Lecture: Ethics and the Teaching Profession
 
1. Introduction: Why Ethics Matters in Teaching
Educational literature has often presented teaching as a largely neutral profession focused on delivering knowledge and measurable academic skills, often as part of the broader effort to professionalize teaching (Fenstermacher, 1990; Hoyle, 1980; Soder, 1990). However, classical and modern thinkers—from Plato and Confucius to Rousseau and Dewey—argue that teaching is inherently moral work. It is not simply technical labor; it is a vocation shaped by ethical responsibilities (Hansen, 2001; Sockett, 1993).
Teachers influence far more than academic performance. They also shape students’ character, values, and readiness for democratic participation (Carr, 2006; Goodlad, Soder, & Sirotnik, 1990).
This lecture examines the ethical dimensions of teaching through three guiding questions:
1. Why is teaching an inherently moral activity?
2. What ethical frameworks help us analyze moral dilemmas in education?
3. How can ethical values be translated into professional conduct?
2. Teaching as a Moral Endeavor
2.1 What is Ethics?
Ethics concerns judgments about right and wrong, good and bad, and worthy or unworthy action (Strike & Soltis, 1985). It differs both from personal preference and from factual claims about the world (Buzzelli & Johnston, 2001).
2.2 Why Teaching Always Involves Moral Judgment
Teaching involves guiding students' learning and development, a task that inherently requires assumptions about the kind of person a learner should become (Hansen, 2001). Teachers make moral decisions when:
· rewarding or disciplining behavior,
· prioritizing skills or competencies,
· promoting certain traits as virtues (e.g., honesty, patience),
· shaping expectations for achievement.
These actions reflect conceptions of human well-being and social responsibility (Fenstermacher, 1990; Noddings, 2003). Teachers are also charged with preparing young people for civic participation, thereby contributing to the collective good (Aristotle, 1998; Goodlad, 1990; Saha, 2000).
Thus, teachers regularly make implicit and explicit moral judgments, often embedded within everyday instructional decisions.
3. Ethical Frameworks in Teaching
Philosophers have proposed several normative approaches to guide ethical decision-making. Three major frameworks have strongly influenced educational ethics: deontological, consequentialist, and virtue-based ethics (Sockett, 1993; Valli, 1990).
3.1 Deontological (Duty-Based) Ethics
Deontological ethics emphasizes duties, rights, and principles. A teacher’s action is moral if it respects obligations, regardless of outcomes (Kant, 1964; Rawls, 1971). Teacher duties may include:
· honoring students’ right to education,
· treating all learners with respect,
· adhering to principles of academic honesty.
Some duties are universal and must apply across contexts (Carr, 2006), while others are context-specific (Turiel, 1983). A deontological teacher acts according to what is right, even if it is difficult or costly.
3.2 Consequentialist (Outcome-Based) Ethics
Consequentialism evaluates actions by their outcomes. Its most common form—utilitarianism—defines moral action as that which maximizes overall well-being (Bentham, 1989; Mill, 1863/1980).
Noddings (2003) offers an influential consequentialist view in Happiness and Education, arguing that schools should promote students’ happiness through caring relationships and holistic development. She contends that happiness enhances motivation and supports self-realization. Critics, however, note that excessive emphasis on comfort may neglect the developmental value of struggle and effort.
3.3 Virtue Ethics (Character-Based Ethics)
Virtue ethics shifts attention from rules or outcomes to character, focusing on what it means to be a good teacher (Aristotle, 1998; Ayers, 2004). Sockett (1993) identifies five professional virtues:
1. Intellectual honesty,
2. Courage,
3. Care,
4. Fairness,
5. Practical wisdom.
These virtues support teachers in navigating complex ethical dilemmas and contribute to students’ moral development (Ball & Wilson, 1996).

4. Translating Ethical Values into Professional Codes
Despite the moral nature of teaching, the field lacks a universally accepted professional code of ethics comparable to those in medicine or social work (Ball & Wilson, 1996).
Strike and Soltis (1985) propose three foundational ethical principles for teaching:
1. Due process—ensuring fairness, consistency, and non-arbitrary decision-making.
2. Autonomy—supporting intellectual freedom for both teachers and students.
3. Equal treatment—prohibiting discrimination or exclusion based on ascriptive characteristics.
Ethics in Assessment
Empirical work (Green et al., in press) identifies two major ethical principles:
· Nonmaleficence (“do no harm”)—protecting student rights, privacy, and dignity.
· Avoiding score pollution—ensuring grades reflect actual learning rather than bias or extraneous factors.
The absence of a shared ethical code can produce ambiguity and inconsistency in teachers’ moral reasoning (Ball & Wilson, 1996).
5. Conclusion
Although normative ethical theories provide helpful frameworks, real-world ethical decision-making in classrooms is complex, often involving competing values (Nash, 1996; Buzzelli & Johnston, 2001). Teachers may not rely on a single moral framework; rather, they draw flexibly on multiple ethical principles depending on context (Husu & Tirri, 2003).
Important implications include:
· Ethical judgments vary across situations and cultural contexts (Mannheim, 1991).
· Teachers’ moral decisions—explicit or implicit—have significant effects on students (Jackson, Boostrom, & Hansen, 1993).
· Future research should examine how ethical reasoning differs across educational settings and how teachers’ values shape student development.
Teaching is therefore a profoundly moral practice requiring continual reflection, awareness, and ethical sensitivity.
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