Ethics and Teaching
Additional Course Materials: Module 2 – Teaching Professionalism – its ethics and values: By Alan Newland to support his video

What are ethics?

I’m going to focus here on a definition of ethics as the behaviour and practices that are thought of as ‘right’ (or ‘wrong’) in the public and professional realm and on raising issues of professional ethics as a teacher as opposed to any teacher’s individual, personal morality. I will concentrate on the ethics of what teachers do and why they do it, how and why they make choices from the dilemmas they face and how things like professional codes of conduct guide their behaviours, practices and choices.

Ethical codes of conduct and practice 

All established professions have professional codes of conduct and practice. Though they have often been revised to take account of modern norms and societal expectations, they are a traditional feature and marker defining professionalism. As we have noted earlier, such codes not only affirm the values of the profession to its practitioners, but they are also an expression of the profession’s values to its clients and the general public. In effect, they declare: “This is what we do, this is who we are, this is what we believe in.”  Given that, they are a very important part of espousing a professional ethic.  

They are also used to hold a profession to account, so they are the reference point for disciplinary matters of competence and conduct. They are used to judge whether a member of a profession has failed to live up to the published standards or even sought to undermine them by bringing the profession into disrepute. Though codes are a useful starting point for clients and the general public, a so-called ‘lay’ person is obviously not technically capable of judging a qualified ‘professional’ person on the finer points of competence. That’s not to say they cannot make a justified complaint about competence or the lack of it – the patient of a dentist may feel they have received a standard of service below that which they have a right to expect – but they cannot make a technical judgment about competence of a dentist in the way peers and fellow-practitioners can.

What clients and the general public have a more direct right to judge is the conduct of a professional person. For example, whether they feel their doctor has broken the bond of patient confidentiality or their solicitor has wrongly advised them that a case was going well when in fact it was failing. Until the advent of the regulatory bodies, teachers in England, Wales and Northern Ireland operated without any objective, national, ethical code (though some local authorities had them and Scotland has had a professional body since the mid-1960s). The GTC in England  was established only in 2001 and has since been abolished. The Teachers’ Standards (coming in as a teaching’s professional code in 2012) replaced the GTC’s Code of Conduct and Practice. Traditionally though, the collective wisdom and values of the teaching profession in most of the UK was largely implicit and highly subjective. Local authorities variably dealt with such matters. Typical of what might happen thirty years ago was that a local authority and/or trade union official (if allegations of incompetence ever got as far as a formal procedure) would quietly advise the alleged miscreant to resign and move-on to another job elsewhere. Incompetence cases that led to dismissal were virtually unheard of in the 1980s and 90s.

What is the purpose of a code of ethics? 

First, they serve the public and the professional interest by making explicit the values of the profession. Secondly, they exist to inspire confidence in the profession - to itself and its members. They are intended to inspire confidence in the public too - about the profession’s mission and the standards maintained by its practitioners. Professional ethics cannot be imposed by written codes alone. They must become part of an internalized, individual as well as collective consciousness that comprise an ethic of care, competence and commitment. They cannot be merely codes of professional etiquette but must powerfully link what, in our case, teachers do and why they do it.  Conforming to a code therefore, without being committed to its values and ideals is of course only a sham. That is not to say that professional people should not question codes or raise issues with their contents. Teachers do that all the time with elements of the Teachers’ Standards (which we’ll turn to shortly) but ethical codes should be broad statements of ethical principle. They should describe:
•	Idealism – what ideally (even romantically) do teachers want to achieve?
•	Beneficence – what ‘good’ are teachers trying to do?
•	Non-maleficence – what harm are teachers trying to prevent or minimize?

In 1995 the Universities Council for the Education of Teachers (UCET) published a set of ethical principles that they proposed where fundamental to teaching. They said that teachers must:
1.	Have intellectual integrity;
2.	Have vocational integrity;
3.	Show moral courage;
4.	Exercise altruism;
5.	Exercise impartiality;
6.	Exercise human insight;
7.	Assume the responsibility of influence;
8.	Exercise humility;
9.	Exercise collegiality;
10.	Exercise partnership, and finally
11.	Exercise vigilance with regard to professional responsibilities and aspirations. 

There are a number of references to ‘integrity’ in this earlier blueprint for a teachers’ code. I would go further and interpret some of the references to ‘integrity’ as references to ‘truth’. Truth is the intellectual equivalent of a trustworthy public space. Science knows this. So does medicine and law. Education should too. A respect for truth and integrity in seeking truth is essential if pupils are to trust us and respect our authority; but as the above list says, we must exercise humility too.


At many of the lectures I do with teacher-trainees around the country, the issue of tolerance comes up regularly.  As a teacher, you will know that the Teachers’ Standards in England require teachers to:
•	show tolerance of and respect for the rights of others, and 
•	not undermine fundamental British values, including… tolerance of those with different faiths and beliefs…

Putting up with someone’s faith or belief that you do not like – and that you might even be fundamentally opposed to – should not be seen as a negative thing. Tolerance is a virtue and in a free, democratic and liberal society we should value it.
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