practice. 
they are also core components of the accreditation processes for both initial and 
continuing teacher education in ontario. integrated together, these processes, prac-
tices and policies support the ongoing ethical formation of the collective teaching 
profession.
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The ethical institutes, profiles and teacher education resources have served as 
catalysts for fostering the ethical leadership of educators. educators with a deeply 
integrated ethical knowledge and volition are more likely to advocate for and provi-
de an equitable and emancipatory education for all. educators engaged in the ethical 
leadership institutes have recommended that the College continue to support tea-
chers’ ongoing education related to ethical knowledge, sensitivity and action. the 
extremely important role of ethics education throughout the continuum of teacher 
education and ongoing professional learning continues to be strongly punctuated by 
all educators involved in the College’s ethical education processes, aQ policy deve-
lopment practices and in the accreditation of aQs. 

the      College’s educative efforts to support the ongoing enforcement of the ethical 
standards and advance the collective ethical formation of the teaching profession 
through engaging in a diversity of emancipatory professional education processes, 
provincial capacity building approaches and knowledge mobilization efforts have 
been highly successful and promising. 

It is evident from practitioners’ own reflections that the institutes, ethical pro-
files, ethical frameworks and inquiry-based resources are opportunities for educators 
to actively engage in the ethical self-regulatory work of the College and to support 
the collective ethical capacity of the profession. one educator expressed, “i gained a 
better understanding of my ethical knowledge and how i can better support an ethi-
cal organizational culture as an educational leader” (ontario College of teachers, 
2012, p. 2).

it is also becoming more apparent that practitioners that have engaged in critical 
inquiry related to ethical professional practice are coming to understand the Ethical 
Standards for the Teaching Profession in deeper ways and are engaging in intentio-
nal practices related to ethical professionality. this is evidenced in the teacher edu-
cation resources developed by educators, in the aQ courses that are being submitted 
for accreditation and in the explicit inclusion of ethical concepts and pedagogies 
within teacher education additional qualification course guidelines.

Conversations regarding ethical professionalism continue to emerge through the 
multiplicity of knowledge mobilization efforts employed by the College. The signifi-
cance of these conversations is affirmed when educators share their understanding of 
the importance of ethical professionalism as a result of being involved in educative 
opportunities designed to ignite ethical reflection and  dialogue and are committed to 
taking responsibility and action for nurturing ethical consciousness, 

 
as educators, we are called to instill moral values and have the power to 
foster the ‘beautiful ethical souls’ within our students. When we nurture 
the ethical spirit within our students, we can speak to their conscience 
and social responsibility. (ontario College of teachers, 2018d, p2) 
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fostering the ongoing ethical formation of the teaching profession is a shared 
social responsibility. it requires an ethical commitment and the embodiment of an 
ethical stance on the part individual educators, school boards, teacher education pro-
grams, ministries of education and teacher organizations. ethical practice is infor-
med through ethical consciousness, ethical knowledge, ethical sensitivity and ethical 
insight. ongoing education in ethics is a collective task that must be emerge as a top 
priority for all educational institutions.

a secondary school educator who contributed to a College teacher education 
resource entitled, Strengthening the Vision: A Critical Discourse on the Ethical Stan-
dards for the Teaching profession (ontario College of teachers, 2017b) shared his 
understanding of teaching as an ethical profession that requires ongoing ethical for-
mation. he views dialogue as central to this process and recognizes the importance 
of interactive frameworks and the intersectionality of experiences in this shared pur-
suit for ethical professionality, 

the Ethical Standards for the Teaching Profession is the first stage 
in terms of authenticating education as an ethical profession. the 
Ethical Standards not only identifies the inherent ethical and social 
responsibilities within the teaching profession, but it also shapes 
the core identity of a professional educator. it is designed to inspire 
dialogue among educators to develop the notion that education is 
an ethical profession. sources for this dialogue may originate from 
personal anecdotes, interpretations of legislation, or knowledge from 
other theoretical frameworks within education. Without this interactive 
framework, educators’ understanding of ethics would default to a 
realm of subjectivism, limiting their range of ethical and academic 
responsibilities. (personal communication, 2017)
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Classroom Practice: A Teacher’s Story Booklet 2 
Vignettes from practice Booklet 3 

facilitating a standards professional learning session Booklet 4 
Cases from daily practice Booklet 5 

dimensions of practice Booklet 6 
dVd Category: teacher education 

Video: Classroom Practice:  A Teacher’s Story multi media resource 

dVd Category: teacher education 
Video: district school Board multi media resources 

dVd Category: teacher education 
Video: Continuing teacher education multi media resources 

dVd Category: teacher education 
Video: initial teacher education multi media resources 

dVd Category: educational leadership 
Video: part i: exploring ethical dilemmas multi media resources 

dVd Category: educational leadership 
Video: part ii: Case discussion multi media resources 

dVd Category: educational leadership 
Video: part iii: Case Writing multi media resources 

dVd Category: self-regulation in the public intereset 
Video: parents talk about effective teaching multi media resources 

ethical standards In Practice  
resource title description 

standards in practice: a resource for educators facilitators guide 
Casework inquiry for educators Booklet 1 

exploring ethical Knowledge through inquiry Booklet 2 
reflecting on practice through a Case script and a Case scenario Booklet 3 

learning from experience: supporting Beginning teachers and Mentors resources 
resource title description 

Facilitator’s Guide Booklet 1 
using the Case method in induction Booklet 2 

exploring professional practice with Beginning and mentor teachers: 
Vignettes 

Booklet 3 

implementing a new teacher induction Workshop Booklet 4 
research summary Booklet 5 

exploring ethical leadership & Practice 
resource title description 

Cases for teacher development: 
preparing for the Classroom 

Casebook 

 
 

Casebook guide for teacher education 

Casebook guide: this educative 
guide is intended to support 

implementation of the casebook:  
Cases for teacher development – 

preparing for the Classroom 
exploring leadership and ethical practice through professional inquiry leadership development Book 

 
foundations of professional practice Booklet 

ethical standards for the teaching profession and standards of practice for the 
teaching profession standards poster 

Principal’s Story: 
one at a time digital story 

exploring ethical professional relationships: a self-reflective resource leadership development Book 
inquiring into the ethical dimensions of professional practice guidebook for educators 

a self-reflective professional learning tool guidebook for educators  
exploring interprofessional Collaboration and ethical leadership guidebook for educators 

acting on our ethics: 
Caring for haiti digital story 

acting on our ethics: Caring for haiti  discussion guide  
Voices of Wisdom digital story 

Knowledge Keepers Visual narrative and discussion 
guide 

exploring the ethical standards for the teaching profession through 
anishinaabe art Book 

exploring the standards of practice for the teaching profession through 
anishinaabe art Book 
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Is the aPPLIed ethICs Framework 
reLevant to teaChers’ 
ProFessIonaL ethICs?

franCe Jutras

the requirement of an ethical behaviour is tied to many fields of practice, 
and concerns more particularly people’s interpersonal relationships at work. 
Teachers most certainly fit in this category. Not only their work is complex 

and multidimensional, but also teachers must constantly make spur-of-the-moment 
decisions. society expects them to behave in a professional manner that is morally 
irreproachable. No matter the level of education in which they find themselves, their 
actions have consequences upon people’s development. this is the reason why they 
must examine and question their actions, self-evaluating in order to auto-regulate the 
courses of actions they set into place and the ways they behave in their interactions 
with others in their work area.

an overview of the results of conceptual and empirical studies on this topic 
shows that teachers’ professional ethics can neither be based solely on the mea-



ning of work, the end purpose of each action, nor only on the various regulatory 
frameworks to which they are subject. it requires exercising professional judgment. 
from the start, the question asked in plato’s meno remains of current interest be-
cause it concerns the sources of morally acceptable behaviours:

Can you tell me, socrates, whether virtue is acquired by teaching or by practice; 
or if neither by teaching nor practice, then whether it comes to man by nature, or in 
what other way? (plato, 1994)

this line of questioning relates to Kohlberg’s famous work on moral develop-
ment. like piaget, who inspired his empirical studies, Kohlberg shares the presuppo-
sition that intelligence is a natural part of individuals. these researchers have shown 
that moral development takes place while people who are confronted with the same 
situation discuss it from the perspective of their practical reasoning (legault, 2016). 
in this perspective, the deliberation process may lead to better understanding and 
decision making in situations containing moral stakes. this is related to the develop-
ment of professional judgement. in this chapter, in order to understand the relevance 
of the general framework of applied or practical ethics to the teaching profession 
we first present an overview of this framework and show how it integrates profes-
sional ethics. then, we examine the professional relationship in light of this general 
framework. finally, we analyse how it sheds light on teachers’ professional ethics, 
and their training in this regard. the examples examined are taken from the context 
of teacher practice and training in Quebec.

applied or Practical ethics

throughout the 20th century, discussions surrounding ethics were not limited to 
academic debates on moral philosophy or fundamental ethics. events such as the nu-
remberg trial after World War ii, developments such as biotechnologies that introduced 
the use of techniques to save and prolong lives and the advent of pluralist societies — 
no longer defined by a single conception of good and evil — have revealed limits in 
normative points of reference and traditional ethics, or even the necessity of thinking 
otherwise. in this section, we present how an interdisciplinary approach was deve-
loped to reflect novel situations that concern morality in order to make informed deci-
sions. We explain how this approach gave rise to the expressions “applied ethics” and  
“practicalethics” in order to distinguish this kind of ethical perspective of reasoning 
from a more traditional kind tied to philosophical speculation.

Development of Applied Ethics or Practical Ethics in North America

in general, ethics concerns the assessment of human behaviour and, more particu-
larly, of those that have consequences on others. the philosophical tradition includes 
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normative ethics — the study of principles that should guide our existence (gensler, 
2002) — and meta-ethics — the philosophical foundations of how we define good-
ness, fairness, and duty (gerbier, 2003). But this analytical, theoretical, and abstract 
tradition proved insufficient with respect to contemporary moral problems rooted in 
real, novel, and controversial situations whose social repercussions are considerable. 
shehadi and rosenthal (1988) provide a large number of examples of situations for 
which solutions had to be found or at least for which provisional decisions had to be 
made from the 1960s on in the united states: euthanasia, abortion, genetic research, 
nuclear weapons and war, the moral responsibility of businesses, moral influence on 
politics, professional conduct, ways of allocating public funds, human responsibility 
for animals, the environment and future generations, racism, sexism, and positive 
discrimination. in short, a set of social situations posed a moral problem because the 
line between what was morally acceptable and unacceptable was being disrupted. 
philosophers, theologians, jurists, sociologists, and anthropologists were called on 
to participate in the analysis of concrete situations and practical problems not only to 
help find solutions to problems, but also in order to create new models for reflecting 
that take into consideration the context and possible consequences of the actions 
contemplated for making decisions.

During the 1970s, the field of applied ethics became well rooted in three sec-
tors corresponding with very distinct fields of interest: bioethics, professional ethics 
(including business ethics), and ethics related to the environment. parizeau (2004) 
considers that these sectors are related to three major concerns in our industrialized 
societies: advances in biomedicine, socio-economic relations with respect to human 
rights in societies, and the future of the planet’s natural balance.

First, the meaning of applied ethics has to be clarified. One may intuitively think 
that the notion of applied ethics refers to the application of a theory of ethics to a 
concrete situation. in other words, to solve a moral problem within a complex si-
tuation or a grey area, principles stemming from a theory that is relevant may be 
applied in a situation to solve a problem. and yet, the importance given to the ana-
lysis of the context of the problem and the consequences resulting from a decision 
shows the contrary. rather than to apply a theoretical ethics model according to a 
deductive model to solve the problem, the purpose of the analysis is to attain the best 
solution in the specific practical circumstances (Legault, 2016). The emphasis is put 
on the analytical aspects more than the search of the right theory or model to reach 
the decision. however, one is correct to think that analysis within this framework 
has a normative purpose, particularly by considering the real or future consequences 
of an action. in this sense, it has common aspects with teleological moral theories, 
such as utilitarianism and consequentialism. What characterizes the applied ethics 
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framework is the analytical process centered on deliberation to solve moral practical 
problems linked to action in particular contexts (legault, 2006).

Professional ethics as a sector of applied or Practical ethics

the expansion of applied or practical ethics came not only from work in north 
america, but also from the united Kingdom, germany, and australia. Because of 
the significance granted to the context, some sociocultural dimensions related to its 
development have clearly left their mark on the applied ethics framework and on the 
conceptions associated with it. for example, dubar, tripier and Boussard’s (2015) 
analyses suggest elements for interpreting sociological models of work shaped by 
the history of religious ideas and of work activities as actions taken on the world and 
forms of economic and political organization. these authors begin by contrasting 
two theoretical models of work from the reform and Counter-reform in europe: 
professional bodies similar to the catholic-based model of professional bodies in 
France and that of the brotherhood or guilds derived from Germanic law and puritan 
tradition’s collegial model. the model of professional bodies is more holistic since, 
according to its state, everybody can find a place within the hierarchy. The second 
is more individualistic because it is tied to god’s call to each person to follow their 
vocation in order to achieve salvation here on earth. they present a third model, 
that puts the two previous models in contrast because it is not linked to religion, but 
rather to the free market economy and english parliamentary democracy. this is the 
liberal model according to which work is perceived as a source of individual and col-
lective wealth within a market economy. finally, the authors confront the liberal mo-
del with a fourth model, the marxist social model, a utopia in favour of social justice. 
the models can overlap. for example, in Quebec, because of our history, language 
and geography, it is possible to observe the coexistence of french and anglo-saxon 
conceptions, which has repercussions on the conception of professional ethics.

professional ethics covers a very large part of social life. Because of cutbacks 
in the number of employees needed for agricultural production and because of the 
relocation of manufacturing companies to countries where labourers’ wages are 
lower, the transformation of economies in Western countries during the 20th centu-
ry was marked by the development of the service sector. even services historically 
associated with religious community work, such as teaching and nursing, morphed 
into professional activities. the delivery of these services often requires specialized 
knowledge and competence, is, in this sense, professional. What was once done 
spontaneously through vocation, natural talent or experience was professionalized 
with theoretical and practical knowledge (legault, 1999). this is how initial and 
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continuing education that grants access to professions and limits their practice to 
those who hold those particular professional qualifications quickly became manda-
tory.

While the fact that our societies were structured according to service economies 
enabled new jobs and new professional practices to emerge, at the same time, people 
have been fighting to limit practices and fields of practices to specific professions, 
while excluding others — a phenomenon largely studied by functionalist sociology. 
lessard (1991) provides an explanation that sheds light on the north-american mo-
del of professionalization:

Professionalization defines the sociohistorical process through which 
a group of professionals, on the point of being implemented in a field 
of activity deemed important, and propelled by a strong and structured 
leadership, struggles to be recognized, to gain some legitimacy, and to 
reach the appropriate social status (i.e., high). more often than not, at 
least in established liberal professions that act as compulsory reference 
points, professionalization is perceived as being complete and crowned 
with success when a group of professionals achieve the near-monopoly 
of activities in their field, control training for and access to the profession, 
and enjoy great autonomy with respect to the conception and execution 
of their work. (p. 18)

 in Quebec, professional activities are structured within this model of profes-
sionalization that has been well defined by functionalist sociology. An Act regulates 
professions: the professional Code (2018). for example, to obtain the title of psycho-
logist and provide psychological services and treatments, a person must be a member 
in good standing of the order of psychologists. however, people who are not psycho-
logists can present themselves as therapists and offer therapies as long as they do not 
claim to do psychological therapy. although psychologists and therapists do not offer 
the same kind of intervention, their clients depend on them for particular needs that 
the clients cannot meet by themselves. the same can be said for different categories 
of professional services.When a profession is recognized under the law in Quebec, an 
association must bring its members together in a professional corporation. one of the 
mandates of a corporation is to clarify professional ethics related to the field of practice 
of the profession in question and its core values. for example, for medical doctors, the  
fundamental value is health; for lawyers, protecting legal rights; and for journalists, 
informing the public. When we deal with a professional, we expect them to respect 
the core values of their profession and professional practice (goldman, 2004). But 
professional ethics goes even further; it includes a reflection, according to Parizeau 
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(2004), on practical or socioprofessional problems that members of a profession 
may face and, more broadly, on the social role of the profession, its responsibili-
ties, its purpose, its goals, its attitude toward risk and the environment. in short, 
professional ethics concerns both the professionalism on which each professional’s 
practice is based and the profession’s mission in society. for example, we expect all 
journalists to demonstrate professional ethics when they write articles and to act in 
line with the prevailing values in their profession, which is, journalism. it is in this 
sense, according to their field of practice and social mission, that each profession is 
informed or even defined by its own professional ethics. These dominant values and 
specific standards are explained in the code of ethics or code of good practice that 
each member of the profession must respect. in the case of complaints or shortco-
mings, a member can be sued or subject to sanctions should the complaint be proven.

from this perspective, professional ethics call on the profession’s purpose and the 
moral authority of peers to regulate the practice, professionalism being associated 
with the profession itself. however, with the transformation of management me-
thods in large businesses, another form of ethics has appeared: a business ethics cen-
tered on customer service (legault, 2006). this new kind of management concerns 
not only private businesses, but also public institutions such as health care facilities. 
the service relationship that characterizes professions then extends to the notion of 
customer service. in this way, many businesses and public organizations have deve-
loped documents that detail their mission, vision, and values. these documents are 
widely distributed to assert the uniqueness of the business or organization, to give 
indications as to the purpose of the work executed, and to develop management tools 
that make it possible to attain these goals. some will even write and adopt codes of 
ethics, showing their clients and customers that ethics is indeed a concern. When 
business ethics is included in the field of professional ethics, this professionalism 
concerns client or customer satisfaction. the logic behind this extension of the ser-
vice relationship between professionals and their clients into institutional profes-
sionalism has also evolved in the field of education. For example, although the law 
does not require it, school boards, public and private schools, and socioeducational 
facilities have drafted documents that declare their mission, vision, and values, and 
have even developed codes of ethics or codes of good practice in order to outline the 
basic professional behaviours expected in their field.

the conception of professional ethics that developed during the 20th century into 
the sector of applied ethics has taken root in actual situations of practice. legault 
(2016) summarizes its main traits: emphasis is placed on the decisions to be made in 
problematic situations; morals or ethics are at the heart of practical reasoning; dialo-
gical processes that are set up to help decision-making enable the people or groups 
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involved make collective decisions or agree on shared reasons. Before the analysis 
of the teaching profession and its professional ethics, we will examine a model of 
professional relationship that comes from the applied or practical ethics framework.

Professional relationships according to the applied ethics framework

professional ethics always concerns work oriented toward others. although it 
can be a business relationship (e.g., clients pay their consultation with a psycholo-
gist), a professional relationship targets the client’s well being and cannot simply be 
reduced to a mercantile relationship in which professionals are only looking after 
their own benefit. It is noteworthy that a professional relationship may be examined 
from a micromorality as well as form a macromorality perspective. micromorality 
concerns the relationship between a specific professional and a specific client in a 
specific context, whereas macromorality involves broader considerations particular 
to all of the members of a given professional group giving it a structure. figure 1 
provides our representation of professional ethics within a professional relationship. 
as hogan (2011) observes, the ethics of any practice must rely on “the inherent pur-
poses and the predicaments of the practice itself” (p. 38).

figure 1.
professional ethics Within a professional relationship
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the overall representation of professional ethics shows that each particular re-
lationship is part of a specific context as well as a larger social framework. The fact 
that this relationship is part of a social phenomenon illustrates the existence of pos-
sible forms of regulation for relationships and of professional expectations.

although, with the applied ethics framework, professional ethics and business 
ethics are part of the same category, we must set apart the client approach (welfare) 
from the consumer approach (business) within the relationship. as shown above, 
the professional relationship cannot be equated with a relationship between a sales-
person and a consumer. the very purpose of the relationship between a professio-
nal and a client is for the former to seek to solve the latter’s problem. Whether the 
issue is physical health or mental health, the management of property and rights, 
education or otherwise, clients recognize their need for a professional to intervene 
in order to solve their problem or attain their objectives. it is professionals’ access 
to knowledge, their knowledge itself, and their know-how that enable them to inter-
vene in a competent manner. in fact, this explains why a market is closed to all but 
those who are qualified to practise a given profession. In the sociological model of 
the regulation of the practice of professions, qualifications are based on two crite-
rions: the diploma that recognizes the training itself and the success at professional 
exams passed in order to become a member of a given profession.

postulating that a professional’s competence is used to harness the necessary 
knowledge to intervene according to a client’s specific need means that intervention 
itself rests on professional judgment. therefore, professionals must be able to dia-
gnose the problem or situation, choose the most appropriate intervention strategy 
for the circumstances, implement it, then assess its effects, and make adjustments 
or take the necessary corrective measures. this is where the quality of a professio-
nal relationship is put to the test: because a relationship of trust must be established 
between professionals and their clients, it is as much an issue of the quality of the 
intervention itself as it is of the quality of the communication and know-how applied 
to the relationship.

When clients do not possess the professional knowledge needed to solve pro-
blems and therefore call on professionals for help, it places them in a vulnerable 
position in relation to the professionals. although clients may gather information, 
they still do not possess the knowledge and tools that would allow them to forgo 
professional help. professionals hold knowledge that enables them to intervene ap-
propriately. According to Legault (2006), several mechanisms aim specifically to 
anticipate any deviation that would modify a professional relationship so that the 
power of helping clients transforms into power over clients — which opens a door 
to the abuse of power and other negative tendencies.
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in figure 1, the regulatory process is represented by the circles of professional 
ethics and of society, and the triangle of self-regulation. the representation of social 
regulation as a component of professional ethics within the professional relationship 
makes it possible to identify professional responsibility. professionals must not only 
be able to analyze a situation and harness their knowledge in order to make decisions 
that will lead to actions, but they must also be accountable for their decisions and 
interventions. they are accountable to someone at any given time: clients, collea-
gues, groups of peers, professionals from other fields, and the wider public. To be 
“accountable for” means being able to make decisions and actions from an eva-
luative perspective, that is, basing them on fundamental values and standards with 
respect to the profession’s purpose, and not only on how effective they are. ideal-
ly, professionals must self-regulate. however, because a professional relationship is 
fundamentally unequal where knowledge and the capacity to act are concerned, the 
risk of one side manipulating or instrumentalizing the other to reach one’s own goals 
is always present. This justifies the existence of explicit means to regulate ethics 
through standards, rules, and codes of ethics. the autonomy of professionals rests 
both on the ability to self-regulate according to one’s analysis of specific situations 
and on guidelines of professional practice that come from such broad frameworks. 
micro and macromorality meet where professional autonomy is present. this fun-
damental aspect of the regulation process associated with the ethical framework 
concerns all professionals, including teachers.

Professional ethics of teachers: the situation of teachers in Quebec

Because teachers in Quebec are not members of a professional corporation they 
do not share an explicit code of ethics, unlike other professionals who are required 
to be members of a corporation to hold a practice permit. social expectations of the 
teachers’ ethics are expressed in the education act (2018) and in the ministerial docu-
ment outlining their training (gouvernement du Québec, 2001) in which the compo-
nents of ethical competence are enumerated. they include the importance of showing 
others respect in their interpersonal relationship at work, accountability for one’s ac-
tions and capacity to detect values, analyze moral problems, and respect standards. 
methods of regulating teachers’ actions thus appear to come from knowledge acquisi-
tion, an educational practice based on guidelines predefined by the State, and confor-
mity with principles or standards. in this method of regulating actions, the state is the 
regulatory body, whereas with professional corporations, it is one’s peers. state-run 
social regulation does not provide the same kind of legitimacy as self-regulation by 
the group. in a professional corporation, one’s group of peers establishes guidelines 
collegially. they are used to guide one’s practice with a code of ethics usally mani-
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fested, on the one hand, in a document that defines the professional service and, on 
the other, accepted standards of practice. in the case of state-run regulation, educa-
tion policies and official documentation prescribe the desired professional conduct. 
the representation of professionalism is inevitably affected.

nevertheless, during the professionalization era, various stakeholders recognize 
the importance of professional ethics as a means of regulating teachers’ actions or 
practice: teachers, through their professional groups and unions; the state, by enume-
rating the necessary competencies for teaching; and the scientific community, through 
recommendations from research. Viewing ethics, professional ethics and professional 
relationships according to the applied ethics framework can give some perspectives 
regarding how to conceptualize teachers’ professional ethics.

We find, first and foremost, that the inductive approach, which characterizes ap-
plied or practical ethics, is appropriate for teachers’ experience and the way they 
think. preservice and in-service teachers in no way adhere to the idea that behaviours 
can be deduced from theoretical principles, whether from a pedagogical or an ethi-
cal theory. according to their perceptions, theory does not pass the test of reality, 
because their reality in the classroom is highly contextualized, their practice is par-
ticular and idiosyncratic, and their pupils and groups of pupils are all unique. in tea-
chers’ point of view, theory is too decontextualized to be relevant to their particular 
circumstances. however, in pre-service teacher training or in continuing education, 
when using an inductive approach to deliberate on authentic situations that draw on 
ethics, that is, in interpersonal relationships at work, they find it relevant to highlight 
the elements that pose a problem in the context, the possible consequences of ac-
tions, normativities (implicit and explicit, rules and laws), and the values involved 
in making decisions that lead to action. in short, they value inductive deliberations 
carried out by a group of peers on situations that really interest them. this way of 
sharing in a group gives them the opportunity to develop and strengthen their profes-
sional judgment while bringing up in words and thoughts many significant elements 
that contribute to their reflection and to the formalization of the rules for their pro-
fessional practice.

The Schön reflexive practitioner model has been widely used though time in 
pre-service and in-service training (Tardif, Borges & Malo, 2012). It is not sufficient 
to tell people to reflect on their actions: we must provide activities that model the 
process. the importance given to the analysis of situations in context within the 
applied ethics framework fits well with the modeling needed to learn to exercise 
professional judgement. indeed exercising professional judgment requires taking 
into consideration multiple contextual variables of a given situation. this supposes 
also the development of the sensitivity toward the situation as well as an ability to 

applied ethics Framework | 77



analyze it, which are far from what is used when making technical judgments. the 
fundamental characteristic of technical judgment is that it concerns a fixed number 
of variables in a closed system: this solution for that problem. technical judgment 
is used, for example, when repairing a toaster: there are a limited number of pieces, 
which limits the number of possible problems and, in turn, the number of solu-
tions. however, professional judgment concerns complex situations experienced by 
human beings, which means an indeterminate number of variables within an open 
system. this is why, in their interpersonal relationship to and with others, teachers 
cannot merely apply knowledge or standards prescribed by education authorities in a 
technical manner. rather, they must decide to act taking into consideration particular 
aspects in relation to those involved in a given situation.

the representation of a professional relationship that we discussed earlier with 
figure 1 is relevant when describing teachers’ work: teachers must use their profes-
sional judgment to harness their knowledge in order to choose an intervention accor-
ding to their pupils’ specific need in a specific educational situation. The process lea-
ding up to an intervention relies on taking into consideration the multiple contextual 
variables involved, the intervention’s objectives, the knowledge and skills required 
to execute the intervention, and the associated standards. the ministerial formulation 
of the ethical competence required from teachers “to act ethically and responsibly” 
makes a lot of sense: professional ethics does not only concern what people call ethi-
cal problems, but also the capacity to “be accountable for” everything that concerns 
the daily professional practice.

the general topic of professional judgment is present in all discourses 
on the subject of professionalizing teaching. today, it is no longer possible 
to only have the vocation to teach, as it was in the old days of education led  
by religious communities. All teachers must be professionally qualified. When they 
complete their initial teacher training and reach the qualifications standards, they 
are granted a teaching certificate that legally recognizes their knowledge and know-
how in the subject matters taught, in didactics and in pedagogy. teacher educators 
have nevertheless observed some gaps in pre-service teachers’ understanding of the 
stakes involved in schooling for pupils and schools in society. the objective is not 
to fill this gap with more cultural, sociological or philosophical knowledge, but with 
something more encompassing: seeking and appropriating the value that is central to 
one’seducational practice. the recognition of this value should give meaning to their 
training, the development of their expertise, their ability to recognize pupils’ needs, 
and, consequently, to the practice of their profession. if the importance of education 
is the prevailing value, it should become significant for teachers’ professional iden-
tity and truly be applied on a daily basis.
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conclusion

 Teachers, even reflexive teachers, are not philosophers. They are involved in 
the realm of practice and action with people, students, colleagues, administrative 
staff, and all school staff, as well as with parents and society. their work howe-
ver requires of them to rely on various educational theories, learning and teaching 
practices, interpersonal relations and communication duties. as individual teachers 
and members of an important group in society, their work does not limit itself to 
classrooms. it has an impact on people’s lives. although there are various ethical 
frameworks on which we can rely, none pertain solely to the educational field.

 analysis of the conception of professional ethics within the framework of 
applied or practical ethics makes it possible to identify its contribution to understan-
ding teachers’ professional ethics. first, we note the importance of a group of peers 
in the definition of professional ethics itself and in the deliberation on the topic of 
problems that emerge when teaching. for their professional ethics to be meaningful, 
teachers must actively participate in its construction as opposed to simply receiving 
something already made, outside of their experience or thought out by others, for 
example, solely with the education act.

 second, as professionals, teachers cannot merely be content to know the re-
gulatory aspects that guide their practice and then just technically apply them. they 
must act professionally, which means basing their actions on their professional judg-
ment. like other professionals, they face complex human situations that are often 
new and in which their power to intervene rests on decisions needing to be thought 
through and justified. In this way, teachers’ actions must be accounted for with va-
lid reasons. and still, the direction of peer-led deliberations, which are part of the 
framework of applied ethics, constitutes a preferred way of supporting professional 
accountability throughout one’s career.

 in addition, the framework of applied ethics reveals the importance of values 
and calling on values when making decisions. and yet, a value judgment is not bi-
nary, that is, either good or not. rather, it is better to weigh the distribution between 
the pros and the cons (legault, 2016). the process of ethical deliberation offers pro-
fessionals a framework and tools to help them determine and justify the best course 
to follow given the circumstances.

 finally, the framework of applied ethics highlights the importance of appro-
priating the profession’s fundamental value and of finding the values applied in inter-
ventions. thanks to this, it is possible to clarify teaching’s particular contribution to 
people’s lives and to society. this is therefore an interesting framework for teachers’ 
professional ethics because it integrates micro and macromorality. to further the 
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analysis of the micromorality of a person in a situation, we can count on approaches 
centred on sensitivity and empathy whereas for macromorality, we can count on ap-
proaches based on law and justice.
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5

the Four PrInCIPLes oF 
eduCatIonaL ethICs?  

niCK tanChuK, CarlY sCramstad & marC Kruse

recent empirical research has found significant divergence in values, courses, 
and topics within the professional ethics of teaching (maxwell, trem-
blay-laprise, & filion, 2015). in this chapter, we use a version of Beau-

champ and Childress’ (2013) widely influential four principles of biomedical ethics 
to reframe the way we see and respond to this disunity.  in the professional ethics of 
teaching, we recommend explicit instruction in four questions, derived from Beau-
champ and Childress’ approach: What is autonomy? What is beneficence? What is 
maleficence? and What is justice? By reframing disagreement about values as res-
ponding to these four fundamental ethical questions implicit in our lives, we offer 
a pragmatic basis to see ethical disagreement in teacher ethics as rooted in a deeper 
structural unity.

In the first section of this essay, we argue that ethical unity is an appropriate goal 
for teacher educators to pursue because it is a necessary condition of disagreement 



about ethical values. in the second section, we outline the minimalist version of Beau-
champ and Childress’ (2013) four principles of bioethics that we propose importing 
into the professional ethics of teaching as a means to work toward ethical agreement 
and unity. We argue that the questions constituting our version of the four prin-
ciples are already a part of our lives wherever we can ask the ethical question “how 
should one live?” despite the universality of the four questions, we acknowledge 
that answers to the questions can diverge.  to address this ethical divergence, we 
recommend that ethics educators help teachers develop articulacy about the nature 
and value of the four principles. By building such philosophical articulacy, teacher 
educators create the opportunity for teachers to engage in inquiry about questions of 
value that may otherwise be impossible and, in so doing, allow teachers to practice 
a unifying ethic of inquiry amidst difference in values.

in the third section, we illustrate how our four-principles framework creates this 
possibility of unifying ethical inquiry even in cases of deep disagreement on values 
by considering a case study. drawing on a real labour dispute involving teachers in 
a manitoba first nations community, we carry out a thought experiment from the 
perspective of a teacher who must decide whether or not to try to unionize in the 
face of opposition from local school officials. We show how inquiry into the nature 
of the four principles opens up a more complete understanding of the case and more 
nuanced practical solutions. We suggest that the strength of our four principles ap-
proach in such cases of deep disagreement reveals the way it may add nuance to 
more mundane disagreements about value in diverse educational contexts. in sec-
tion four, we reflect on the implications of the approach and develop replies to two 
possible objections: first, that the approach is not robust enough to guide action and, 
second, that it is too abstract or time-consuming. Against the first objection we argue 
that forging agreement on values is a precondition of non-coercively guiding action; 
in essence, our recommendation is instrumental, not moral. against the second we 
argue that the issues we propose addressing are already present in the practices of 
teachers and that ignoring these questions limits our understanding of professional 
ethics. 

ethics in teaching: a fractured Discourse

it is perhaps no surprise that the professional ethics of teaching is a domain 
lacking in uniformity. What it is ethical for a practitioner to think or do depends 
heavily on the kind of person educators ought to create through their efforts. in plu-
ralistic societies (which may be all societies), that question is controversial. given 
the relationship between other elements of school life and the fundamental aims of 
education, questions about what teachers owe to colleagues, to the institution of tea-
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ching, to the communities they serve, and to themselves are morally complex and 
controversial in all but the most banal cases.

Research confirms what normative philosophical reflection would lead us to ex-
pect: in pre-service teacher-training, if professional ethics is taught at all, then how 
it is taught, when it is taught and what is taught varies significantly (Maxwell, Trem-
blay-laprise, & filion, 2015; Warnick & silverman, 2011). in response to such va-
riability, maxwell et al. (2015) suggest that ethics educators chart a course toward 
greater unity through collaboration:

[T]here is a currently insufficiently met need for opportunities for 
relevant constituencies in teacher education to engage in professional 
and scholarly dialogue about issues such as the role and goals of ethics 
curriculum and its thematic content in ite [initial teacher education], 
models for handling ethics content in teacher education, and how to 
evaluate student teachers’ ethical development in university-based 
education (p.17).

We agree with maxwell et al. (2015), that working toward greater unity is de-
sirable in the ethics of teaching and offer this instrumental argument as part of a 
practical consensus building process. the argument we offer is instrumental in the 
sense that it is advanced not as a moral theory but as a means to pursue knowledge 
of ethical truth for all those who think that the capacity to do so is an appropriate one 
for teachers to cultivate.

at the same time, we acknowledge that it is possible to deny this call to search 
for ethical commonality and truth in the name of an ideal of robust diversity. some 
diversity in teaching ethics is surely appropriate. regional and situational differences 
must factor into any sound ethical analysis, even where broad ideals are shared. so, 
we concur with the many authors who write on teaching ethics that claim there 
ought to be room for a diversity of approaches and techniques for inquiring into 
codes, concrete concepts, particulars, and cases (strike & soltis, 2009; Warnick & 
silverman, 2011). homogenizing all practices across regions with different political 
histories and institutions, in our view, would be a mistake. We think that importing a 
version of the four principles of bioethics framework, toward forging greater ethical 
unity is nevertheless warranted for at least two reasons, both of which we will unpack 
in detail below. First, a commitment to an appropriate form of ethical unity reflects 
the conditions upon which ethical disagreement is intelligible and significant. Se-
cond, once one notices that disagreement in ethics depends on a commitment to the 
aim of ethical unity, one can learn to see an additional latent structure within ethical 
questions informed by the nature and value of autonomy, beneficence, nonmalefi-
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cence and justice. these four questions mirror the four principles of bioethics, pro-
viding reasons to adopt a version of the four principles of approach beyond bioethics 
fields, wherever we pursue ethical truth.

All reflective agents—and therefore all teachers and students—we will argue 
can, in principle, learn to recognize this structure of ethical principles if it is made 
explicit through reflection or instruction. Where this structure of principles is reco-
gnized as a set of questions, we will argue that we increase the number of points of 
unity that orient our disagreements, adding nuance to our ethical inquiries. if discer-
ning ethical truth is a sensible aim of ethical inquiry for pre-service teachers, then 
we think adopting a framework that foregrounds points of unity and adds nuance to 
our discourse shows promise for aiding teachers in better grasping the nature of the 
ethical dilemmas they encounter.

Before turning to unpack these two considerations in favour of importing a ver-
sion of the four principles of bioethics to the ethics of teaching, it is important to 
stress the instrumental rather than moral nature of our recommendation. We claim 
only that if one seeks the truth about ethical questions, as an educator or otherwise, 
then it is useful to make the structure constituting our version of the four principles 
of bioethics explicit. We leave open the possibility of moral skepticism, however, 
and so unlike various deliberative theorists of ethics, do not claim to establish that 
seeking the truth about ethics is necessary or objectively important (Cf. habermas, 
1984; martin 2009; peters, 1966). this openness to skepticism places us also in 
contrast to other theorists who treat avoiding moral relativism as either a necessary 
condition or desiderata of a method of inquiry in the ethics classroom (Bowie, 2003; 
Warnick & silverman, 2011). moral nihilism and skepticism are ways of answering 
the four moral questions we propose that in our view warrant serious consideration 
and should not be ruled out in advance. With this caveat about the modesty of our 
claim noted let us turn to the two reasons why we think the minimalist version of the 
four principles approach we recommend is a useful structure for seeking truth in the 
teaching ethics classroom.

The first reason to adopt a modified four principles approach is the relationship 
between ethical disagreement and the aim of ethical unity. ethical disagreement is 
a basic and well known descriptive fact of life in modern societies (rawls, 1993; 
strike, 2003). this fact of fragmentation, however, cannot be the whole story when 
it comes to understanding the questions of value that often prove divisive. as Carol 
rovane (1998) argues in her work on the metaphysics of personal identity, making 
sense of the fact of ethical disagreement between individuals presupposes the exis-
tence of a “common topic” or question of “ethical significance” (p. 107-109). To 
disagree there must be something that we disagree about. What we disagree about 
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is a point of unity, a common ethical question that we respond to differently. only 
because of this shared question can we see parties as at odds in the answers they live 
or propose to live. if everyone lives a response to the question of how we ought to 
live, then the very fact of disagreement suggests that we are all already engaged in 
an effort toward unity.  

as noted, the idea that it is appropriate to work toward ethical unity may seem 
to contradict John rawls’ (1993) famous claim that “the fact of reasonable plura-
lism” about the good life is a natural consequence of human reason operating under 
conditions of non-oppression (p.36-37). ethical unity, if disagreement is inevitable 
and persistent, we might think, with rawls, is just not a sensible goal. this rawlsian 
objection might be convincing, were it not for the robust moral reasoning that it re-
quires to have us converge on its ethical answer. While we can’t recapitulate the lite-
rature on these issues in depth in the space of this chapter, we can briefly offer some 
reasons to think it is not fatal to our recommendation. rawls (1993) argues that we 
should accept the fact of reasonable pluralism because in his view all should accept 
what he calls the “burdens of judgment” (p. 54). the burdens of judgment are a set 
of epistemic beliefs that rawls maintains all ought to accept as a matter of justice 
and that make consensus on a single form of the good life very unlikely, due to the 
very nature of moral knowledge. these beliefs about the nature of moral knowledge, 
however, as eammon Callan (2004) points out, contradict many sincerely held mo-
ral and philosophical views. in demanding that all accept the burdens of judgment, 
rawls (1993), in effect, asks that all accept a liberal ethos that prioritizes liberal va-
lues above their other commitments. this may or may not be ethically correct in the 
final analysis. What should be clear is that Rawls (1993), even if he officially denies 
it, is also committed to a form of unity about the good life, as other commentators 
have noted (levinson, 1999; macedo, 1990), following these theorists, we take it 
that rawls’ (1993) “fact of reasonable pluralism” need not deter efforts to forge ethi-
cal unity; agreement that such pluralism is morally reasonable presupposes argued 
ethical unity in its own right. 

if we agree the aim of ethical unity is an appropriate aim for teachers and teacher 
educators to pursue, then we have reasons to adopt practices that reflect any additio-
nal unity already present in the lives of teachers and learners. in the next section we 
will argue that all agents—and therefore all teachers, students, and citizens— live 
in response to a structured set of questions, whether they are aware of the fact or 
not, about (at least) the nature and value of beneficence, nonmaleficence, autonomy, 
and justice. these questions, in turn, underwrite possibilities for intercultural and 
intracultural moral disagreement about ethical standards. We will illustrate how each 
question follows from being able to ask the ethical question “how should  live?” be-
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fore turning to illustrate how these four questions—which make up Beauchamp and 
Childress’ (2013) four principles of bioethics—can add sophistication and nuance to 
questions of cross-cultural engagement within Canadian teacher education.  

four Principles of educational ethics: a fact of life?

As Akeel Bilgrami (2006) has argued, to be a reflective agent—that is to say, a 
person able to execute a considered life plan—one must possess a point of view that 
is rightly subject to normative “reactive attitudes,” to criticism about what is best 
to think and do (p. 81-82). in lay terms, to have a life to plan, evaluate, and live, 
one must be able to think about whether one should pursue one course of action or 
another. any teacher subject to a moral dilemma—a problem arising in determining 
“How should one live?”—then, must be capable in principle of reflective self-cri-
ticism of this sort. if we can derive the four principles of bioethics as they were la-
belled by Beauchamp and Childress (2013)—namely, beneficence, nonmaleficence, 
autonomy and justice—from the presuppositions of being a moral agent, then we 
will be able to see that these questions, as topics of reflective criticism, are as ba-
sic to educational ethics (and ethics more broadly) as they are in biomedical fields.  
indeed, these topics will be shown to be part of what it is to be an ethical being at 
all. To derive the four principles, we need to reflect on what living an answer to the 
ethical question of how one ought to live involves, particularly when it is occurs 
alongside others.

Beneficence and Nonmaleficence

if agents are rightly subject to criticism about what is best to think and do, then 
they also stand in relation to a question of beneficence and nonmaleficence—that is 
to say, a question of how to do good and avoid harm.  one may endorse different 
conceptions of what is ultimately of value—a life of hedonism, a life of religious 
duty or a life of pursuing knowledge, for example. But whatever the deepest stan-
dard one accepts, one accepts some such standard. at the core of every educational 
act then, is a question of beneficence at the heart of human action more generally: 
we are called to ask what is best for our students and the profession to pursue. this 
question is widely considered in the literature on educational ethics (hansen, 2001; 
higgins, 2011; noddings, 1984).  if this is right, then, whether we understand doing 
good on an “objective list” theory (nussbaum, 2011) or a non-cognitive metric such 
as desire satisfaction or hedonic utility (Parfit, 1987), education involves taking a 
stand on questions regarding the nature of goodness. this is so, even if we believe 
that the chief good we ought to promote in schools is autonomy to choose a concep-
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tion of the good (Callan, 2004; levinson, 1999; macedo, 2003).  
There are some obvious forms of maleficence—of physical, psychological, and 

sexual harm, for example—that schools ought to avoid, although where to draw the 
lines between harmful and tolerable behavior remains open to dispute. the use of 
corporal punishment in schools, for example, varies significantly between the US 
and Canada, in part due to disputes about whether or not it causes psychological 
harm or is simply an appropriate deterrent. Conservatives in some jurisdictions, due 
to their conceptions of moral virtue, continue to oppose safe-spaces for lgBttQ 
youth, denying in effect that deterring lgBttQ ways of life is an intolerable harm 
in and of itself. if, in addition, with the truth and reconciliation Commission of 
Canada (2015), we consider the possibility that cultural displacement and cultural 
genocide are among the genuine harms schools may perpetrate, then to avoid male-
ficence—“inflicting evil or harm” in Beauchamp and Childress’ (2013) terms, the 
relationship between questions of good and evil becomes even more complex and 
weighty (p. 151). Various answers to the question, what is ultimately good and what 
is bad, at least in part underwrite these practical disagreements about how to shape 
the lives of colleagues and students.

autonomy

as agents, part of what we evaluate when planning our lives and weighing op-
tions is the nature and value of this process of evaluating options itself, in our lives 
and in others’. the nature and scope of parental, teacher, student, and state auto-
nomy are hotly contested in the ethics of childhood and philosophy of education 
(see Callan, 2004; hannan & Vernon, 2008; lecce, 2008; levinson, 1999). different 
conceptions of the nature and value of autonomy suggest different courses of action. 
Beauchamp and Childress (2013), for example, have a “three-condition theory” of 
autonomy, where an act is autonomous if the agent acts “(1) intentionally, (2) with 
understanding, and (3) without controlling influences that determine their action” 
(p.104). Where Beauchamp and Childress’ (2013) conception of autonomy empha-
sizes the absence of influence from others, in the case study discussed below we will 
see that not all cultural traditions see autonomy and freedom this way. mirroring this 
pattern of cultural difference, some theorists see autonomous action as flowing from 
the presence of the “right reasons” for action rather than the absence of others’ in-
fluence (Borrows, 2016; Watson, 1974). To figure out whether education is correctly 
conceiving the value of the autonomy of students, parents, and teachers we need to 
know what this ideal requires—that is to say, whether it involves the space to pursue 
one’s subjective preferences in a context or some more demanding concept of stan-
ding in the right relations to the world and to others within it.  
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Justice

the last principle, justice, arises as we aim to answer the three questions about 
the nature and value of autonomy, beneficence, and nonmaleficence. Sorting out 
what the nature and value of promoting goodness, avoiding harm, and appropriately 
respecting self-determination raises the further question of what the best distribution 
of each object of moral concern ought to be—of what we owe to each other. this is 
a question about justice. here we include the distribution of rights, responsibilities, 
qualitative relations, and other social goods among the things that can be located 
in various ways across various individuals. in education, as in healthcare, debates 
about the nature of justice are urgent. distributive questions have a deep impact on 
the relationships forged between teachers and students at both the level of classroom 
decisions and policy. to decide how to use our time, energy, and resources within 
the classroom or to decide which educational goals are just, we must first have ideas 
about the shape that benefits, burdens, relations, rights and responsibilities ought to 
take, first in the classroom and later in society. We are faced, for example, with ques-
tions such as: should we simply aim to maximize the goal of learning, regardless of 
the sacrifices borne by some students, for the sake of the greater good? Or is equa-
lity between students, in some dimension, itself a part of our aim in planning and 
resourcing just and ethical instruction? if equality is a goal of justice, then we may 
sometimes have to reject maximizing aggregate academic achievement for the sake 
of promoting those worse off through additional supports (Brighouse, ladd, loeb, 
& swift, 2018).  

Questions of distributive justice have been widely studied with sub-branches of 
philosophical inquiry looking at either the form or structure that a just educational 
system would take (drummond & rosenbluth, 2013; Koski & reich, 2006; satz, 
2007) as well as the different content, the good (or burden) to be distributed (Bri-
ghouse et al., 2018; Parfit, 1987; Powers & Faden, 2006; Rawls, 1993; Nussbaum 
& sen, 1993). We suggest here, as elsewhere, that if we want teachers to learn to 
discern ethical truth—not merely to bow to prevailing convention—then we ought 
to help teachers learn to should sort out questions about what justice is as they also 
learn to make practical determinations. 

By recommending that we aim to work out the truly best accounts of contradic-
tory theories of justice, we depart from Beauchamp and Childress’ (2013) approach, 
which does not aim to sort out disagreements between the contradictory views (p. 
262). instead, they recommend using theories instrumentally as “resources” or 
“lenses” for addressing issues of social justice (Beauchamp & Childress, 2013, p. 
262), much like some theorists in the ethics of education (strike & soltis, 2009).  
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true views cannot be in contradiction with one another. so, if we aim to prepare tea-
chers to seek ethical truth, then we claim that it would be a mistake to acquiesce into 
accepting contradictory views of justice as equally true, or to treating each as a mere 
tool, contrary to the intentions of, for example, Kantian and utilitarian theorists. 

A truth-seeking approach, we believe, has significant advantages. In our view, 
Beauchamp and Childress’ (2013) instrumental approach to theorizing justice suc-
cumbs to a central criticism it faces in the literature: that it fails to provide action 
guidance on many if not all of the most important practical issues. to reiterate a 
common complaint of parallel issues in the ethics of teaching, if different parties 
can weigh different values radically differently as “resources” for their individual or 
group’s deliberative purposes, then there is ultimately no deep difference between 
one’s or one’s group’s pre-existing preferences and “justice” (cf. Bowie, 2003; War-
nick & Silverman, 2011). In cases of disagreement, political power defines what is 
just due to the lack of standards to weigh considerations or determine which can 
be rightly introduced. Whichever view is most politically powerful is then given 
a moral gloss by this philosophical approach, getting dubbed, in effect, as ethical 
common sense. We think that if there is an adequate view of justice, then it should 
normatively guide action in cases of dispute. We suggest working toward establi-
shing such a view, which can be mutually recognized as true by disagreeing parties, 
or accepting moral skepticism as the right description of our situation.

given the fundamental place of these four ethical questions in the life of an 
agent, it is no surprise, in our view, that beneficence, nonmaleficence, autonomy, and 
justice comprise the four principles of biomedical ethics, made famous in the Bel-
mont report (1978) and Beauchamp and Childress’ subsequent bioethics textbook 
(i.e., Beauchamp & Childress, 2013). nor it is a surprise that these principles are 
reflected in debates that, while somewhat siloed or fractured, are already present in 
the literature on educational ethics. the principles identify fundamental topics of 
ethical importance that follow directly from the possibility of having a life to live, 
universally and cross culturally. the adoption of the four principles within biomedi-
cal ethics, therefore, reflects aspects of ethical reality.  Following Durand (2013), we 
advocate importing the categories employed in this framework into the ethics of tea-
ching, as a contribution to the emerging discourse of professional ethics in the field. 
unlike durand (2013), however, we do not claim that Beauchamp and Childress’ 
(2013) approach, which specifies the definitions of the four principles in advance, 
is sufficient. Instead, consistent with the analysis presented above, we recommend a 
process of truth-seeking co-inquiry into these four unifying questions, leaving open 
the possibility of moral skepticism.
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in biomedicine, the “four principles” approach is considered by many bioethi-
cists to be the beginnings of “a basic moral language and a basic moral analytic 
framework” (gillon, 2015, p. 115).  By recognizing these bases of disagreement 
in relation to questions of value, we expand the possibilities for seeing one ano-
ther as responding to common intellectual challenges. By noticing where we answer 
common questions differently and disambiguating our ethical terms, we may also 
increase the likelihood that we are talking to, rather than past each other when we 
disagree. to illustrate what this approach might look like when educating pre-ser-
vice teachers, we will now turn to an example of using this approach to engage with 
cross-cultural questions of educational ethics in practice. 

Should we Unionize? Manitoba Teachers Society Services and First 
nations’ schools

to illustrate how treating the four principles of bioethics as universal questions 
can work to strengthen and unify ethical discourse in the field of education, it is 
helpful to turn to a case that foregrounds divergent cross-cultural interpretation of 
the principles. any case of actual or possible deep ethical disagreement would suf-
fice for this purpose. We might, for example, have chosen to examine disagreements 
between adherents to religious traditions that clash with current liberal democratic 
legal norms of sexual ethics as they relate to curriculum content, student groups, or 
teacher misconduct in religious schools instead. in part because of our collective 
concern with issues of decolonization and indigenization of Canadian education, we 
have chosen to draw on a case that one of the co-authors of this essay has taught in 
a course on ethics and educational law for pre-service teachers. another reason why 
we selected this case is because it illuminates many issues present in other cases of 
cultural dissent from liberal norms, increasingly relevant in a mobile and diverse 
world. Cases like this one are of exceptional ethical interest because they are not 
easily handled by conventional ethical problem solving procedures. owing to this 
feature, they force one to reflect on how and to what extent rethinking such proce-
dures and their underwriting values may be desirable or necessary.

in addressing this teachers’ labour rights case, students were asked to imagine 
teaching on a first nations’ reserve. the question posed to students was whether 
they would work to have a union, The Manitoba Teachers’ Society (mts), represent 
teachers working in their school even if they have been told by the community they 
work in that teachers found trying to unionize would be fired. To establish a context of 
facts for the case, students first read excerpts of Brian Anderson’s (1987) thesis on the 
legal and social circumstances that led to mts’s withdrawal of services to teachers 
working in reserve schools. anderson’s study documents the attempt of teachers to 
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unionize at fort alexander reserve, the teachers’ subsequent dismissal for these ac-
tivities, and, eventually, a Canadian labour tribunal decision in favour of teachers’ 
right to unionize on reserve that was left unenforced by the federal government. 
under these conditions, mts decided no longer to offer its services to first nations 
schools and to this day only operates in two band run schools on ad hoc agreements. 

At a superficial level, it is easy to draw up a laundry list of considerations 
weighing for and against the decision. a lack of union representation deprives tea-
chers working in reserve schools of many services, creating material incentives for 
leaving indigenous communities. this may, as a result, have a negative impact on the 
educational outcomes of the students in these communities. moreover it might seem 
that teachers’ right to unionize is a basic professional ethical concern, whether or not 
it is a universal human right. on the other hand, issues of paternalism and colonia-
lism may seem to be at odds with liberal commitments to autonomy and freedom. 
By using the four principles framework to attend to deeper cultural divides, we can 
further enrich our understanding of the nature of the disagreement in this case and 
others where communities dissent from a school’s or a school’s teachers’ claimed 
ethical practice. in so doing, we add complexity to the factors on our list of conside-
rations and reveal points of unity.

anderson’s thesis, which involved interviews with the fort alexander Chief and 
Council, and teachers, as well as the analysis of background historical documents, 
makes it clear that issues of cultural and ethical integrity were held to be a driving 
force in the opposition to unionization. a “statement by the algonquin people,” 
written at the time of this debate and cited by anderson as exemplifying concerns 
in the case, articulates the following position against unionization: “no institutions 
reflecting outside values and capable of imposing them upon our children and their 
duly constituted government will be allowed to establish and to function upon our 
reserve homelands” (anderson, 1987, p. 65).  one reason to avoid unionization if 
one wants to ensure the transmission of distinct cultural values is to create condi-
tions for indigenous educators, who are more likely to hold such values, to educate 
indigenous children. the teachers who wanted to unionize were described in a docu-
ment by the first nations Confederacy, again, cited by anderson (1987), as “remo-
ved from an understanding of the lives within which their students will function as 
adults” (p.64). the issue, importantly, was not framed as one of race, but of cultural 
competency and awareness of ethical difference often associated with growing up in 
an indigenous family or community. anderson (1987) places this ethical rejection of 
unionization on reserve by an “outside” organization with “outside” values within 
broader indigenous efforts in Canada and in first nations’ education to resist pierre 
trudeau’s “white paper liberalism,” which aimed to create a just society for all de-
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fined by liberal democratic values (p. 8-16).  
even though indigenous children are often taught liberal values, particularly off 

reserve, resistance to such values remains a recurring theme in the thought of leading 
thinkers in the anishinaabe tradition, which is the indigenous tradition relevant to 
the case in question. edward Benton-Banai (1988/2010), leanne simpson (2017), 
and John Borrows (2016), for example, all provide alternative conceptions of the 
nature of beneficence, nonmaleficence, autonomy and justice placed in explicit op-
position to those championed in trudeau’s white paper liberalism. in keeping with 
the four principles approach, to make visible the differences between the alternative 
answers to these questions in the case, teacher candidates read chapters from san-
del’s Justice: What’s the Right Thing to Do? (2009) outlining two different liberal 
perspectives of value. one is a libertarian view owing to robert nozick (1974/2013) 
and John locke (1690/1980). the other is a liberal-democratic view owing to John 
rawls (1993, 2003). in addition, they studied a third perspective, a set of anishi-
naabe views advanced by Benton-Banai (1988/2010), simpson (2017), and Borrows 
(2016). the purpose of presenting these views to the students was to open their 
eyes to the variety of conceptions of what we may owe to ourselves as teachers, to 
students, and to the community in the case in question. finally, we contrasted the 
anishinaabe views with some readings by John dewey (1916) that set out the value 
of learning as a fundamental ethical basis for a democratic community’s way of life, 
noting many symmetries and some asymmetries with the anishinaabe tradition. 

In considering each view, we worked to identify the different ways beneficence, 
nonmaleficence, autonomy and justice are articulated. Drawing on the work of Rawls 
(1993, 2003), nozick (1974/2013), and Borrows (2016), we discussed the difference 
between liberal conceptions of autonomy, understood as doing what one pleases or 
desires (or “conceiving and reconceiving one’s values”, to employ another formula-
tion), consistent with the right of others to do the same, and anishinaabe conceptions 
that see freedom or autonomy as living a truly good life, defined in accordance with 
discovered responsibilities to others, including plants, animals, and the rest of the 
natural world. Whereas for rawls (1993) autonomy centres on the power of indivi-
dual choice, or the ability to “form, revise, and rationally pursue a conception of the 
good life” (p. 30), again, consistent with others’ right to choose a different plan of 
life, Borrows (2016) explains, 

in anishinaabe tradition, freedom can be characterized by healthy 
interdependencies, with the sun, moon, stars, winds, waters, rocks, 
plants, insects, animals and human beings. freedom is holistic and does 
not just exist in an individual’s’ mind. it is much more than a product of 
an individual’s will; it is lived. in anishinaabemowin the word for living 
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a good life is mino-bimaadiziwin. While its practices and meanings can 
be contested this word can be roughly translated as ‘living well in this 
world’ (p. 6).

seeing such differences naturally supports a discussion of the different accounts 
of the nature of goodness and beneficence. Drawing on work situated within Ani-
shinaabe traditions by simpson (2017), Benton-Banai (1988/2010), and by Kruse, 
tanchuk, and hamilton (2018), we explored how goodness might be grounded in 
a commitment to “learning from the world” in a holistic sense. following Kruse, 
tanchuk and hamilton (2018)’s theoretical grounding of simpson’s (2017) work, 
we considered a view of the anishinaabe tradition in which all humans are called to 
support each other as learners in addition to creating contexts where plants, animals, 
and insects can thrive and learn from the world as well. We contrasted this approach 
with liberal conceptions that require privatizing one’s conception of the good and 
that, as a result, reject grounding teachers’ public responsibilities in an ideal of goo-
dness rather than a right to autonomously choose a conception of the good life. By 
putting these contrasting ethical conceptions in dialogue, radically different visions 
of justice emerged. for the anishinaabe, the earth is our mother; it is absurd to think 
of our maternal relationship in terms of ownership. the appropriate response to your 
mother is to love and seek to understand her, supporting her flourishing through 
your own flourishing and that of others’, including the plants, animals, and insects. 
this tradition clashes with liberal views such as locke’s (1690/1980), nozick’s 
(1974/2013) and rawls’ (1993) which teach that you can own other life and the land 
and legitimately use them for private purposes. unlike on standard liberal concep-
tions such as those advanced by locke (1690/1980), nozick (1974/2013), and rawls 
(1993), justice, on this anishinaabe view, cannot be modelled as a social contract 
between human individuals alone. to do so misrepresents the focus entailed by the 
nature of autonomy and goodness on anishinaabe pictures of value. on the anishi-
naabe but not the liberal account, a life is autonomous only if is lived in a good way, 
in accord with one’s responsibilities to other life. for the anishinaabe, such freedom 
involves fulfilling our responsibilities to the flourishing of all of our relations, inclu-
ding the plants, insects, animals and earth upon which we depend. Maleficence, by 
contrast undermines these responsibilities. Borrows (2010) reminds us: 

anishinbek people believe in a Creator, Kitchee manitou, who gave 
form and meaning to the earth following a vision...later stories convey 
important spiritual insights by providing instruction about how the 
earth must be honoured and respected. Within these teachings is the 
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general recognition that the earth has a soul (chejauk) that animates its 
many moods and activities. many believe that the Creator, as the great 
master of life, created a universal bond between all living things that 
placed the earth at the centre of a vast web of kinship relations. great 
power can be attached to these relationships because of the spiritual 
energy that flows between, from, and through them. (p. 242)

By making visible differences in modeling goodness, maleficence, justice, and 
autonomy through this kind of interpretative work, pre-service teachers mainly not 
from indigenous communities were able to gain access to a more ethically complete 
vision of why indigenous communities may be concerned about assimilating to li-
beral visions of value and society within educational practice. in such communities’ 
views, liberal values may be fundamentally confused or incomplete. this is not to 
insist that it is wrong to assimilate to liberal norms. our purpose in dealing with 
these contrasts exposed by the case study was to underline what is at stake in at least 
one such case of conflict—namely, when a community, as has happened, resists tea-
chers’ efforts to unionize through a liberal-democratic labour organization. different 
answers to these four deep questions of value, once their fundamental place in our 
lives as agents is unearthed, also support different visions about the content of cur-
ricula, individual versus collective student responsibility in classroom disciplinary 
practice, and the form of economic life that schools may or may not prepare stu-
dents to participate within. if we are not to reduce teacher ethics to mere dominant 
conventions, taking these moral issues seriously is crucial; it opens up the possibility 
of raising questions and considerations immanent to one another’s different world-
views by making the shape of those worldviews visible. this in turn opens up the 
possibility of working toward intellectual and, perhaps, moral progress. the four 
questions of educational ethics: What is beneficence? What is maleficence? What is 
autonomy? What is justice? reveal points of unity within this dispute, forged in the 
very possibility of facing the question of how to live. 

it is important to stress that the exploration of questions of value surrounding the 
four principles need not and, in our view, should not come at the expense of pre-ser-
vice teachers’ learning to make concrete practical determinations about what should 
be done in a particular case.  rather, in teaching a case of this sort, we maintain that 
it is important to practice arriving at the most concrete recommendations possible 
based on the most complete and nuanced view of the ethical issues involved. if, 
through inquiry, we come to see merit in a competing view of goodness, freedom, 
and justice, then we may arrive at different concrete determinations. in this case, we 
may recognize, for example, that even if a teachers’ union has a role on reserve, that 
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role might appropriately be grounded in a different vision of justice, goodness, and 
autonomy than that held by current provincial unions. as teachers, we also encoun-
ter a question in this case about whether and why we should see ownership of the 
land and other living things as a morally appropriate relationship. By engaging with 
anishinaabe ethical perspectives as possibilities for all our lives—as a response to a 
common question set—we open up space for the possibility that if such perspectives 
are illuminating, they may rightly shift and influence Canadian education as well. In 
our view, this form of inquiry, which allows us to see unity amidst difference, has 
the potential to be a move towards reconciliation through a natural goal of educa-
tion—forming an ethos committed to the search for truth—while at the same time 
enriching our professional ethics as educators. 

Discussion

What is illuminating in the case of first nations’ education discussed above may 
also be helpful in understanding other instances of high interest in educational ethics. 
to name but a few: teachers sometimes must decide whether to stand with or against 
religious parents who reject liberal-democratic sexual education and health curricu-
la; whether to openly live (or stand in solidarity with teachers who live) a non-he-
terosexual life when the religious schools that employ them have the legal right to 
dismiss them on that basis; and whether to express dissenting views from dominant 
society when off duty and on their own time. all these ethical situations invite us to 
consider differences in fundamental ethical values—questions of beneficence, male-
ficence, autonomy, and justice—that may clash with the political values and conven-
tions of professional teaching ethics in a time and place. By reflecting on the nature 
and justification of such values as a part of teachers’ pre-service ethics education, 
teacher educators open up space for future teachers to develop deeper cross-cultural 
competency and a sense of the deeper questions that animate conventional teacher 
ethics codes and concepts, as they are and as they ought to be. despite these virtues, 
two significant objections to this approach deserve consideration.

first, a dominant line of criticism against Beauchamp and Childress’ (2013) view 
might be raised against our recommendation: that by not providing a mechanism for 
resolving dilemmas and weighing principles, it fails to be an action-guiding theory 
(rhodes, 2015). in response to this objection, we agree that establishing action-gui-
ding principles is desirable. We also think that action-guiding truths are the sorts of 
things we need to identify through moral and metaphysical argument, as it is only 
by considering what is real, practically possible, and what really matters, that we 
can improve our grasp of reasons for moral action. this doesn’t mean that we won’t 
sometimes have to take action before we can identify what the content of each prin-
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ciple is, where we disagree. it is to say that to best understand the moral principles 
that guide us and avoid being forced into coercive relationships with each other we 
need to forge agreement on what the ultimate values and facts that will guide us 
are. this is something that occurs in degrees alongside other constraints. theoreti-
cal inquiry takes time. how much time is a question to be sorted out in context, in 
relation to the other demands we face, and in reference to the scales of value we ac-
tually hold. one possible model, used in the course where the labour case above was 
studied, allocates roughly a third of the course to exploring issues in value theory, a 
third to political issues that construct the ethical situation of teachers, and a third to 
micro-level classroom dilemmas and practices. 

a second line of critique rejects the very effort to seek abstract truths about the 
nature of value as part of the ethics of teaching. Kenneth strike (1990), for exa-
mple, argues that it is a mistake to think, as we have suggested, that the curriculum 
of professional ethics education for teachers is a form of moral education requiring 
inquiry into ultimate values. first, strike (1990) claims, it is “naive” to think that, 
in the short period of an ethics course, we can reform teachers’ characters (p. 48). 
in strike’s (1990) words, “[c]haracter is the product of a lifetime” (p.48). second, 
Strike thinks that the content of general ethical views are not specific enough to 
teaching to be of aid to teachers. instead, strike (2003) proposes that the content of 
professional ethics curricula should be derived from three sources: values implicit in 
subject areas,  drawing out the ethics of  the hidden curriculum of non-ethics teacher 
education courses, and explicitly teaching education specific concepts not in gene-
ral moral theories, for example, “due process” in grading or “intellectual honesty” 
(p.53). 

Strike’s (1990) first feasibility objection to morally educating teachers is para-
doxical. surely, the belief changes he proposes as teachers learn new concepts are 
a type of character reform, in degrees. But if that is right, it is not obvious that any 
other form of moral belief change would not be feasible as a means to character 
reform. if this is right, then it can only be a question of whether the proposed belief 
changes are relevant to the practice of teaching. if they are, and they are morally 
important, then we should not simply capitulate if there is insufficient room in the 
teacher education curriculum for teachers to learn of these important aspects of their 
practice. We should instead name this barrier to ethical truth and work to change it 
within the course of study. if hiring or training more faculty to grapple with these 
deep philosophical questions is necessary, we recommend that we take on these 
challenges as well, to the extent that we aim to search for the truth in ethics together.

this brings us to strike’s (1990) second objection, which seems to suggest that 
considering general moral views is irrelevant for teacher education. We agree with 
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strike that teachers must carefully attend to various particular notions local to tea-
ching—like what it means to grade fairly with respect to some context. With that 
said, we do not see this as inconsistent with recognizing a latent structure in ethical 
particularity, if, as we have suggested, this latent structure of questions follows from 
the nature of agency. to the contrary, all of these value laden notions will depend 
upon presuppositions built into the four core questions of educational ethics: what is 
goodness, what is maleficence, what is autonomy, and what is justice? 

to emphasize a point made above, by recognizing such structure in moral 
concepts, we are better able to see our different answers in current cases as sourced 
in points of unity. this unity allows us to notice analogies and disanalogies with 
others who have different points of view. We can see, for example, different cases as 
involving disagreement about the nature of freedom and beneficence in sometimes 
similar and sometimes different ways. this in turn, creates more rather than fewer 
possibilities for common inquiry and displays a more rather than less nuanced ap-
preciation of the nature of the particulars and less abstract concepts. to deny this 
fact, then, in our view, is to obscure important relations that constitute the shape of 
particularity in reality. to insist, for example, as strike (2003) recommends, that in 
teacher ethics we “attempt to resolve issues with minimal invoking of abstract phi-
losophical theories” distorts the extent to which the tradition of teacher ethics itself 
rests upon answers to these abstract philosophical questions (p. 511). as educators, 
we ought to strive to avoid dogmatism, especially in a teacher preparation discourse 
that promises to shape many future citizens’ views of social reality. to avoid dog-
matism, we take it to be of great import to notice the four questions: What is benefi-
cence? What is maleficence? What is autonomy? What is justice? as educational to-
pics and sources of latent commonality that orient our lives. provided we care about 
preparing educators to search for ethical truth with nuance and a sense of common 
challenges, we believe that inquiry into the nature of ethical value itself, drawing on 
the four principles of bioethics could greatly enhance teacher education. 
 

conclusion

in this essay, we have argued that, as a remedy to the fractures that have been 
observed within the values underwriting contemporary ethics of teaching, teachers 
of professional ethics in education can greatly benefit from drawing on a minimalist 
version of Beauchamp and Childress (2013) four principles of biomedical ethics. 
In the first and second sections of the paper, we defended the goal of ethical unity 
as a desirable one and provided an outline of how the four principles might be used 
as a vehicle for philosophical inquiry to enrich case-based reflections, drawing on 
universal questions entailed by possessing agency. We illustrated in the third section 
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how such an inquiry might proceed by examining a case study involving indigenous 
sovereignty and teacher labour relations. While the inquiry based approach we pro-
pose in response to universal questions affords flexibility, it also offers us a language 
in which to forge a common discourse in the professional ethics of teaching on the 
condition that the position can withstand a pair of objections handled in the fourth 
section: that it does not guide action and that it is too abstract.
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Part III emPIrICaL InquIry



6

an austraLIan vaLIdatIon study 
usIng rasCh anaLysIs to measure 

PreservICe teaChers’ vIews oF 
ethICaL BehavIour

helen Boon

the work of teachers has long been recognised to be fostered by ethical dispo-
sitions. this is inherent in their roles as both moral agents and values educa-
tors. for this reason, from as early as the 1970s scholars have advanced that 

teacher candidate selection should be based on their character traits (halamanderis 
& loughton, 1972) as well as academic factors. this view has become more wides-
pread in recent years (Caena, 2011). the proposition that distinct character traits 
and dispositions are essential for successful completion and transition into teaching 
is reinforced in australia by data that show 30 % of australian students entering 
university do not complete their course, and a further 30 % do not remain in the 



profession after 3–5 years (productivity Commission, 2012). these professional at-
trition figures are comparable to those for other OECD countries, including Canada 
(Karsenti & Collin, 2013).

In parallel, teacher quality, considered to be the most influential factor in student 
attainment (hattie, 2008), is a growing focus of educational reform worldwide, with 
new policies attempting to ensure that only the ‘best and brightest’ are selected for 
the teaching profession. in order to ensure that graduate teachers demonstrate exem-
plary professional ethics, the australian institute for teaching and school leadership 
(aitsl), the regulatory body responsible for professional standards and teacher trai-
ning accreditation, requires that all preservice teacher candidates are selected on the 
basis of three criteria: academic qualifications, teaching ability, and disposition to be 
a teacher (teacher education ministerial advisory group (temag), 2014).  fur-
thermore, as in some Canadian provinces (notably Quebec and ontario), preservice 
teachers may not graduate until they have been rated as proficient in the domain of 
professional ethics and responsibilities. these ratings are obtained during practicum 
and are based on preservice teachers’ engagement with colleagues, parents/carers 
and the practicum school communities (australian institute for teaching and school 
leadership (aitsl), 2015).  it is therefore important for tertiary institutions to be 
able to assess and develop the ethical understandings of entrants to the profession. 
to achieve this aim a suitable instrument to assess preservice teachers’ understan-
ding of professional ethical behaviours is desirable; morris, Watt and richardson 
(2012) developed such an instrument in australia. 

morris et al. (2012) state that development of the professional interactions and 
Behaviours scale (piBs) instrument was based on a set of standards for the beha-
viour and conduct of all Victorian teachers in the Victorian government teaching 
service and the non-government sector set by the Victorian institute of teaching 
(Vit). the Code of Conduct (Vit, 2008) encompasses aspects of professional 
conduct, personal conduct and professional competence, and stresses issues re-
lated to relationships with students, colleagues, parents/guardians and communi-
ties. the 30 item instrument (appendix a) was validated with a sample of 197, 
3rd year preservice teachers from melbourne university (morris et al., 2012). 
Morris et al. (2012) used Principal Components Analysis (PCA) and Confirmato-
ry factor analyses (Cfa) to validate the piBs.  as a result, the authors reduced 
the items of the piBs to 20, and concluded that the items loaded satisfactorily 
upon four dimensions which they termed, “befriending behaviour”, “hugging”, 
“external engagement” and “teacher disclosure” based upon the information 
contained in the items. the statistical validation of the instrument was based on ac-
ceptable fit indices of the CFA (see Morris et al., 2012). This instrument has been 
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used once since it was validated in a study in norway (helleve, almås, & Bjørkelo, 
2013); among other things helleve et al., (2013) used the piBs to examine prospec-
tive teachers’ social network use during their practicum.  

Purpose of study

the purpose of this study was to examine the piBs more closely using rasch 
analysis in order to ascertain if it is a suitable instrument for measuring preservice 
teachers’ understanding of professional ethical behaviour.  in this context  ‘measure’ 
refers to the utility of an instrument to space and separate participants along a finely 
graded continuum which represents their understanding of professional ethical be-
haviour, much like a metre can be used to determine one’s height. the current requi-
rements for teacher registration and initial teacher-education program accreditation 
in australia, and elsewhere, are such that professional ethics must be assessed in 
order to be deemed suitably developed by the end of a teacher qualification. Such a 
task requires preservice teacher programs to have the means to measure preservice 
teachers’ conceptions of professional ethical behaviour.        

Methods

in order to gauge preservice teachers’ professional ethical behaviour conceptions 
so as to prepare them to navigate future ethical dilemmas, the piBs was used in a 
first year class of educational psychology. The participants were a mixed group of 
elementary, early childhood and secondary preservice teachers. the anonymous sur-
vey was distributed to students at the end of a two-hour introductory lecture in pre-
paration for the introduction of the ethics component of the course. ethical clearance 
was obtained from the university ethics committee. a research assistant informed 
students of the purpose and details of the survey. students were told that participa-
tion in the anonymous survey implied informed consent as determined by the ethics 
of the university. the students were then invited to participate in the survey in the 
absence of the instructor of the course so that no-one felt compelled to participate; 
they were told that participation was voluntary, that no data could be used to identify 
respondents and it did not count towards any assessment. students were instructed 
to place their completed anonymous surveys in a box at the front of the class as they 
were leaving the lecture room.  as a result, 139 completed surveys were received, 
representing a 69.5% response rate; the original 30 item piBs survey took about 15 
minutes to complete.   
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results

student responses showed that they were very aware of the ethical dimensions of 
teaching and appropriate professional behaviour as determined by the 30 items in the 
piBs. differences found in the respondents’ answers might be accounted by the diffe-
rent specialist areas of the preservice teachers’ sample.  for example, an early childhood 
preservice teacher might respond differently from a secondary specialist to question 20: 
“hugging a student as a form of consolation”.   in addition, the questions had the possi-
bility to be interpreted variously, for example, question 3 might be interpreted as giving 
a gift of pencils in an elementary setting which could ostensibly be thought of as appro-
priate in certain circumstances. 

Table 1 shows students’ answers; they do not reflect a large deviation from ethically 
determined professional behaviour with the exception of a very small number of res-
ponses. results of this study are comparable to the results of the 2012 validation study, 
with the exception of questions 1, 2, 10, 24, and 27. differences in results between the 
two applications of the piBs might be accounted for by the sample of the validation 
study which involved only secondary preservice teachers, though given the nature of 
these questions the higher agreement indicated for those questions could be viewed as 
problematic.  indeed as shown through rasch analyses a higher score indicates lower 
ethical understanding because of the way the likert answers of the survey were coded 
(‘unacceptable’ rated 1, ‘usually unacceptable’ rated 2,  ‘sometimes acceptable and so-
metimes unacceptable’ rated 3, ‘usually acceptable’ rated 4, and  ‘acceptable’ rated 5). 
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Table 1 Means and Standard Deviations of responses to PIBS: current study N=139 (2016); validation study N = 
197 (2012)* 
 

 2016 2016 2012 2012 
Question  Mean  S.D Mean  S.D 
1. Giving your private phone number to a student  1.45 0.70 2.11 0.84 
2. Text messaging with a student (SMS)  1.25 0.54 1.74 0.84 
3. Giving gifts to a student  2.54 0.91 2.24 0.88 
4. Showing photos of significant personal events to a student  (e.g. 
wedding, new pet, newborn child)  

3.04 1.00 3.10 0.91 

5. Inviting a student to a social party  1.11 0.37 1.31 0.57 
6. Having a personal friendship with a student  2.31 1.10 2.34 1.10 
7. Being involved in community activities alongside students (e.g. sports 
clubs)  

4.16 0.89 3.97 0.91 

8. Accepting an expensive gift from a student  2.11 1.08 2.17 0.91 
9. Offering advice to a student on how to deal with family problems  3.07 1.20 3.23 0.79 
10. Giving your private email address to a student  1.58 0.82 2.30 1.00 
11. Discussing your partner or significant other in the company of a student  2.08 1.09 2.11 0.95 
12. Using hugging as a means of congratulating a student  2.11 1.08 2.02 0.93 
13. Sharing your own personal problems with a student  1.30 0.61 1.43 0.66 
14. Accepting a hug from a student  2.82 1.13 2.46 0.98 
15. Being friends with the parent of a student on a SNS (e.g. Facebook)  2.63 1.15 2.33 0.91 
16. Driving a student somewhere in your car  2.12 1.02 2.38 0.86 
17. Giving a student an expensive reward for achievement  1.54 0.83 1.52 0.71 
18. Accepting an invitation to a student’s social event (e.g. dinner or party)    1.49 0.72 1.77 0.85 
19.Using cheek kissing as a form of greeting a student  1.11 0.46 1.19 0.47 
20. Hugging a student as a form of consolation  2.49 1.13 2.43 1.02 
21. Giving a student a pat on the back to congratulate them  3.82 1.19 3.90 0.93 
22. Being friends with a student on a Social Networking Site (e.g. Facebook)  1.24 0.59 1.66 0.87 
23. Giving a student money  1.63 0.81 1.76 0.82 
24. Interacting online with students through online blogs/discussion forums  2.28 1.28 3.00 1.14 
25. Talking about your social life outside of school, with a student  2.15 1.11 2.33 0.92 
26. Speaking with a student on the phone about non-school related topics  1.40 0.70 1.73 0.80 
27. Letting a student take photos of you with their personal camera  1.60 0.83 2.26 0.94 
28. Giving advice and guidance to a student for their personal problems  3.09 1.26 3.10 0.89 
29. Having sex with a student who is over 18  1.01 0.08 1.03 0.16 
30. Having sex with a former student who is over 18 1.59 1.16 1.65 0.90 

*Note: The scores presented in the table are mean scores by item derived from participant responses in the 2012 and 2016 
studies respectively. The emboldened scores are significantly different across the two times. 
   

To examine whether the above results were indicative of clear differences between students, and to 

assess whether this instrument was suitable to differentiate students’ professional ethical understanding, Rasch 

analysis was employed. Rasch analysis can verify whether the scale measures a unidimensional latent trait or 

construct and whether it provides a sufficiently nuanced instrument for use in preservice teacher programs. The 
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to examine whether the above results were indicative of clear differences between 
students, and to assess whether this instrument was suitable to differentiate students’ 
professional ethical understanding, rasch analysis was employed. rasch analysis 
can verify whether the scale measures a unidimensional latent trait or construct and 
whether it provides a sufficiently nuanced instrument for use in preservice teacher 
programs. the analyses undertaken involved both the original 30 item survey results 
as well as results from only the 20 items retained in the validated piBs.

rasch analysis

although Classical test theory (Ctt) is widely used in the construction of sur-
vey instruments, it has two major limitations: a lack of an explicit ordered continuum 
of items that represent a unidimensional construct, and the lack of additivity of rating 
scale data. these make it unsuitable for the development of this instrument. factor 
analysis which is widely used in psychometrics to investigate the dimensionality of 
empirical data, also assumes interval item scores whereas the item responses are or-
dinal by nature. distances on the scales developed via Ctt are interpreted as equal 
over the full range of the scale. the scale is treated as an interval scale based on 
ordinal level item scoring whereas the rasch scale is a statistically proven interval 
scale (fox & Jones, 1998). results from studies using these methods are therefore 
disputable. schumacker and linacre, (1996) argue forcibly that factor analysis ‘‘is 
confused by ordinal variables and highly correlated factors. rasch analysis excels 
at constructing linearity out of ordinality and at aiding the identification of the core 
construct inside a fog of collinearity’’ (p. 470).   

the rasch model provides a scaling methodology that enables the examination 
of the hierarchical structure, unidimensionality, additivity of piBs measures, and 
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item parameters to ensure they are invariant across populations assuming the model 
fits the data (Zickar & Broadfoot, 2009). Another advantage of using Rasch analysis 
on the piBs instrument is that it deals with missing data, since the rasch algorithm 
compares each observed item score to an expected score, based on the overall sca-
ling model, and uses expected score information when accounting for missing data. 
This procedure offers a significant advantage when using the questionnaire at an 
individual level (fox & Jones, 1998; Wright & stone, 1979). as a member of the 
family of item response theory (irt), the rasch model (rasch, 1960) requires more 
stringent assumptions to be met than Ctt analyses. the usefulness of irt models 
depends on the extent to which these assumptions are met. the assumptions are (1) 
unidimensionality:  this assumption requires that a set of items must measure one 
and the same latent construct in a homogenous way;  (2) local stochastic indepen-
dence: this means that the response to one item may not influence the response to 
another, except for an influence that can be explained by the latent variable that is the 
measurement objective of the set of items;  (3) parallelism of the item characteristic 
curves: this means that each item in the rasch scale should contribute uniquely to 
the scale. items with extremely high or low discrimination power indicate a violation 
of this assumption (DeMars, 2010). When an instrument satisfies the three assump-
tions of the rasch model, the instrument can reliably and validly be used for mea-
suring the latent construct in question, in this case teachers’ professional interactions 
and Behaviours (piBs).

 preservice teachers’ responses to the 30 item instrument analysed using rasch 
measurement techniques permitted both preservice teachers’ performance and item 
difficulties to be measured using the same metric, and subsequently they were placed 
on the same scale. Rasch calibration was used to evaluate the fit of data to the unidi-
mensionality of the rasch model to validate the piBs instrument. as linacre (2014) 
notes: 

in test construction, the guiding principle is ‘all items must be about 
the same thing, but then be as different as possible’. the central idea 
is that there is a latent variable, or construct, which we are attempting 
to measure people on. The empirical definition of the latent variable is 
the content of the items. essentially, we should be able to summarize 
the items into a sentence which matches our intended definition of the 
latent variable. latent variables can be very broad, e.g., ‘psychological 
state’ or ‘educational achievement’, or very narrow, e.g., ‘degree of 
paranoia’ or ‘ability to do long division’. in other words, all items share 
something in common, but each item also brings in something that the 
others don’t have (p. 479).
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the 30 items were analyzed using the rating scale model, which is employed 
when a set of items share the same rating scale structure (linacre, 2014). items were 
calibrated in terms of the degree to which teachers agreed with the items (this cor-
responds to item ‘difficulty’ for the survey) and the category/step thresholds were 
estimated for each item. A high item ‘difficulty’ means low levels of agreement with 
the item. the Winsteps rasch analysis program (version 3.81.0) was used for all 
analyses.

from the matrix of raw scores, the model estimating a linear ability for each 
teacher and a linear difficulty for each item was developed. These were scaled 
along a unidimensional continuum ranging from minus to plus infinity (Bond & 
fox, 2007). measurement units were expressed in logits, a logarithm of the ra-
tio of ‘pass’ and ‘fail’ probabilities. Zero was the average item difficulty, in kee-
ping with convention, to overcome known limitations of raw scoring an ob-
servational, categorical scale. Computed fit statistics indicated the extent to 
which data were unidimensional (smith, Conrad, Chang, & piazza, 2002); closeness 
of observed scores to predicted scoring pattern was expressed by (1) outlier-sensi-
tive fit (outfit: sensitive to unexpected behaviour affecting responses to items far 
from a teacher’s ability level); and (2) information-weighted fit (infit: sensitive to 
unexpected behaviour affecting responses to items matching teacher’s ability). Both 
fit statistics must approach 1.0, with acceptable values between 0.6 and 1.4 (Bond 
& Fox, 2007). Point–biserial correlation coefficients were computed for each item, 
indicating the extent to which teacher’s scores on an item correlated with whole test 
scores, thus indicating predictable behaviour of items in relation to ability, or in this 
case, teachers’ Professional Interaction and Behaviours. The item difficulties and 
step thresholds were examined as well as indicators of the extent to which each item 
fitted the model. The point-biserial correlations ranged from 0.19 to 0.65, indicating 
that items aligned well with the underlying construct.

rasch Validation of PiBs instrument

 The PIBS was Rasch analysed for unidimensionality and person-item fit. The 
30 items demonstrated unidimensionality and were able to fit on a unidimensional 
scale (figure 1). this is rather like a ruler wherein the items and the persons’ ability 
are measured along the same continuum. in this instance, because of the way the 
piBs items were coded, the higher on the scale a person is placed the less ethical.  
Moreover, the items on the top of the scale are the ones that were most difficult 
to endorse as acceptable because they represented behaviours that are considered 
inappropriate. for example, item 29, which states ‘is it acceptable to have sex with 
a student who is over 18’ is at the top of the item scale over 3 deviations above the 
mean (indicated by the letter m).
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 rasch measures are computed as below or above the mean, so some are nega-
tive and some are positive, indicating below or above average ability (for a person) 
or below or above average difficulty (for an item).   Because negative measures are 
more difficult to interpret for non-technical readers, the measures were rescaled to 
fit between 0 and 100 units with higher numbers indicating a greater probability that 
the item would be endorsed (for item ranking) and a greater piBs measure for each 
preservice teacher (person ‘ability’). this is for the convenience of the readers only 
and does not imply that a person whose score is 25 has attained 25% of the subscale 
measured; it means simply that a person with a score of 25 has greater difficulty en-
dorsing the items on the piBs than a person whose score is 55. all items are listed in 
appendix a. 

 the aim of the rasch analysis was to provide a psychometrically sound mea-
surement of PIBS and the items which were estimated to fit the Rasch model per-
form this function well, with the exception of item 24 and 30 whose fit indices are 
somewhat outside of the acceptable range. this means that when the respondents 
were answering those questions they did not conceive them as belonging to the same 
latent construct but rather to a separate dimension, possibly one indicating interac-
tions with students after they had left school. fit indices for item 30 indicate that 
it degrades the scale so should be removed, while those for item 24 show that it is 
unproductive for measurement, thus redundant.  The fit indices for the 30 items are 
documented in Appendix B; summary fit statistics for the overall survey are very 
good (appendix C).
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figure 1.
item and person map

a major assumption of the rasch model is that the performance on a set of items 
is unidimensional in terms of being explained by one latent trait (Kingston & do-
rans, 1985). to conform to a unidimensional structure, person and item mean squares 
should be as close to 1 as possible, with the mean standardised fit statistics as close 
to 0 as possible (Linacre, 2009). The item Infit MNSQ and Outfit MNSQ were 1.04 
and 0.98, respectively, with their standardised Infit and Outfit equaling 0.1 and 0.0, 
respectively (Appendix C); the person Infit MNSQ and Outfit MNSQ were 1.00 and 
0.98, respectively, with their standardised Infit and Outfit means equaling -0.1 and 
0.1 (Appendix C). Overall, therefore the data demonstrate good fit to the Rasch mo-
del. The reliability of the item difficulty estimates is very high 0.97 on a 0 to 1 scale. 
this reliability is interpreted on this 0 to 1 scale in the same way as Cronbach’s alpha 
is interpreted. the person reliability is 0.85 which is moderately high.

Critically, results in appendix C, and in figure 1, show that the person separation 
index is 2.36 logits (or units) with a reliability of 0.85 which illustrates that the res-
ponses of the preservice teachers were clustered towards the bottom of the ‘scale’. 
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the items were not well targeted for the sample population because they did not 
differentiate, or measure, responses finely enough to separate the preservice teachers 
according to various levels on the trait measured by piBs. this is because the items 
were too hard (inappropriate behaviours) to endorse. in other words, preservice tea-
chers were unanimous in reporting most behaviours were unacceptable, a result that 
is appropriate given the nature of the items on the instrument. 

the instrument as it stands therefore, even when only 20 items were analyzed, 
is too ‘coarse grained’ to provide insight into, or discriminate, the ethical understan-
ding of preservice teachers because questions Q29, Q19, Q5, Q2, Q22, Q13, Q26, 
Q1, Q18, Q10, Q17, Q27, Q30, Q23 (arranged in descending order of difficulty) 
obtained very uniform results from respondents; that is, they all disagreed that these 
behaviours were appropriate. on the other hand, questions 28, 4 and 9 are represen-
tative of the mean person ‘ability’ on the piBs, (see figure 1) since answers of those 
questions lie on the mean of person ‘ability’ (“m” on the vertical axis on figure 1). 
above and below the mean, persons lie along a continuum two standard deviations 
on either side of the distribution of ethical behaviour (marked s and t respectively 
on Figure 1). The mean difficulty of the items was located at 0 on the scale (marked 
m on figure 1) with items 10, 17, 23, 27 and 30 being questions just above the mean 
item (question) ‘difficulty’ level.  To illustrate what this means in relation to the PIBS 
scale the responses of the individuals with the lowest and highest scores on the piBs 
are presented in appendix a.  a computation of the measure of professional ethical 
behaviour calibrated to 1-100 shows that the piBs measures for the participants 
ranged from 22.8 (most cautious responses to all items and most ethical) to a top of 
50.4.  an analysis of variance test (anoVa) between male and female participants 
revealed no significant differences in PIBS between the 41 male and the 98 female 
preservice teachers; an unexpected finding given that females were predominantly 
primary and early childhood specialists while males were mainly training to teach 
students of high school age.  

Discussion

the aim of this study was to apply the piBs survey to a group of preservice 
teachers to gauge the level of their understanding of professional ethical behaviours 
in order to tailor the delivery of an ethics unit to that group of students. the second 
aim of the study was to assess whether the piBs instrument was an appropriate ins-
trument as a sensitive, generic measurement instrument that could differentiate pre-
service teachers’ understanding of professional ethical behaviours.  results showing 
the means and standard deviations of responses to the items in this study showed 
that they conformed to the results of the validation study of 2012. this showed that 
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the survey was reliable.   however, rasch analyses demonstrated that the instrument 
was far from valid for its purpose, as it was not a sensitive method of deciphering the 
ethical understandings of the participants. the piBs did not contain items that targe-
ted participants’ deep considerations, a finding only possible through the application 
of rasch analysis.  the piBs clumped the sample onto one end of the continuum as 
participants responded mostly in uniform ways, regardless of different genders and 
specialist teaching areas.   

ethical dilemmas arise many times in the course of a day of teaching. they can 
involve students, colleagues, parents and/or community members in a variety of 
contextual circumstances (Boon, 2011). usually these dilemmas are more nuanced 
than the behaviours listed on the piBs and require sensitive and possibly prolonged 
deliberations.  Whilst the piBs is useful to initiate discussions about professional 
ethics and behaviours in preparation for an ethics course, it does not provide tertiary 
educators with a substantial indication of preservice teachers’ sensitivity to profes-
sional ethical understanding. tertiary educators need to know preservice teachers’ 
conceptions about ethics in order to construct targeted learning experiences whereby 
preservice teachers can reflect at length upon ethical dilemmas. Sometimes dilem-
mas encountered in the classroom challenge personal beliefs and a lengthy delibera-
tion is necessary to review the potential perspectives of all ‘actors’ in a challenging 
classroom scenario, and the possible outcomes of decisions taken by the teacher. the 
piBs does not offer any means to assess such reasoning or sensitivities to ethical di-
lemmas arising through professional practice.  Yet, it is essential that preservice tea-
chers have the opportunity to reflect and discuss these matters because as Colnerud 
(2015) succinctly summarized: 

teachers express their deliberations, their feelings of frustration and their am-
biguity in relation to  various situations in which profound moral choices arise. 
they encounter dilemmas where external rules and institutional constraints come 
into conflict with their conscience. They also describe dilemmas where the conflict  
is intrapersonal, which implies that the dilemma is created when various personal 
values and norms conflict and teachers have to rely only on their own judgement. 
the values at stake in those intrapersonal dilemmas are those internalised social va-
lues that are widely shared in society such as privacy, fairness and protection from 
harm. (p. 352)

instruments to measure ethical reasoning and/or judgements/sensitivities have 
been constructed in the past (e.g., Barrett, Casey, Visser & headley, 2012; Brabeck 
et al., 2000; Johnson, 2008). Qualitative studies designed to examine teachers’ ethi-
cal decision making processes have also been conducted for the purpose of rede-
signing teacher professional development programmes (e.g., shapira-lishchinsky, 
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2016). however, neither of these approaches alone can give tertiary educators a 
basis upon which to design a targeted, developmentally appropriate ethics course. 
this is a necessary educational pedagogy since one’s cognitive moral developmental 
stage directs ethical decision-making processes (Bebeau, 2014). the former, quan-
titative survey method cannot shed light on the interpretive and reasoning processes 
that take place in preservice teachers’ decision processes; the latter, qualitative sce-
nario-based tests, are not quantified to allow for an assessment of gains in ethical 
understanding.  

it is suggested therefore that the way forward requires the construction of an 
instrument that can be used to measure a preservice teacher’s professional ethics’ un-
derstanding of critical incidents or ethical scenarios on a continuous or interval scale; 
an instrument that can actually measure qualitative responses to ethical dilemmas. 
the development of such an instrument is possible with the use of rasch analysis. 
rasch analysis not only yields measures of a person on particular constructs, such 
as ethical behaviours, it can also yield measures of distinct facets within constructs 
so that a person can see in which factor, within a multifactorial construct, they are 
strong and where they need to make gains.   the ability to gauge preservice teachers’ 
ethical understanding and sensitivity is an urgent matter for teacher training institu-
tions since they will need to design and offer courses to ensure that upon graduation 
preservice teachers are cognisant of their professional ethics, and the ways their 
personal ethics potentially interact with professional ethical decision-making. gra-
duate teachers must be able to unambiguously deliberate upon dilemmas that they 
are certain to face in their professional practice.
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appendix a
PIBS Scale (30-item version; shaded items are those items retained post validation 
by means of Classical Test Theory analyses in 2012) and highest and lowest scoring 
respondents’ answers. 
to what extent do you view each of the following behaviours as acceptable for tea-
chers to engage in? please circle a rating from 1= unacceptable;   usually unaccep-
table = 2; sometimes acceptable, sometimes not =3; usually acceptable = 4; accep-
table = 5. (shaded items remained in the piBs after developers’ analyses)
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Item on PIBS Respondent 192 (Highest 
score on PIBS : 50.4) 

Respondent 10 (Lowest 
score on PIBS : 22.4) 

1. Giving your private phone number to a student  sometimes acceptable 
sometimes not 

unacceptable 

2. Text messaging with a student (SMS)  sometimes acceptable 
sometimes not 

unacceptable 

3. Giving gifts to a student  usually unacceptable usually unacceptable 
4. Showing photos of significant personal events to a 
student  (e.g. wedding, new pet, newborn child)  

acceptable unacceptable 

5. Inviting a student to a social party  unacceptable unacceptable 
6. Having a personal friendship with a student  acceptable usually unacceptable 
7. Being involved in community activities alongside 
students (e.g. sports clubs)  

acceptable sometimes acceptable 
sometimes not 

8. Accepting an expensive gift from a student  usually unacceptable unacceptable 
9. Offering advice to a student on how to deal with family 
problems  

acceptable usually unacceptable 

10. Giving your private email address to a student  usually unacceptable unacceptable 
11. Discussing your partner or significant other in the 
company of a student  

acceptable unacceptable 

12. Using hugging as a means of congratulating a student  acceptable unacceptable 
13. Sharing your own personal problems with a student  sometimes acceptable 

sometimes not 
unacceptable 

14. Accepting a hug from a student  acceptable unacceptable 
15. Being friends with the parent of a student on a SNS 
(e.g. Facebook)  

usually unacceptable unacceptable 

16. Driving a student somewhere in your car  acceptable unacceptable 
17. Giving a student an expensive reward for 
achievement  

usually unacceptable unacceptable 

18. Accepting an invitation to a student’s social event 
(e.g. dinner or party)    

usually unacceptable unacceptable 

19.Using cheek kissing as a form of greeting a student  usually acceptable unacceptable 
20. Hugging a student as a form of consolation  acceptable unacceptable 
21. Giving a student a pat on the back to congratulate 
them  

acceptable unacceptable 

22. Being friends with a student on a Social Networking 
Site (e.g. Facebook)  

unacceptable unacceptable 

23. Giving a student money  sometimes acceptable 
sometimes not 

unacceptable 

24. Interacting online with students through online 
blogs/discussion forums  

usually unacceptable usually unacceptable 

25. Talking about your social life outside of school, with a 
student  

acceptable unacceptable 

26. Speaking with a student on the phone about non-
school related topics  

usually acceptable unacceptable 

27. Letting a student take photos of you with their 
personal camera  

sometimes acceptable 
sometimes not 

unacceptable 

28. Giving advice and guidance to a student for their 
personal problems  

acceptable usually unacceptable 

29. Having sex with a student who is over 18  unacceptable unacceptable 
30. Having sex with a former student who is over 18 acceptable unacceptable 
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appendix B
Item measure, misfit statistics and point biserial correlations of 30 original items.

Item measure, misfit statistics and point biserial correlations for 30 items.

ITEM Measure Infit MNSQ Outfit MNSQ Point bis. correlation

Q29  4.6 0.96 0.28 0.19
Q30  0.35 2.29 2.18 0.24
Q24  -0.58 1.76 1.75 0.26
Q22  1.26 1.23 1.14 0.29
Q3   -0.88 0.89 0.95 0.31
Q5   2 1.11 0.72 0.31
Q19  1.99 1.46 0.88 0.37
Q10  0.38 1.1 1.1 0.37
Q17  0.45 1.08 1.12 0.38
Q2   1.22 0.86 0.79 0.40
Q15  -0.95 1.17 1.17 0.41
Q7   -2.62 0.94 0.97 0.42
Q23  0.29 0.93 0.93 0.42
Q18  0.55 0.85 0.88 0.42
Q1   0.65 0.87 0.9 0.43
Q13  1.05 0.93 0.76 0.43
Q27  0.33 0.98 0.94 0.43
Q8   -0.38 1.09 1.08 0.45
Q11  -0.34 1.09 1.21 0.46
Q16  -0.4 0.9 1.02 0.48
Q26  0.77 0.82 0.7 0.52
Q9   -1.39 1.02 1.05 0.53
Q21  -2.19 1.17 1.16 0.54
Q28  -1.41 1.01 1 0.60
Q6   -0.61 0.81 0.83 0.60
Q20  -0.81 0.83 0.81 0.61
Q4   -1.37 0.62 0.64 0.61
Q25  -0.43 0.88 0.83 0.61
Q14  -1.14 0.77 0.76 0.63
Q12  -0.38 0.79 0.76 0.65
Mean 0 1.04 0.98
SD 1.39 0.32 0.33

person: real sep.: 2.36 rel.: 0.85 ... item: real sep.: 6.09  rel.: .97
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appendix c
Summary model fit, mean measure and separation for PIBS (30 items)

 Summary of 139 measured person

 total  model   infit outfit

 sCore   s.e.  mnsQ Zstd mnsQ Zstd

mean  61.6 29.8 -1.33 0.23 1.01 -0.1 0.98 0.1

p.sd  12.5 0.5 0.64 0.03 0.43 1.4 0.47 0.8

s.sd  12.6 0.5 0.65 0.03 0.43 1.4 0.47 0.8

max.  105 30 0.54 0.38 2.89 4.7 2.8 3.2

min.  37 28 -3.12 0.2 0.27 -3.7 0.3 -1.5

real rmse    .25 true sd     .59 separation  2.36 person reliability  
.85 

model rmse    .23 true sd     .60 separation  2.57 person reliability  
.87 

s.e. of person mean = .05  

person raw score-to-measure correlation = .98

     Summary of 30 measured items (non-extreme)

infit outfit 

 measure m o d e l  
s.e. 

mnsQ Zstd mnsQ Zstd 

mean 285.5 137.9 0 0.15 1.04 0.1 0.98 0

p.sd 110.1 1.4 1.39 0.16 0.32 2.1 0.33 1.9

s.sd 112 1.4 1.41 0.17 0.32 2.1 0.34 1.9

max. 578 139 4.6 1 2.29 6.9 2.18 5.4

min. 140 134 -2.62 0.08 0.62 -4 0.28 -3.8

 real rmse 0.22 true sd    1.37 separation  6.09 item   reliability  .97

model rmse 0.22 true sd    1.37 separation  6.25 item   reliability  .98

s.e. of item mean = .26

item raw score-to-measure correlation = -.89

   umean=.0000 usCale=1.0000           
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7

InsuBordInatIon Cases In teaChIng:
data and anaLysIs

denis JeffreY

for nearly twenty years, we have been conducting research aimed at clarify-
ing the professional standards for Quebec’s teachers. through this work, we 
have identified laws, rules and norms that govern their professional practices. 

however, it seems that existing regulations regarding their professional autonomy 
are particularly incomplete and imprecise. our interest in court rulings concerning 
teachers accused of professional misconduct and unethical conduct stems from this 
observation. as it turns out, many of the rulings we examined involve charges of 
insubordination. as we will see in this paper, the rulings of courts of law and other 
tribunals on insubordination shed light on the standards that limit teachers’ profes-
sional autonomy. What this analysis of the jurisprudence revealed was that teachers’ 
professional autonomy is rather limited. In addition, our findings highlight aspects 



of the relationships between teachers and school administrators that are especial-
ly fragile. Conflicts over insubordination issues, it seems, can sometimes bring to 
light negative power relations and ill-defined boundaries around the responsibilities 
of different actors in the school setting. We begin the paper by outlining the back-
ground and general orientation of this research into cases of teacher insubordination. 
next, we explain in more depth the concepts of insubordination and disciplinary 
actions in terms of how they play out in real workplace conflicts. Finally, we present 
and discuss our analysis of the court decisions concerning teacher insubordination.

research on insubordination

at the turn of the millennium, we began an extensive research project to study 
court decisions concerning teachers’ professional misconduct.7 We compiled several 
hundred cases from all levels of the judicial system, from labour arbitration tribu-
nals to the supreme Court of Canada. the work of compiling the cases was aided 
by searchable legal databases, including the Canadian legal information institute 
(Canlii), the Société québécoise d’information juridique (Quebec legal informa-
tion society, or soQuiJ), Quicklaw, azimut, and natquest. in spite of how compre-
hensive and powerful these databases are some rulings, even well known ones, did 
not come out in our keyword searches. another methodological strategy we used 
was to search for articles that discussed reports of teachers’ professional misconduct 
in three important french-language newspapers in Quebec (Le Devoir, La Presse, 
and the Journal de Montréal) and in google. We sought exclusively articles and re-
ports that presented teachers as lacking professional ethics.8 

The findings of this research project extend and confirm the very thorough study 
conducted by piddocke, magsino, and manley-Casimir (1997) twenty years earlier. 
Without our realizing it at first, our general research objectives were closely aligned 
with those of this research group from Western Canada.9 furthermore, we too con-
centrated on the legal decisions that revealed the judges’ deliberations concerning 
ethical and legal rules that affect teachers and their work, both inside and outside the 
school.

in the course of our research, we noticed that disciplinary actions are regular-
ly taken against teachers for insubordination. among those cases brought before 
the Tribunal d’arbitrage du secteur de l’éducation du Québec, insubordination was 
the most common type of professional misconduct charge made against teachers.10 
7 this study was supported by a grant from the social sciences and humanities research Council of Canada.
8 the term “ethics” is used in a wider sense of professional conduct regulation.
9 indeed, we only discovered their research in 2017. We realized that we had come to the same conclusions, even 
though we had not always examined the same cases. 
10 We studied 227 cases (1970–2007) concerning questions of professional standards. insubordination was involved in 
49 cases, classroom discipline problems in 41, incompetence in 24, and lack of ethics in 18. the other cases included, 
most notably, physical and sexual abuse, theft, alcoholism, and discrimination.
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however, it is rare for teachers to be penalized for insubordination alone. most of-
ten, insubordination intersects with issues of pedagogical incompetence and class-
room management, which subsequently leads to conflicts between teachers and their 
employers.

from a professional ethics standpoint, studying cases of insubordination reveals 
practice and labour norms regarding the professional responsibilities of teachers. 
several questions are raised. Can teachers refuse to obey an order from a member 
of their school administration? do teachers have to obey their superiors even if they 
disagree? and in cases where they do disagree with a member of the school adminis-
tration, do teachers have the option of defending themselves with sound arguments?

studying teacher insubordination cases exposes the power relationships between 
school administrations and teachers. if a large number of teachers have contested 
accusations of insubordination, it is because they thought that the accusations were 
unfair. from the outset, this shows that the responsibilities of school administra-
tors and teachers are not always well-defined. It also becomes apparent that the 
concept of insubordination is often misunderstood, if not unknown, in the world of 
teaching. this lack of clear standards or guidelines risks engendering acrimonious 
relationships between teachers and administrators. indeed, while some members of 
the school administration may see insubordination where there is none, teachers may 
themselves fail to accept that their behaviour does constitute insubordination when 
insubordination does in fact occur. this can lead to power struggles and dramatic 
debates concerning the limits of the responsibilities of the parties involved.

of the insubordination cases involving teachers covered by our research, those 
we compiled came from databases of rulings from various Quebec and Canadian 
courts. this means that our sample was biased in favour of cases which, we assume, 
could not be settled. one can also assume that a number of insubordination cases, 
perhaps even very serious ones, were resolved before ending up in front of the edu-
cation arbitration board. parties sometimes prefer a compromise to a legal battle 
and it can happen as well that teachers admit that they have made a mistake. in such 
cases, the school administration may deem it unnecessary to pursue disciplinary 
action against the teacher. another option for a school principal is to give a warning 
and pursue the matter no further. 

in short, we did not have access to information about cases of insubordination 
that were settled out of court or that did not lead to grievances. We analyzed only 
those cases that underwent the full judicial process, cases in which teachers therefore 
challenged what they deemed to be unjust accusations of insubordination before a 
tribunal.

for the purposes of our study, we examined 49 cases of insubordination brought 
before the Quebec tribunal board between 1970 and 2007. among these cases, we 
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chose 24 to conduct a more in-depth analysis, based on the three criteria: 1) the na-
ture and seriousness of insubordination and the disciplinary action; 2) the role of the 
teacher’s professional behaviour considering the complexity of the case; and 3) the 
presence of conflict in which the personalities of those involved had led to an im-
passe. ultimately, we chose insubordination cases that enabled us to discover, on the 
one hand, the limits of teachers’ academic, pedagogical, and disciplinary freedom 
and, on the other hand, the extent of school administrators’ power over teachers.

insubordination, school authority, and the Disciplinary system

In this section, we will define the three aspects of insubordination, and then we 
will clarify the nature of the disciplinary actions taken for this type of case.

Defining Insubordination

insubordination involves various types of behaviour considered unacceptable in 
the workplace. insubordination usually involves intentional non-compliance. howe-
ver, neglecting one’s work, incompetence, or inability to undertake one’s responsi-
bilities can also be seen as insubordination. the person or persons in power must 
then decide on the seriousness of the case and on the action to be taken. even though 
there are many types of behaviour that constitute insubordination (le Corre, la-
roche, & Bernier, 2013), we divided them into three categories for practical and 
heuristic reasons.

The first category describes situations in which teachers do not respect the rules 
of their institution. here are some examples to illustrate: teachers leaving the room 
before the end of the class without advising the administration; taking a vacation 
without being entitled to time off; being often late; being unhygienic or wearing 
inappropriate clothing; not respecting the school’s educational agenda; and taking 
too long to submit grades at the end of the term. these examples of insubordinate 
behaviour suggest that teachers expose themselves to the charge of insubordination 
when they fail to know or care about the rules, procedures, and legal measures that 
govern their work.

the second category involves situations in which teachers do not respect an or-
der from a person in a position of authority or responsibility. for example: teachers 
did not show up for a meeting with a member of the school administration; they did 
not hand in their required pedagogical planning to the administration; they refused 
to participate in a training activity that is meant for them personally; or they did not 
complete a task recommended by the school administration. these examples of insu-
bordination often reveal confrontational behaviour between a teacher and a member 
of the school administration.
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the third category includes cases of insubordination involving extreme beha-
viour, specifically behaviour that is incompatible with basic rules of civility: tea-
chers insulted a colleague or a member of the administration; they denigrated stu-
dents; they made scornful or hurtful remarks when talking to students’ parents; they 
used vulgar language during a teachers’ meeting; they posted acerbic and vicious 
remarks on facebook about decisions made by the school administration; they ha-
rassed a person of authority in the school. these types of behaviour are seen as insu-
bordinate insofar as teachers must uphold professional standards in all situations and 
be beyond reproach concerning respect for others. in a case where there are crude, 
rude or inappropriate remarks (Commission scolaire des samares, 2013) made by 
teachers, the arbitrator will often state that they must always respect duties of civility 
and collegiality.

 as shown below, at school, teachers may refuse to follow the orders of an ad-
ministrator in authority. it is important to highlight at the outset that an order from 
a person in authority represents the exercise of power. When a school administrator 
gives an order to teachers, often, he or she is legally authorized to do so and has le-
gal authority over the teachers. the same situation applies when teachers, who are 
also in a position of authority, give orders to students for learning and disciplinary 
reasons.

teachers refuse to obey orders from a member of the school administration for vari-
ous reasons: the order was neither clear nor specific; the person in authority abused their 
power or was domineering; the teacher was unable to undertake the task required or was 
not responsible for undertaking it. their refusal challenges the legitimacy of the school 
administration’s authority. these teachers will, of course, be expected to explain their 
refusal by supporting their point of view with sound arguments. We noted that in-
stead of presenting arguments to defend their stance, some teachers resorted to an-
ger and vindictiveness, particularly in the three following cases: Commission sco-
laire régionale de tilly (1983), Commission scolaire de la haute-gatineau (1992), 
Commission scolaire Chemin-du-roy (2005). some of these teachers showed their 
disagreement by being aggressive, threatening, and intimidating. obviously, these 
types of reactions are seen as unacceptable in interactions between teachers and 
school administrators.

the range of orders from school authorities can be very broad, relating to peda-
gogy, classroom management, ethical conduct, and any other activity connected to 
teachers’ work within the scope of their duties, and sometimes beyond the scope of 
their duties. in this regard, the school administration may forbid teachers to partici-
pate in an activity organized by students off school grounds. for example, a school 
in roberval (Commission scolaire du pays-des-Bleuets, 2004) had forbidden its 
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staff from participating in the students’ graduation after party. disciplinary actions 
were taken against two members of the school staff, a psychologist and a teacher, 
because they had disobeyed the order by attending the after party, which was held on 
June 21st, after the school year had ended. the teacher challenged the disciplinary 
action before the education grievance board, but the arbitrator ruled in favour of the 
administration.

this decision shows how much disciplinary power school administrators have 
over their teachers. in the well-known case of audet (R. v. Audet, 1996), the judges 
of the supreme Court of Canada wrote that teachers are in a position of authority and 
trust concerning the students at their school, even after classes. the details of this 
complex ruling aside, because the Court ruled that audet was “in a position of au-
thority” for the purposes of applying the statues of the Criminal Code of Canada re-
garding consent for sexual relations, the ruling could be seen as implying that teach-
ers are in principle on duty 365 days a year, 24 hours a day, thus raising questions 
about whether teachers can fully enjoy the right to a private life, as other Canadian 
citizens do. in the case of Ross (Ross v. New Brunswick School District 15, 1996), 
the same judges concluded that teachers must be role models both at school and in 
their private lives. their decision in the ross case is perfectly understandable as it in-
volved an anti-semitic teacher. however, the idea of being a role model has frequent-
ly been used by school boards in order to take disciplinary action against teachers 
whose moral transgressions were minor. this is contrary to the spirit of the supreme 
Court’s decision, as emphasized by the Chief Justice’s remark: “i do not wish to be 
understood as advocating an approach that subjects the entire lives of teachers to 
inordinate scrutiny on the basis of more onerous moral standards of behaviour. this 
could lead to a substantial invasion of the privacy rights and fundamental freedoms 
of teachers” (ross, 1996, para. 45). nevertheless, in these two cases, the supreme 
Court of Canada decided that the authority that school administrators have over their 
teachers applies even off school grounds as, for example, when a school principal 
forbids teachers from exhibiting certain types of behaviour during an extramural 
school activity (Jeffrey, 2016; Jeffrey, deschênes, harvengt, & Vachon,  2009).

We noted that conflicts between teachers and school administrators arise most 
often when orders are found to be in a grey zone, when the responsibilities of each 
person are not clearly detailed, when orders are not reasonably justified, or when they 
pertain to extracurricular activities outside the school. if an order is not reasonably 
justified, a teacher might interpret it as an abuse of power and feel that their profes-
sional integrity or personal worth is being targeted. teachers, our research shows, 
are often particularly sensitive to orders that seem inappropriate, abusive, or condes-
cending.
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Disciplinary actions

school administrators have managerial rights over teachers’ work and behaviour. 
therefore, legally and practically the administrators of a school can take various 
measures to correct what they see as teachers’ inappropriate behaviour or miscon-
duct. there are disciplinary actions and administrative measures that can be taken. 
according to daudelin and trudeau (2011), misconduct can be either intentional 
or unintentional. if it is intentional, daudelin and trudeau (2011) claim, the action 
should be disciplinary, but if it is unintentional, then the measure should be admin-
istrative. an administrative measure is usually of lesser legal importance and cannot 
be disputed before a board of arbitration. it aims to remedy an unacceptable situa-
tion. misconduct that leads to an administrative measure can stem from the physical 
or psychological inability of an employee to perform specific tasks because they are, 
for example, addicted to drugs.

according to the Quebec labour Code, a disciplinary action constitutes “any 
measure [...] taken by the employer following the behaviour of a paid employee 
considered by the employer as wrongdoing” (gouvernement du Québec, 2018, arti-
cle L. 1331-1; author’s translation). The first goal of a disciplinary action is to point 
out to the teacher that they must correct their behaviour. the action does not aim to 
punish the teacher as a person, but rather to correct the act committed. the disci-
plinary action has a deterrent value in that the teacher in the wrong is given reasons 
to immediately stop behaving inappropriately. in addition, this type of disciplinary 
action becomes a way of re-asserting the legitimacy of rules and professional stan-
dards, and of reminding teachers guilty of misconduct to take their responsibilities 
into account. teachers normally have twenty days to contest a disciplinary action.

insubordinate behaviour can lead to various actions being taken against a teach-
er, from a disciplinary warning to dismissal. according to the standards of labour 
rights, a school board must respect three principles concerning actions taken. first, 
the severity of the actions should be proportional to the seriousness of the type of 
misconduct. second, the principle of gradation of disciplinary measure applies. a 
first offence should be treated less severely than an offence committed repeatedly. 
third, the same offence may not be punished twice. an implicit rule stipulates that 
an employee must first obey authority figures and then make a complaint, unless 
the employee takes steps to avoid committing an illegal or discriminatory act or to 
avoid creating a dangerous situation. there are factors that may necessitate harsher 
disciplinary measures, including the nature of the employee’s role, a previous disci-
plinary file, premeditation, the formulation of excuses, age, and seniority. There are 
also factors that may reduce the punitive force of a measure, such as a clean record, 
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attenuating circumstances, lack of premeditation, provocation, the isolated nature of 
the act, the employee’s attitude, and seniority.

our study shows that school authorities have been rather strict concerning teach-
ers, especially since the mid-1990s. the rule for the gradation of possible actions is 
not always adhered to. Yet when a rule is disputed, the arbitrator generally settles in 
favour of the teachers. all types of actions can be disputed in front of an arbitration 
board. The decisions of the arbitrators can vary significantly, but we have observed 
that they usually respect school hierarchy.

research results

the cases we chose for our analysis were taken from Quebec’s education arbi-
tration board. an arbitrator hears the cases of teachers disputing disciplinary actions 
for insubordination, and the arbitrator is then responsible for settling the disputes. 
although some cases went back to the 1970s, we noted that not much has changed 
regarding how arbitrators view insubordination. We observed a strong coherence 
between legal decisions made in the past and those made today.

let’s look at the case of mr. tessier (Commission des écoles protestantes du 
grand montréal, 1996), who had been teaching french and history for twenty-one 
years. In February 1995, the school council ratified a new rule concerning the grad-
ing of students’ work: teachers were no longer to give a grade below forty percent on 
student report cards, unless an exemption was granted by the school administration. 
this rule had been previously accepted by the majority of teachers, with the notable 
exception of tessier. he wrote a letter of protest to the ministry of education and an-
other to the head of education services at his school board. the school board strongly 
supported the school administrators. in october 1995, tessier nevertheless awarded 
grades below forty percent on some students’ report cards. in turn, he received a 
letter of reprimand in which he was asked to change the grades, but he refused and 
was suspended for three days without pay for insubordination. although tessier dis-
puted his suspension in front of an arbitration board, the arbitrator maintained the 
decision. however, tessier did not give up, and he again wrote grades less than forty 
percent on some students’ second report cards. school administrators intercepted the 
report cards and changed the grades before sending them to the parents. tessier then 
wrote to some of the parents to inform them that their child should have received a 
lower grade than the one written in the report card. This action earned him a five-day 
suspension. he disputed the disciplinary action a second time before the arbitration 
board. again, the arbitrator upheld the decision.

unfortunately, the matter did not stop there. for the third report card of the year, 
tessier once more gave some of his students grades below forty percent. during a 
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discussion with school administrators, he called the principal, among other things “a 
despicable person” (Commission des écoles protestantes du grand montréal, 1996). 
in the end, tessier was suspended for 48 days without pay; another disciplinary 
action that he appealed. although the arbitrator did reduce the suspension from 48 to 
20 days, he also specified that the school board was in its right to impose a third 
sanction against the teacher. the arbitrator concluded his decision by clarifying that, 
“Just because mr. tessier has a great deal of experience as a teacher, it does not 
mean that he is not subject to the school’s authority and policies. experience and 
seniority do not grant immunity” (Commission des écoles protestantes du grand 
montréal, 1996, author’s translation). in other words, the arbitrator criticized the 
harshness of the sanction, but he in no way defended the teacher’s conduct. in fact, 
he acknowledged that tessier went beyond his responsibilities and had to respect 
school rules. tessier may have had good reasons to challenge a rule that he felt was 
wrong and that, in his eyes, distorted the reality of the students’ grades. however, 
he could have expressed his disagreement without entering into a practical conflict 
with his colleagues and school administration. this case reveals that legally, grading 
is a prerogative that belongs to the school’s administration. When a policy concern-
ing grading exists, teachers must respect it because they have a legal duty based on 
collegiality and loyalty.

in many cases studied, teachers made decisions that went against a reasonable 
interpretation of the best interests of their students; for example, a teacher named 
Xavier punished a student by giving her pages and pages to recopy from a history 
book and hand in the next day (Commission scolaire de l’Énergie, 2001). the arbi-
trator in this case specified that the Education Act gives teachers a certain amount of 
disciplinary freedom in the classroom, but that the type of discipline must fall within 
the school’s educational aims. moreover, he reminded Xavier that his own rights as 
a teacher were secondary to those of his students: 

the plaintiff’s autonomy has limits. neither the law nor the collective 
agreement allows for a teacher’s professional autonomy to have 
precedence over the rights of students, or exempts him from his duty to 
collaborate in ensuring that students’ needs are met and their rights are 
respected. (Jeffrey & harvengt, 2016, p. 96, author’s translation)

We were also interested in an arbitration decision that concerned bodily aesthetics 
and dress code. the new principal of the Centre multiservice des samares (which 
offered many professional health programs) wished in particular to forbid jeans, 
beards, and colour-treated hair (Commission scolaire des samares, 2012; Jeffrey & 
harvengt, 2016). in this case from 2009, the arbitrator asserted that the school prin-
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cipal’s orders were detrimental to teachers because they infringed on their freedom 
of expression and private lives. to support the decision that the school administra-
tion had not proven the goal pursued to be sufficiently legitimate or important, the 
arbitrator quoted a passage from the law specialist anne-marie delagrave: 

at any rate, some requirements pertaining to physical appearance 
constitute a gross infringement on the right to privacy, particularly 
when the employee is limited in choices concerning their appearance 
not only during work hours, but after as well. ... Banning beards and 
colour-treated hair, as well as imposing requirements concerning hair 
length, are good examples. We find that all these elements of physical 
appearance rely on choices that are, by nature, fundamentally private or 
intrinsically personal and, therefore, protected a priori by employees’ 
right to privacy. (Jeffrey & harvengt, 2016, p. 107, author’s translation).

the issue of teachers’ authority over and hence responsibility for students out-
side of educational settings was discussed in several grievances. a teacher is in a 
position of authority over all of the students at their school during work hours. if 
they work in a large high school, they are duty-bound to intervene in any part of the 
school with any student to re-establish order. they have presumptive authority in all 
school spaces, including the schoolyard, the sports centre next to the school build-
ing, and the bus that transports students (Commission scolaire régionale de tilly, 
1983). in several cases, teachers claimed that they were not responsible for the stu-
dents since the activity in question had not been organized by the school, but by the 
students themselves (Commission scolaire régionale dollard-des-ormeaux, 1972; 
Commission scolaire du pays-des-Bleuets, 2004). arbitrators’ decisions were unani-
mous for these kinds of cases: teachers are assumed to be in a position of authority 
and responsibility for all activities that involve students from their school, whether 
or not the activity takes place on school grounds and whether or not it is organized 
by the school. it is clear that a teacher who accompanies students either for a sports 
tournament or on a sightseeing trip remains fully responsible for the students. the 
same institutional rules apply during these activities to both students and teachers. 
When the activity is organized by students and takes place off school premises, 
school administrators can prohibit their staff from participating. if a teacher still 
decides to participate in a student activity that is prohibited, they consequently find 
themselves in a position of authority over and responsibility for their students.

however, there are still grey areas in terms of the authority a teacher has over and 
responsibility for the conduct of students outside of the school. should we assume 
that a teacher is on duty the moment they meet students by chance in a shopping 
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mall or sports centre, or on a golf course, for example? this issue was addressed in 
cases in which teachers found themselves in a drinking establishment frequented by 
students. in two cases, the arbitrators mentioned that the teachers involved should 
have told the waiter if they thought the students were underage. as for other public 
places, we did not encounter cases that shed light on the situation. We know that 
in the cases of audet (1996) and ross (1996), the judges of the supreme Court of 
Canada ruled that teachers are in a position of authority or trust concerning their stu-
dents 365 days a year, 24 hours a day, and that they have to be excellent role models, 
even after school hours. one could argue that the requirements established by these 
key decisions are incompatible with teachers’ right to privacy and hence cannot be 
applied to the letter. 

When we look closely at these requirements, we must acknowledge the fact that 
they are not realistic. We cannot take for granted that a teacher has authority over 
a student or has gained their trust. every situation should require some evidence in 
order to ensure that teachers are presumed innocent and have a right to privacy. to 
ensure this, we must be able to assess teachers’ capacity to enforce their authority 
over students outside of the school setting. Can a teacher realistically discipline stu-
dents off school grounds? Will students recognize a teacher’s authority, for example, 
if the teacher asks them at the movie theatre to be politer in their interactions with 
others? this would require students to accept that their teacher is on duty. and yet, 
in such a situation, students know that teachers are not on duty, which means that 
teachers may not have effective authority over them. at least, teachers have no more 
effective authority over them than any other citizen. for the purposes of comparison, 
it might be desirable for an off-duty police officer to have no more authority to arrest 
a suspect than any other citizen. this might be a good thing since it would protect 
police officers’ privacy. The same could be said for teachers and the authority they 
have in relation to pupils in and out of school settings.

the following four criteria can be used to determine if a teacher is on duty, which 
means that they would be in a position of authority and responsibility for the conduct 
of students, even off school grounds. first, does the context include a school-related 
activity? Because a teacher is in a position of authority and is responsible for the 
conduct of students during all school activities, one who meets students by chance at 
a movie theatre or sports centre can be considered to be in a position of authority and 
responsibility for the conduct of students if they are there for school-related work. 
Second, are there clear instructions from the school administration confirming that 
teachers are in a position of authority over and responsibility for the relevant group 
of students in an activity taking place outside the school setting? school administra-
tion can clearly prohibit teachers from participating in an activity unrelated to school 
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that is organized by students. applying the precedent to cases of this kind, it would 
mean that a teacher who is present at this type of activity, as a private citizen and 
without the employer’s consent, would even then be in a position of authority over 
the students. third, what is the nature of the setting? in places reserved for adults, 
for example, teachers have a responsibility to not condone, through acts of omission, 
illegal activity on the part of students. While this duty to report illegal behavior may 
be construed as a duty of any citizen, it accrues additional weight for teachers when 
the omission of reporting the behavior would signal to students a moral indifference 
toward their misconduct. fourth, combining the criteria above, is it an unexpected 
meeting with one or many students in a setting or at an activity that is unrelated to 
school, and without any school instructions? Indeed, it is difficult to ascertain the 
authority of a teacher in situations where they accidentally meet students in public or 
private places (at the teacher’s home or at a parent’s home). in this context, if the stu-
dents are with other people in legal authority, then the teacher is reasonably seen as 
no longer legally responsible for the students’ conduct. however, if the teacher is the 
only adult, then the extent of their authority over and responsibility for the conduct 
of the student must be assessed. the presence of a student does not automatically 
mean that the teacher has to be either an authority figure or a role model. Because 
situations can be quite varied and complicated, we would have to examine each one 
by taking into account the context and the people present. When a teacher seduces 
a student to obtain an amorous or sexual relationship, we think that the teacher’s 
responsibility to not engage in such behavior is obviously in effect. But since this is 
a peculiar situation, it cannot be generalized to every disciplinary situation in which 
a teacher meets a student outside of school.

however, the idea that teachers can be at all times in a position of authority with 
respect to their students, as claimed by the judges of the supreme Court of Canada 
in the cases of audet, is rather simplistic: 

the conduct of a teacher is evaluated on the basis of his or her 
position, rather than whether the conduct occurs within the classroom 
or beyond. teachers are seen by the community to be the medium for 
the educational message and because of the community position they 
occupy, they are not able to choose which hat they will wear on what 
occasion, teachers do not necessarily check their hats at the school yard 
and may be perceived to be wearing their teaching hat even off duty. 
(ross, 1996, p. 858)

 even if a teacher is recognized as a teacher by the students, we cannot as-
sume that they will recognize the teacher’s authority over them. teachers, therefore, 
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keep their identity as teachers in the eyes of students (because it is a sociological 
designation), but it does not mean that students will necessarily recognize teachers’ 
disciplinary authority over them when they are not working. unfortunately, teachers 
do not always have that authority over students outside of school settings, and they 
may very well not have it at school either. in fact, studies show that lack of disci-
pline in the classroom remains the biggest problem for teachers (nault & fijalkow, 
1999). That is to say, even in class, teachers find it difficult to have their authority 
recognized by students.

in short, teachers’ authority over students and responsibility for student conduct 
must be evaluated in each situation; it cannot be assumed. outside of school settings, 
we would need to provide reasonable evidence that students can accept teachers’ 
disciplinary directives. in this way, teachers’ authority over students remains open to 
interpretation. how do we establish in a rigorous manner, for example, if a teacher is 
in a position of authority over all students in the school or just those in their classes? 
furthermore, is a teacher in a position of authority over students they previously 
taught, but who now go to a different school? is a teacher in a position of authority 
over all the students in their region or their school board? many other questions 
remain unanswered as well. how do we evaluate a teacher’s authority? how do we 
know if a teacher’s authority is recognized by students? for someone’s authority to 
be effective, is it necessary that it first be acknowledged? What is a teacher’s author-
ity truly worth? moreover, should we conclude that a school administration main-
tains authority over teachers at all times and in all situations, or that it has authority 
over teachers only when the teachers themselves have authority over students, even 
during an activity held outside of school hours? These questions should be clarified 
both ethically and legally.

other cases have helped to clarify the limits of teachers’ freedom of expression 
(Commission scolaire marguerite-Bourgeoys, 2007), academic freedom (Commis-
sion des écoles protestantes du grand montréal, 1996; Commission scolaire Chemin 
du roy, 2005), disciplinary authority in the classroom, rights to educational materi-
als they themselves have produced, and duties in terms of collegiality (Commission 
scolaire régionale orléans, 1984) and social interaction (Commission scolaire des 
samares, 2013). the arbitrator Jean-m. morency wrote the following on the subject 
of pedagogical freedom: “it is therefore unfair and ill-founded to believe and allege 
that teachers have absolute power in their classrooms and that they can exercise this 
power as they see fit, without regard for the school administration” (Commission sco-
laire de l’Énergie, 2001, author’s translation). in another case, the arbitrator Blouin 
clarifies “that an employer has the right [...] to impose some guidelines, and that it 
is up to the teacher to conform to school requirements, not the other way around” 
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(Commission scolaire Chapais-Chibougamau, 1978, author’s translation). most of 
the cases analyzed focused on teachers’ professional autonomy, but in one important 
case the arbitrator reversed the decision against a teacher who was involved in union 
activities (Commission des relations du travail, 2004).

our work on insubordination makes it easier to understand the limits of teachers’ 
professional autonomy, the rules that structure their pedagogical freedom, and the 
value of both their disciplinary authority over students and school administrations’ 
disciplinary authority over them. several factors can explain situations of insub-
ordination, but it is not surprising to note that insubordination is often the result 
of difficult relationships between a teacher and a school administrator. Teachers’ 
interpersonal difficulties with administration are most frequently expressed through 
a teachers’ refusal to meet with a member of the administration, to hand in peda-
gogical planning, to get involved in the organization of extracurricular activities, 
to respect a school rule, or to respect an order from a member of the school admin-
istration. refusal must be intentional because arbitrators consider that, in order for 
there to be insubordination, a teacher must show ill will or a desire to disobey orders. 
unintentional misconduct should be noted, but should not be subject to disciplinary 
action. We also found that teachers who behave in an arrogant or intimidating man-
ner toward a member of the administration, a parent, or a colleague are generally 
found to be legally in the wrong from the outset. any behaviour or gesture that is 
violent is generally found to represent an act of insubordination. the only factor that 
may be extenuating is the context that led the teacher to become angry or act in a 
violent manner. 

Our study showed that teachers’ professional autonomy is, in the end, difficult 
to define. During a grievance, the arbitrator analyzes the facts but also takes into 
account the teacher’s moral condition. the arbitrator asks questions relating to the 
teacher’s ability to protect the honour of the profession, their credibility, integrity, 
professionalism, and intentions (the teacher must always act in the best interest of 
the students), as well as the possible damage to the reputation of the school. final-
ly, the arbitrator questions the teacher on their ability to transmit the values of our 
democratic society.

conclusion

each case is unique and reveals different aspects of insubordination in the teach-
ing profession. indeed, insubordination can take many forms: refusal to respect dir-
ectives, non-compliance, breaking school rules, insults, lack of loyalty, public de-
nunciations, careless pedagogical behaviour, disrespectful conduct, and so on. such 
situations of insubordination all demonstrate the limits of teachers’ professional au-
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tonomy. the cases we analyzed show that some school administrations can be very 
strict, sometimes imposing heavy sanctions, particularly when professional collab-
oration with teachers is no longer possible. Dismissal, however, is rarely the first 
disciplinary action. Instead, it is often the result of a worsening conflict between a 
teacher and their school administration. When the situation degenerates and obstin-
acy prevails, it’s usually the teacher who ends up paying the price.

to avoid sanction, if a teacher intentionally places himself in a situation of in-
subordination, she or he must first justify their actions with arguments that reflect 
their professionalism. Brieschke (1985) acknowledged that there is a certain type 
of insubordination that can be advantageous in terms of creativity. it is character-
ized by the fact that workers choose not to apply guidelines that they perceive as 
not well-adapted to their workplace or as creating more problems than solutions. in 
reality, each situation of insubordination must be examined in context and assessed 
keeping in mind that each employee possesses an inalienable dignity. 

Why are there so many insubordination cases? the complexity of relations be-
tween workers is partly to blame. Consider the resistance that new government dir-
ectives can provoke from teachers. following the educational reform in Quebec in 
the early 2000s, many teachers did not see the relevance of shifting from an ob-
jectives-based to a skills-based pedagogy (mellouki, 2010). some teachers quietly 
questioned this reform, and others challenged it more openly. such protest could 
be considered as insubordination. The line is sometimes very thin between a defi-
ance of authority and a reasonable reaction from an employee confronted by a new 
workplace arrangement (schwartz, 1993, p. 765). furthermore, we must admit that 
administrators are not always well-trained to introduce new procedures to employ-
ees or to recognize what is insubordination and what is not. in this way, the teachers’ 
resistance to the ministry of education’s guidelines for the most recent school reform 
could be viewed as a healthy reaction. an employee’s negative reaction to something 
new, to a change in tasks, or to a transformation in working conditions is not neces-
sarily an act of insubordination. in fact, making mistakes, asking questions, requir-
ing further explanation, showing poor judgment, and even not following guidelines 
given by a person in authority are not necessarily insubordination (nelson, 1984, 
p. 120).

finally, although schools became more democratic in the early 1970s, they still 
maintain a hierarchical regime with paternalistic tendencies. in future work, we pro-
pose exploring ways to diffuse some of these tendencies. for example, to settle 
disputes between teachers and their school administration, including cases of insub-
ordination, one might explore the possibility of setting up a conciliation committee 
composed of representatives from both sides. such a committee might be called 
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on before resorting to an arbitration board. our analysis of insubordination cases 
reveals that most of them could have been settled amicably. such a strategy may be 
preferable to legal confrontations performed, often with plenty of theatrics, in front 
of a judge.
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8

teaCher ethICs and ProFessIonaL 
IdentIty: a deLPhI study

Christine Bellini

on my fortieth birthday i decided to end my career as a psychotherapist and 
return to school to become a teacher. eight months later i proudly walked 
across the stage at convocation wearing a new hat. however the pride i 

felt was short lived.  a month later someone asked me what i did for a living and 
i replied, “i am a teacher.”  for the next half hour, i stood silent as i was told that 
teachers were overpaid, lazy, and complained all the time despite having two mon-
ths off every summer. this person clearly felt entitled to judge me without even 
knowing me. 

What surprised me most about this interaction was not the vilification of tea-
chers, but rather the fact that up until a month ago, i would have answered, “i am a 
psychotherapist” and received a very different response. Clearly i had not changed 



as a person, but my identity had, and this new one continues to challenge me.
how does a teacher come to terms with his or her new identity?  Who prepares 

them for the public judgment and continual criticism of their profession?  Who helps 
them balance the fine line between public accountability and public intrusion on 
their professional and personal lives?  

this article is based on my doctoral thesis on ethics.  it led me down several 
trajectories relating to teacher identity, teacher education, and teacher conduct. this 
chapter focuses on the contested world of teacher identity and how we, as a profes-
sion, do very little to prepare teacher candidates for a drastic shift in identity that will 
impact them the rest of their lives.  

teaching is like no other profession.  it is steeped in contradictions, at the fore-
front of every political platform, and is the only profession that allows the public to 
judge a person’s professional and personal life on the same scale. as long ago as the 
mid-1800s in Canada, moral expectations were placed on teachers; male teachers 
could not drink, smoke, or play pool in public, and women teachers were routinely 
fired for getting pregnant, even if they were married (Richter, 2006). Before Wor-
ld War i, teachers were not allowed to go to the theatre, but by the 1930s, that ban 
was lifted and replaced by bans on card playing, gambling, swearing, and dancing 
(piddocke, magsino, & manley-Casimir, 1997). some school boards regulated when 
a teacher had to be home at night, and friendships between opposite sexes were 
frowned upon (piddocke et al., 1997).

o’neill and Bourke (2010) maintained that “this is because teachers are moral 
examples: they are expected to model socially acceptable and desirable behavior on 
behalf of the children and families they serve in their local community; they must 
be ‘good’ and be seen to do ‘right’” (p. 162). many educators do not have a problem 
with being a role model in the classroom, but they consider what they do after-hours 
their own business. several famous supreme Court cases: Abbotsford School Dis-
trict 34 v. Shewan (1986), Ross v. New Brunswick School District No. 15 (1996), and 
the Ontario College of Teachers v. Frederick Paul Fromm (2007) argued this exact 
point. in each of these cases, the supreme Court of Canada and the ontario College 
of teachers in ontario ruled that what a teacher does outside of school hours can 
affect public trust and confidence. If a breach of trust occurs due to conduct, then a 
teacher can be dismissed or have his or her licence revoked. there appears to be no 
limit on society’s power to judge a teacher. 

the self and identity

the multiple ethical paradigm (starratt 2004, 2012) framed this study and provi-
ded a foundation to examine various concepts relating to ethics including the ethics 
of justice, care, critique, profession, and community. What appeared absent from the 
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literature was the ethic of the self and any connection to self-care and self-reflection.
 the self, according to freud (tyson, 2006), is the core of a person’s being 

whereas identity is a social construct that influences a person’s sense of who he or 
she is. The self is fixed and does not change, whereas identities shift and change as 
the person experiences life. developing an identity is a complex and ongoing pro-
cess since a person’s identity is never permanent, but is considered unstable or fluid 
as he or she grows and matures (tyson, 2006). as tyson (2006) stated:

the self-image of a stable identity that many of us have is really just 
a comforting self-delusion, which we produce in collusion with our 
culture, for culture, too wants to see itself as stable and coherent when 
in reality it is highly unstable and fragmented. We don’t really have 
an identity because the word identity implies that we consist of one, 
singular self, but in fact we are multiple and fragmented, consistent 
at any moment of any number of conflicting beliefs, desires, fears, 
anxieties, and intentions. (p. 257)

multiple identities come together in an educator to develop his or her own belief 
system and sense of self. however, if an educator does not have a well-developed 
belief system or sense of self, that connection, becomes weak or unstable. a tea-
cher’s identity is further compromised if he or she is not allowed to develop and 
assimilate his or her own belief system, but rather have one imposed.

Beauchamp and thomas (2009) noted that the elevation of a teacher’s identity 
beginning in the 1800’s to that of saint-like proportions has made their fall from 
grace more severe. Carter (2009) added that the image of teacher-as-saint is a fabri-
cation of our westernized society, stating that:

teachers, like traditional housewife-mothers, are usually constructed 
as angels or saints or, at the least, clergy, thought to work from “love” 
or one of its synonyms (passion, engagement, involvement, caring). 
they “care” for their students and want to “make a difference” (what 
difference is often left unarticulated). they are widely expected to 
channel all-but-divine resources of patience and affection to allow them 
to “help” or “save” even the most difficult student. (p. 65)

She further argued that this image of the selfless, pious teacher is gender-specific 
and more often associated with mothers, not fathers. on this view:

 mothers, like teachers, are often referred to as “saints” or 
“angels” for their undercompensated, underappreciated work with no 
clear “quitting time,” their tending of children’s emotional and spiritual 
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well-being, and the standards of morality (i.e., sexlessness) that are 
expected to be upheld in public. (p. 66) 

Cavanagh (2007) held that a female teacher’s sexual identity was, and still is, 
controlled by the community and media. until the 1980s, female teachers were forced 
to resign if they got pregnant because it was thought it would upset male students 
(Cavanagh, 2007). Female teachers have always been influenced to remain pure and 
chaste. even today, they are strongly discouraged to wear ‘provocative’ clothing to 
school or be seen in public in any sexualized manner (Cavanagh, 2007).

Cavanagh (2007) noted that the image of female-teacher-as-saint was shattered 
in 1997 by mary Kay letourneau, a pretty, married, Christian mother of three who 
had sex with her twelve-year-old student. letourneau went to jail, but never said she 
was sorry or publicly repented for what she did. instead, she gave birth to two child-
ren with her former student, and then married him.

Cavanagh believed that letourneau’s ongoing behavior set both Canadian and 
American education systems into a panic. Here was a female teacher who defied the 
community, legislation, and the patriarchal Westernized Christian image of female 
teacher-as-saint. letourneau did not fall from grace the way she should have. instead 
of being humiliated by being called a “whore” letourneau reveled in it, appearing in 
photographs wearing provocative clothes, her arms draped around her young lover 
(Cavanagh, 2007). 

By contrast, the identity of male teachers has never been contested in the same 
way as female teachers (Carter, 2009). male teachers are often presented as wise, 
intelligent authoritarian figures that command and receive respect. This is not surpri-
sing considering that gender bias is embedded in Western culture.

Rodgers and Scott (2008) also identified the importance of acknowledging a tea-
cher’s past experiences, both personal and professional, in helping to shape his or 
her identity as an educator. olsen (2008) discovered that teachers who had a former 
career often transferred their skills and knowledge. their entry point into teaching 
was quite different compared to first-career teachers. He concluded that second-career 
teachers had a better understanding of their shifting identities and were often more 
confident professionals (Buchanan, 2015, p. 708). He also noted that second-career 
teachers were older and had more lived experience that helped them understand the 
education system, whereas first-career teachers were often young and just out of 
school themselves. Whereas second-career teachers already identified themselves as 
professionals, first-career teachers often still identified themselves as students. 

the shifts in a teacher’s sense of identity are important to identify since they re-
late to a teacher’s sense of power and professionalism. at times, the teacher may feel 
in control of his or her classroom and confident that he or she is a good teacher. At 
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other times, if under scrutiny or judgment by administration, parents, or the media, 
he or she may feel like a “bad” teacher. 

Hargreaves’ (2000) work on teacher identity referred to four specific phases that 
align with the history of education. The first phase occurred in the early twentieth 
century where male teachers were seen as technicians and female teachers as baby-
sitters or surrogate mothers. hargreaves referred to this as the “pre-professional” 
stage of teacher identity where teachers did not have a great deal of status or power. 
the second stage occurred in the 1960s alongside social reform and liberation move-
ments. in this stage, unions were formed and teachers were aligned with other unio-
nized workers. hargreaves described this as the “autonomous professional” stage 
where teachers were allowed to work in isolation with little interference from the 
government, parents, or public. the third stage in the 1980s saw a rise in collegia-
lism and the education reform movement encouraged teachers to work collectively 
in terms of curriculum and standards. this was known as the “collegial professional” 
stage. 

the last stage is still to be determined as hargreaves (2000) predicted sixteen 
years ago that two things could happen: teachers would either rise to the position 
of a modern professional, with accreditation and status, or they would regress into 
the role of technician and surrogate mother. Buchanan (2015) argued that we have 
clearly moved backwards towards a deskilled profession with a lack of autonomy 
and voice. he believed that “the current emphasis on standards, accountability, and 
curriculum fidelity does not value teacher autonomy or authentic collegiality, but 
rather appears to resemble the post-professional model that hargreaves feared” (Bu-
chanan, 2015, p. 702).

Analysis Versus Reflection

analysis in traditional freudian terms refers to the intellectual, emotional, and 
spiritual journey of reflection and self-discovery (International Psychoanalytic Asso-
ciation [IPA], 2016). Through reflection, a person brings information from his or her 
unconscious to the conscious to better understand himself or herself. analysis is the 
treatment method used in psychotherapy, which is commonly called “talk therapy” 
(ipa, 2016). the person talks to a therapist on a regular basis and the therapist be-
comes the person’s guide through the murky waters of his or her unconscious world.  

foucault (1993, 1994, 1997), who was a proponent of freud, talked about the 
concept of reflection, or reflechie. Reflection, like analysis, was a means of looking 
inward and spending time developing your self. Foucault believed reflection was a 
necessary step towards personal freedom, and that a person needed to invest time to 
take care of him or herself before they could help others.  
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While freud was researching and writing about the power of analysis in Vienna, 
John dewey, an american educator and philosopher, began to focus his work on 
the cognitive benefits of reflective thinking (Rodgers, 2002). Freud’s and Dewey’s 
trainings, approaches to human behavior, and end goals of analysis were strikingly 
different. freud was a trained doctor who rebelled against the medical system and 
developed a radical form of treatment that was not grounded in science or fact. the 
success of psychoanalysis was dependent on the relationship between the patient 
and doctor; and it was precisely this relationship that was the catalyst to achieving 
enlightenment (pepper, 1996).

in contrast, dewey (1910) was a philosopher who utilized a fairly conservative 
positivist approach to identify the process of reflection.  His work on teachers did 
not focus on their having a mentor or guide to help them become enlightened. ins-
tead, teachers were the drivers of their knowledge, using reflection in the process as 
a self-help tool to become better teachers. the teacher was the guide for his or her 
students, and the goal was student success, not teacher success (rodgers, 2002).  

Dewey identified six phases of reflection that began with a description of an 
experience and an interpretation of the events. the next stage involved identifying 
a problem or issue that arose from the experience. for example, this could refer to 
a lesson plan that was not successful, a student failing a test, or a student skipping 
classes. the teacher then gave a list of possible reasons for the negative event, fol-
lowed by suggestions to fix the problem. The last step involved the teacher trying 
new initiatives and beginning the cycle of reflection once again (Rodgers, 2002). 

Clearly, this process was not at all what freud (tyson, 2006) described as ana-
lysis or what Foucault (1997) later labeled reflection.  Dewey’s (1910) concept of 
reflection was a process to improve a teacher’s practice. It was not about self-en-
lightenment, ownership, or emancipation. Instead, it was a quick fix for teachers to 
get the job done. 

having been trained as a psychotherapist, teacher, and administrator, i will share 
my radically different experiences regarding analysis and reflection. To become a 
member of the ontario society of psychotherapists (the precursor organization to 
the College of registered psychotherapist of ontario) i had to attend a university or 
institute that mandated participation in individual psychoanalysis or group therapy, 
followed by two more years of weekly supervision or peer support upon commen-
cement of private practice.  this practice is still common today as the international 
psychoanalytic association (2016) states, “there are three different training mo-
dels…all of which require the personal analysis of the candidate, the attendance 
at theoretical, technical and clinical seminars, and the supervision of the trainee’s 
work. Psychoanalytic training takes an average of five to ten years.” 
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as budding psychotherapists, analysis was explained to us as the profound exa-
mination of our thoughts and behaviors. the concept of ownership was fundamental 
in our analysis, and our conversations and writings were not about the other, but 
about ourselves. this made my training personal, and there was no escaping having 
to look deeply into the experiences and beliefs that shaped who i am today. 

When i entered teacher training, i discovered that the language used was similar 
to my psychotherapy training, but its application different. as teacher candidates we 
were told we needed to reflect on our practice. This was done by handing in written 
assignments about our experiences in our practicum and discussing our reflections 
in groups. I was taken off-guard by how impersonal, judgmental, and superficial my 
classmates’ comments were. these were highly educated people who were being 
told to follow a different set of rules, one that focused on the other, the student. 
Whereas the goal of psychotherapy training was to develop a strong sense of self and 
identity in order to help others, what i experienced in education was a complete dis-
connection between the self and others.  We were to help others without ever really 
questioning our selves. 

Most teachers would not know the difference between Freud’s definition (Tyson, 
2006) of analysis in contrast to Dewey’s (1910) concept of reflection. Teachers are 
taught one method to reflect, and that, according to some critics (Brookfield, 2009), 
may not even be as effective as others claim. Reflection in teaching is depersona-
lized and instead is “professionalized.” meaning, the entire focus is on the “other” 
the student, and in the process of having such a narrow focus, the teacher’s self or 
identity are obliterated. By not being able to form their own identity, their own sense 
of self, and take care of that self, educators are left with little choice but to accept a 
professional and personal identity imposed and enforced by society. 

the study

this study used a delphi method (somerville, 2008) which involved identifying 
an issue and creating a research question. the second step was to identify experts 
from various related disciplines such as education, law, and government. the experts 
did not need to be identical but rather a mixture of professionals and areas of interest 
was encouraged. the third step involved sending an “invitation to participate” email 
and explaining the process. the last step involved asking a series of questions and 
giving the group time to respond to each other. 

a list of potential experts was generated by cross-referencing university of to-
ronto library databases using terms such as ethics in education, ethics and education, 
and ethical issues in education.  given this dissertation focused on the Canadian 
education system, names of Canadian scholars were chosen first from this list.  A 
second list was generated using computer searches for potential experts who work 
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at educational institutions. finally, i looked at the area of education law and lawy-
ers that went beyond their role as litigators. examples of this were lawyers who 
researched, published, and presented at education law conferences or held dual po-
sitions as educators as well. in total, 24 potential participants were invited and 13 
agreed to participate.   

*the participant names used throughout this dissertation are pseudonyms. 

table 1.
participants  
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Participants 
name Current Career Career path education 

participant 1 

diane 

education organization Child &Youth Worker, teacher, 

administrator, professor, education 

organization 

B.a., B.ed., m.ed., phd. 

participant 2  

fiona 

education organization teacher, administrator, 

superintendent, education 

organization 

B.a., B.ed., m.ed. 

participant 3  

John 

faculty of education teacher, professor B.a., B.ed., m.ed., phd. 

participant 4 

laurie 

faculty of education teacher, professor B.a., B.ed., m.ed., phd. 

participant 5 

Judy 

education law firm lawyer, professional development 

of educators 

B.a., llB 

participant 6 

Valerie 

administrator, first 

nations schools 

teacher, principal, former director of 

educational association, Council 

member self regulatory Body 

B.a., B.ed., m.ed. 

participant 7 

Wren 

federation teacher, federation administration B.a., B.ed. 

participant 8 

gerald 

student advocate student, provincial student trustee, 

director of student association 

B.a. 

participant 9 

nancy 

Band member, 

educator 

College educator, social service 

Worker, government association 

B.a., B.ed. 

participant 10 

robert 

faculty of theology professor, ethicist B.a., m.a., phd. 

participant 11 

sarah 

faculty of education teacher, professor B.a., B.ed., m.ed., phd. 

participant 12 

peter 

policy teacher, principal, superintendent, 

education Consultant 

B.a., B.ed., m.ed. 

participant 13 

Jill 

faculty of education lawyer, professor B.a., m.ed., llB, phd. 

 

the participant names used throughout this dissertation are pseudonyms.  

 

the Questions 

*



the Questions

the following questions were asked to the participants in the delphi study over 
a nine month period. These questions were not written first and then presented to the 
participants. instead, each question was formulated after the participants commented 
on the prior question. Question one was the only question predetermined to start the 
conversation. 

1. how do educators engage in conversations on ethics?

2. When have you, and when do you, engage in conversations in ethics?

3. What creative solutions, other than case studies which many of you already 
mentioned, can you think of to help teachers get past the internal barriers that 
prevent them from being able to address or just talk about ethics?

4. Which path (informal or formal professional development) do you prefer and 
why?  Which path do you like the least and why?

5. do you agree there is a disconnect between legislation, professional education, 
the profession, and the self? What would you label it and do you have any idea 
why it exists?

Data analysis: the Manufacturing of teachers’ identities

finally, there is the issue of professional identity. What does it mean 
to be a teacher? how do the hundreds of thousands of teachers in the 
profession for 10, 20, 30 or more years answer that question?

—robert

the most contested comments in the study did not center on ethics, but rather on 
teacher identity. the participants unanimously agreed that teacher identity is one of 
the most problematic aspects of the profession. teachers’ identities are constantly 
being judged and some of the participants felt that the tension that exists between 
educators and the community relates to the historical tradition of the community 
having the authority to regulate a teacher’s private and professional life. 

Wren who is directly involved with teacher federations, discussed how the com-
munity can vilify and destroy a teacher’s career, even when proven innocent of any 
wrongdoings. she wrote of a particularly disturbing incident where a teacher was 
falsely accused of professional misconduct. “the emotional toll of right-wing radio 
and newspaper comments calling for his “castration” throughout the various court 
appearances and finally the trial was so great that he could not face returning to the 
classroom.”  
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Fiona, who works outside of the field of public education, discussed how the 
power of community judgment stifles an educator’s ability to discuss ethics in any 
sort of safe capacity and that “it forces educators to be defensive to protect themsel-
ves.” 

the discussion on society and community judgment and intrusion led most of the 
participants to conclude that teachers have a very good reason to hide themselves. 
John, Robert, and Sarah identified a teacher’s sense of powerlessness. Their com-
ments resonated with both Buchanan (2015) and hargreaves (2000) whose research 
in this area noted that teachers’ lack of power has affected both their sense of self and 
any real attempt to construct a strong teacher identity. 

Robert stated, “It becomes difficult to construct a professional self that coincides 
with one’s personal self when ethics is presented as a list of ‘new’ commandments.” 
John agreed with robert and responded, “discussion is needed to help navigate the 
space between these extremes by developing one’s own personal professional iden-
tities and decision-making processes.”  

robert stated that the de-skilling of the teaching profession has stripped teachers 
of their identity and has taken away their sense of ownership. he stated: 

When teachers do not own the exercise of their own profession, they 
begin to feel like cogs in a wheel. When teachers are not allowed to 
develop an operative vision of teaching and learning in their school, 
they become alienated from the education process. When the center of 
responsibility for education is located outside the individual teacher 
and the community of teachers in a particular school, the moral quality 
of what is happening in a school, in a classroom loses its core. the 
center does not hold anymore.

the lost self in education

all of the participants agreed that there is a clear disconnect between the self and 
educators. the “deskilling” of the profession has created a group of educators who 
no longer can think for themselves; the government, federations, school boards, or 
public do it for them. When given the opportunity to think for themselves most edu-
cators are lost. Jill pointed out:

i would agree that in general there is a disconnect within the profession. 
as to the self, i see an even greater disconnect, in that not all 
professionals get training in ethics and much is at the discretion/interest 
of the individual educator. also, as with everything, those persons more 
inclined to choose a professional development course in ethics are often 
the ones most likely not to need it.
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laurie agreed that the disconnect between the self and the teacher did not mean 
that educators were not being ethical; it was that they were not aware of it. she ex-
pressed, “it is about enabling people and people who truly want to be ethical make 
the connections between their ethical self and the details of their professional res-
ponsibilities and their daily work in schools.” 

the conversation on identity and community judgment was prompted by the 
participants. however, they did not make the connection on how this affects an edu-
cator’s sense of self.  the only participant who did address his self was robert who 
does not work in the field of education. None of the participants raised the issue of 
the selfless teacher, even when directed to address the issue of the self. If leaders in 
the education field grappled this much with their own sense of self and ownership, 
then it should be no surprise that teachers would experience even a greater struggle. 
What became evident in the data was the selfless educator in the participants them-
selves. 

Overall the concept of the self was incredibly significant to this study since the 
self is where we all begin our lives. the impact of not taking care of the self has 
come at a great cost to educators who struggle to define who they are, what they 
believe in, and how to conduct themselves both inside and outside of the classroom. 

if teachers do not have a voice and do not own their professional identity, how 
do they develop a sense of ethics? Basically, they cannot. By not being able to form 
their own identity, their own sense of self, and take care of that self, educators are left 
with little choice but to accept a professional identity manufactured for them. 

in 2006, Manufactured Landscapes, a documentary about the work of Cana-
dian photographer edward Burtynsky showed the world the power and destruction 
of consumerism in our capitalist society (de pencier, iron & Baichwal, 2006). its 
opening image of 23,000 Chinese workers all dressed the same, standing the same 
way, and having the same facial expression was visually stunning and did not need a 
narrative to describe what the audience saw. in education, teachers’ identity has been 
created for them by faculties of education, school boards, politicians, federations, 
self-regulatory bodies, the community, and the media. Whether it is 23,000 workers 
from China or 237,000 teachers in ontario, their constructed identity in a capitalist 
society is driven by the education system, not by teachers themselves.

The Concept of Care and Self-Care: From Selfish to Selfless

even though all of the participants agreed that the concept of care is extremely 
important since the field of education is responsible for the daily care of children, 
their comments did not go into any depth in exploring the concept of self-care. as a 
former psychotherapist, i interpreted this as an indication of the lack of balance in 
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the profession, yet to be fair to the participants, I did not specifically ask them about 
self-care at any point. 

the closest conversations came to self-care were the numerous comments made 
about reflection. Robert stated, “The notion of insight, honesty, conscience, and res-
ponsibility all play a role in my reflective practice, but I do not use them in an analy-
tic fashion.  they usually center around [sic] the experience of students.” 

None of the six participants connected reflection to freedom or any type of eman-
cipatory act. instead, their assumptions were consistent with each other and dewey’s 
(1910) seeing reflection as a means to increase student success.  The second purpose 
of reflection, they believed, was to create caring teachers, not as part of a process 
relating to self-care. 

John, Laurie, Wren, Robert, Sarah, and Jill stated that teaching the art of reflec-
tion to teacher candidates was an essential part of their training. John stated: 

I urge teacher candidates to reflect on events in which choices were 
made or dilemmas of practice. i encourage them to tell the story then 
analyze the incident from the perspectives of different places, and then 
based on their understanding of professional guidelines.

Jill stated, “I draw on reflection to break barriers and address ethics. Reflection is 
an active, complex and intentional process that weaves theory and practice together.”

according to foucault (1983), “the most important principle in ancient philoso-
phy was to ‘know thyself’” (lecture number 3). throughout this study, philosophers, 
activists, and academics have mulled over the concept of the self, the importance of 
taking care of the self, and the essential practice to “know yourself” before anything 
else. in The Ethics of Identity, appiah (2005) focused his thoughts on the process of 
identity formation, ethics, and identity politics:

The idea of finding one’s self – of discovering, by means of reflection or 
a careful attention to the world, a meaning for one’s life that is already 
there, waiting to be found. this is the vision we can call authenticity 
[sic]: it is a matter of being true to who you already really are. (p. 17) 

appiah (2005) believed that we all have an individual identity and a collective 
social identity as well. our two identities exist in relationship to each other, but if we 
do not have a strong individual identity to begin with, our social identity becomes 
difficult to understand and navigate. Like Foucault (1993, 1994, 1997), Appiah va-
lued the notions of self-reflection and caring for the soul in order to know who you 
are first, and what you are, second. 
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My understanding of the benefits of reflective thinking was drastically different 
from the participants and i struggled with their focus on the students rather than on 
themselves. the next section on recommendations focuses on some of the changes i 
propose teacher education programs consider. 

Recommendations: Let Us Find Our Selves and Take Back Our Voice

the hierarchal nature of the education system, the role of the government in 
creating and implementing legislation, the stakeholder model, and the power of 
media and social media, create an incredibly tight web of systemic barriers that 
prevent educators from having their own voice. perhaps it is time for educators 
to acknowledge and understand the detriment of putting their selves last. Christian 
ideology has exploited the teaching profession for many years by creating an iden-
tity based on martyrdom and selflessness (Cavanagh 2007, Carter 2009). Educators 
need to put their self first, take care of their self, and create boundaries within a pro-
fession that is asking too much too often.

the double standard of how female teachers are expected to act and be role mo-
dels is antiquated and we need to shed the conservative clothing of the schoolmarm 
for good (ontario ministry of education, 1990, Clause 264 (1) (c); Cavanagh, 2007).  
female teachers need to be seen as professionals who take care of themselves and 
balance the duties of a teacher, with their own personal and professional lives. fe-
minist educators need to advocate having the standards of the profession in policy 
brought into the twenty-first century. The Judeo-Christian values of the Ontario Edu-
cation act under Duties of Teacher, (ontario education act, 1990, item 264, 1 (c)) 
need to be revised. a teacher’s “purity” has nothing to do with their ability to be a 
good teacher; it is a direct judgment on their character that needs to be removed from 
the education act. 

the next step for advancement in educational scholarship in ethics is to inte-
grate work being done by business scholars who are addressing issues of the self 
and identity in large organizations. rozuel and Kakabadse (2010) believed that an 
employee’s sense of self is indicative of his or her sense of ethics and morality. the 
more organizations encourage nourishing the self in their employees, the stronger 
the company. rozuel and Kakabadse (2010) wrote:

individuals who maintain a pure and solid connection to their self act in 
greater awareness of the other’s humanity while enacting their ethical 
values and principles; on the other hand, those who failed to connect 
to their self yield more easily to the pressure of social conformity, 
relinquishing their personal responsibility by claiming to be just an 
agent within the system. (p. 426)
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educators have to follow a set of rules and orders that has little to do with their 
personal beliefs. the compartmentalizing of personal and professional values is one 
reason why educators seem to have such difficulty taking ownership of the profes-
sion. this compartmentalizing, rozuel and Kakabadse (2010) noted, was damaging 
to both the employee (in this case teachers) and to the organization (in this case the 
education system). employees develop a false sense of self as a means of survival, 
and rozuel and Kakabadse (2010) warned that this is even more dangerous because 
the employee’s actions become inauthentic. 

Faculties of education in Ontario and across Canada need to help teachers find 
their voice, not suppress it by simply telling them what to do.  Conversations need 
to be owned by the teacher candidates first, and by the instructors second.  If teacher 
educators continue to guide teacher candidates on how to reflect, think, act, and be-
have, in a controlling fashion, then teachers’ voices will never be genuine and the 
disconnection to the self will continue to happen. 

If We Borrow From Psychology, Then Let’s Use the Same Definitions

We need to address the use of the terms self-reflection, reflection, or reflexive 
thinking in teacher education programs.  if education wants to borrow terms from 
psychology, then the terms should have the same definition and meaning.  It is unclear 
when and how education changed the terminology to mean something different; ne-
vertheless, it is John Dewey (1910) who is credited as the first education scholar 
who used the term reflection as a means of improving practice and increasing student 
success.

Since Dewey’s (2010) concept of reflection has little similarity to Freud’s (Ty-
son, 2006) or foucault’s (1993, 1994), i propose that faculties of education teach 
Dewey’s definition with caution, and include Freud and Foucault in teacher prepa-
ration programs.  The sole purpose of reflection should not be to increase student 
success, but rather to increase an educator’s sense of self-awareness and identity. 
The end result should be to foster and nurture strong professionals in the field, but 
this cannot be done by putting the other first.  Perhaps one of the biggest casualties 
of the education system is the lack of self-care, self-development, and enlightenment 
educators have been afforded. 

teacher ethics and proFess ional identity | 148



the limitation of case studies: let’s find other ways to address ethics

even though this article focuses on teacher identity, i included this suggestion on 
finding other ways to address ethics since part of the issue with identity and the self 
in education is judgment. What was evident from the delphi study is that using case 
studies seems to be the dominant teaching method used by faculties of education. 
Kenneth strike (1990) made several bold claims regarding popular methods used to 
teach ethics, the first being that approaching it with “horror stories” of teacher mis-
conduct was inappropriate. second, he believed that “teachers who engage in child 
abuse or who sell drugs to children do not need to be taught that it is wrong. they 
already know that” (p. 47). 

laurie, robert, and sarah believe the only way to have a safe conversation on 
ethics is to remove all judgment. Case studies become problematic since they are 
inevitably judgmental and as robert suggested:

instead, [teaching] the philosophy of ethics would remove all of the 
judgment-laden conversations beginning with teacher candidates and 
continuing on with experienced teachers.  teacher candidates would 
be encouraged to think rather than just obey, and experienced teachers 
could discuss the topics more freely. 

Warnick and silverman (2011) and robert believe that ethics need to be taught 
through philosophy, not case studies.  if teacher educators are not knowledgeable 
about ethics in philosophy, then they cannot teach it effectively. as strike pointed 
out in 1990 and applies even today, it appears what is being taught is a very superfi-
cial form of ethics that has little depth and more scare tactic. 

maxwell (2016) suggested that the teaching profession change how it addresses 
ethics to teacher candidates across Canada. rather than use case studies to illustrate 
right or wrong behavior, maxwell suggested that faculties of education concentrate 
on the psychological process that occurs rather than the judgment of right and wrong. 
he believed if teacher candidates had more to time to truly examine their own psy-
chological processes and motives, then their approach to ethics as an educator would 
be more authentic. 

it was interesting to discover that many other professions and institutions re-
lated to ethics had a step-by-step ethical decision-making framework. none of the 
participants who taught at faculties of education mentioned using a framework like 
these in their classrooms. telling teachers to think and behave ethically is simply not 
enough. teaching them a step-by-step cognitive process that is straightforward and 
being used successfully in medical schools (trillium health partners, 2016) would 
help the teaching profession enormously.  
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Second, using an ethical decision-making framework could significantly impact 
our education system by lessening the political edge that seems constant in educa-
tion.  if educators continue to be scrutinized, then we really need to give them as 
many tools as possible to arm themselves. 

conclusion

 What is the impact of having our profession steeped in stakeholders’ agendas, 
politicians’ platforms, and social media’s judgment? it has obliterated any sense of 
the self in educators.  it has made all conversations on ethics not just uncomfortable 
but dangerous, whether in teacher education programs, staff rooms, or public hea-
rings. like most contentious issues, no one wants to talk about ethics because no one 
wants to be implicated. as mentioned by robert, this silencing has come with a cost 
as educators have retreated into their profession, relinquishing their role to that of a 
deskilled worker. 

 Most teacher education programs have primed educators to reflect for the sake 
of the other, to put their selves aside and assume a new identity, and to placidly 
acquiesce their personal and private life over to society to judge them and decide 
whether or not they are worthy of employment. We need to take away the focus on 
judgments of good teacher/bad teacher, and begin with caring for our teachers in a 
way that is respectful, thoughtful, and professional. this care needs to extend for an 
educator’s entire career. 

 one of the answers to solving the issues raised in this article is to admit that the 
education system has a dysfunctional relationship with society, and the cost of this 
has been the annihilation of teachers’ own identity. The flawed model that currently 
exists in teacher education programs only perpetuates this dysfunction and clearly 
it is not working.  as stated by the participants, it requires a shift in mindset by all 
stakeholders that will result in changes in policy, teacher education curriculum, the 
community’s power, and educators’ attitudes towards their personal and professional 
identities.

 it makes perfect sense, considering my past training and profession, that so-
mething did not feel right to me from the very beginning of my career as an educator. 
at this point in my life i am in a very privileged position as an administrator and a 
faculty of education instructor who can draw upon my professional and academic 
knowledge to teach and mentor both new and experienced teachers. i can raise the 
conversation on identity in classes, in staff meetings, at administrator meetings, and 
at faculty of education staff meetings. if freud and foucault were still alive, i think 
they would agree with me - that it really is time to focus on teacher identity and it 
starts right now. 
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