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1. Introduction by Dr Pauline Stephen, Chief Executive 
and Registrar, GTC Scotland. 

 

Good afternoon everyone and thank you for joining us for the General Teaching 

Council for Scotland Annual Lecture 2022.  

I’d firstly like to start by thanking you for taking the time out of your schedules to join 

us today and it's a real great opportunity to reflect on professional ethics with Dr 

Shirley van Nuland. I appreciate the pressures that teachers and lecturers are 

experiencing just right now ensuring that children young people and adult learners 

get the best learning experiences that they can, along with the ongoing demands of 

the pandemic, so we're really appreciative of you taking some time out of your 

schedule to join us today.  

Thank you also for joining us on Burns’ night and taking a break from practicing your 

address to the haggis. From his published letters I think it's probably fair to say that 

Burns didn't always express the fondest view of structured education but let's be 

guided this afternoon by an inspiring quotation of his from a letter in about I think 

1789 “dare to be honest and fear no labour”.  

So at last year's Annual Lecture, we used the opportunity to launch the refresh and 

restructured Professional Standards for Scotland’s teachers which were then 

officially enacted last august. Now, when we opened that consultation about the 

Professional Standards we were including seeking feedback about the Code of 

Professionalism and Conduct, or CoPAC as it is known. As the consultation 

progressed it became clear to us that CoPAC warranted and deserved its own 

dedicated conversation that also directly involves teachers, lecturers and others in 

the process.  

So as we begin the process to review the Code of Professionalism and Conduct the 

journey is going to start, not with the document itself, but in a conversation about 

professional ethics.  



 
 

4 Ethics and the Teaching Profession 
 

Today's lecture is the first stage in that conversation helping us to explore, to debate, 

and identify what we in the teaching professions as an individual but also as a 

collective believe needs to be said and heard about ethics in the teaching profession. 

We will hear from Dr Shirley Van Nuland followed by a reflection on Shirley’s lecture 

by Dr Yannis Chatzantonis, religious education teacher and Principal Teacher of 

pedagogy at the James young high school. Our big thanks to Yannis for stepping in 

at such short notice to join us today we were to be joined by Theo Ogbhemhe who is 

the a fellow religious education teacher in Orkney and inaugural recipient of the 

Saroj Lal award for a Pioneering Spirit in Equality and Diversity. Sadly, Theo is not 

able to join us today and we wish Theo all the very best. Now after Yannis’ reflection 

we will move to a question and answer portion of our time together today and that 

will be a great opportunity for you to quiz Shirley and seek her guidance about some 

pertinent matters to do with ethics.  

Thanks to those of you who've already submitted some questions in advance and 

you can continue to submit questions through the Q&A function accessible on this 

webpage or, if you're joining us on YouTube, in the description of this video. If you 

have a slido account you can search for today's event using #gtcsal22 You can use 

your mobile phone to ask questions. A QR code will appear on the screen now which 

will take you to the question and answers. Please include your name and your job 

title with the questions unless you would prefer to remain anonymous and if you can 

keep to the related theme of the lecture that be great and help us get the most out of 

our time together. We would also invite you to share your thoughts on twitter using 

#gtcsal22.  

So what form will our conversation about ethics take? A Practitioner Working Group, 

Expert Group and Partner Group are being established to explore and discuss ethics 

and the teaching profession in depth. Their work will then help set the direction of the 

profession-wide wide consultation and suggested revisions to CoPAC throughout 

2022. GTC Scotland will be publishing a series of provocation videos from education 

professionals and experts in the field of ethics to stimulate discussion and provide 

opportunities for registrants to feedback.  

The latest edition of our magazine Teaching Scotland features two articles focused 

on teacher ethics. One from Yannis as he reflects on the role that ethical thinking 
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plays in the life of teachers in Scotland; the other is an exclusive to the digital version 

of Teaching Scotland and is a distillation of the themes of today's lecture by Shirley. 

You can find both of those articles on a dedicated area of our website. You can find 

the link to the ethics resources on the page we are using to host this lecture and 

description of the video on YouTube. As the conversation continues throughout the 

year more resources exploring teacher ethics, including the provocation videos, will 

be added to that webpage. The resources are really designed to promote discussion 

and enhance our exploration and understanding of ethics in the teaching profession 

as we work towards that consultation on CoPAC in 2023. Now many of you have 

indicated already that you would like to be kept up to date about our plans when you 

registered to attend the lecture. If you didn't do that at the time or you're watching 

this video on catch up and would like to become involved please email us at 

communications@gtcs.org.uk.  

Now on to the main event.  

I would very much like to introduce Dr Shirley Van Nuland.  

Dr Van Nuland is an Adjunct Professor in the Faculty of Education at Ontario Tech 

University. Shirley began her teaching career as an elementary school teacher and 

later as an administrator and computer education teacher followed by a principalship 

at the secondary school level. While at the university of Ontario Institute of 

Technology Shirley taught Education Law, Policy and Ethics and Foundations of 

Education at the undergraduate level and Education Law and Governance at the 

graduate level. Her research interests include standards of practice; ethical 

standards and codes of conduct as these intersect in the lives of teachers and of 

students. Currently Shirley is researching the new education program in Ontario and 

new teacher induction and mentorship programs in Canada. At the tertiary level, 

Shirley has served as an Associate Professor at the Faculty of Education; Academic 

lead of the Bachelor of Education program; and currently as an Adjunct Professor in 

the Faculty of Education at Ontario Tech University. She's worked as a chair of the 

university's Research Ethics Board with two prior terms as a board member, as an 

elected Governor on the university Board of Governors and numerous other service 

aspects within her universities, school boards and other organisations including the 

mailto:communications@gtcs.org.uk
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International Council on Education for Teaching. Now, as a reminder as we move to 

the lecture you can submit questions at any time. The lecture segment of today's 

presentation was pre-recorded and Shirley will join us afterwards live to answer your 

questions. It gives me great pleasure to introduce Dr Van Nuland with today's lecture 

Ethics and the Teaching Profession: Why what we value, think, and do really 

matters. Thank you. 
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2. Lecture by Dr Shirley Van Nuland, Adjunct Professor, 
Faculty of Education. Ontario Tech University. 

 

In Canada, generally, at the beginning of meetings, we recognize the traditional 

territory of the Indigenous people through a land acknowledgement.  The Indigenous 

people called this land home before the arrival of settlers, and many still call it home. 

(Land Acknowledgement | Student Life (ontariotechu.ca))  

 

Since I’m speaking to you from London, Ontario, Canada, I acknowledge that we are 

situated on the traditional territories of the Anishinaabeg, Haudenausaune, 

Lenaapeewak, and Attawandaron, on lands connected with the London Township 

and Sombra Treaties of 1796 and the Dish with One Spoon Covenant Wampum. I 

respect the longstanding relationships that Indigenous Nations have to this land, as 

they are the original caretakers. I acknowledge historical and ongoing injustices that 

Indigenous Peoples endure in Canada and work to correct these injustices. 

 

Thank you, tapadh leat, and miigwech to Pauline Stephen, the Chief Executive 

Officer and Registrar of the General Teaching Council for Scotland for the invitation 

to join you in presenting its Annual Lecture. Today, Robert Burns Day, is a very 

significant time for you. I wish you an opportunity to consider the importance of his 

work which has influenced thinkers around the world, to reflect on his contributions to 

the culture of Scotland, and to celebrate him. Enjoy! 

 

In this think piece (McKenna, 2019), Ethics and the Teaching Profession: Why what 

we value, think and do really matters, I’ll connect and/or reconnect with some 

questions, comments, challenges, and reflections about how our ethics are 

intertwined with our teaching.   

  

https://studentlife.ontariotechu.ca/services/community/indigenous/land-acknowledgement/index.php
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I’ll look at why we educate, the impact of various actors/agencies in education, 

teachers and teaching, honouring teachers’ work and teachers’ voices, ethical 

codes, self-research, and professional competence.  

 

I’ll use the term ‘teacher’ often; in this word I include registered teachers in Scottish 

nursery, primary and secondary schools, further education teachers/lecturers, 

teachers/lecturers delivering Initial Teacher Education, college lecturers, 

headmasters, in short, any member on the Register of Teachers qualified to teach in 

Scotland.  

 

Teaching is a complex process; looking at what we value, think and do and 

recognizing that this really matters is essential for effective teaching but not always 

easy to do or understand at the outset. Often as teachers, we may think a list of 

‘what-is-it-that-I-have-to-do’ will direct and inform our teaching or if we use a 

particular strategy, we can effect the learning that we want for our students. If I 

worked on an assembly line, I do the work, follow the directions, use the ‘what-is-it-

that-I-have-to-do’ list and achieve results. There that list or recipe may work. But I 

don’t work at a manufacturing company; I teach students.  

Teaching is about building relationships, about knowing our students needs, and 

responding to those relationships and needs, a process that really matters. Kenyon-

Smith (2017) states that “quality learning and teaching can never just be reached. It 

can’t just be ticked off a checklist. It is not something completed in order to simply 

move onto the next goal. Quality in learning and teaching evolves through new 

thinking and challenges” (p. 26). It happens over time as we grow and mature as 

teachers.   

 

I came into teaching many years ago and over those years have grown into a 

teacher; I’ve taught at the primary, secondary, and tertiary levels of education, have 

administrated as a vice principal, principal, and academic lead at those levels and 

worked in government as a civil servant, in some instances, thriving in the work I did. 

First and foremost, my role was always, always, as a teacher. My relationships with 

my students and colleagues while I worked with them is what I value most. I teach. In 

recent conversation with a former teacher candidate I worked with over 20 years 

ago, we talked about our course; she commented that, after the first five years of 
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teaching in her classroom, she understood more fully some of the issues we 

discussed and their implications. It takes time to develop as a teacher.  

 

Discussions with former students often begin with “Remember when …?” but then 

quickly move to the relationships we have with our students and the teaching 

activities we do or did and how changes are taking place today. As a relational 

quest, teaching is “far more nuanced and layered” (Campbell, 2008, p. 357) than a 

teacher's proficiency in presenting curricula requirements and instructional 

strategies. Teaching requires attention to its subtleties, those elements that are often 

indefinable that are “morally and ethically infused” but nevertheless perceived. “The 

tone of voice a teacher uses to speak to a child. … The way a teacher justly 

adjudicates among competing needs and interests in the classroom, in the way a 

teacher selects resources with care, evaluates student work with honesty and 

respect, and conducts his or her daily practice with honour, diligence, fairness, and 

compassion. Taken together, then, ethics and teaching seem inherently compatible 

and unavoidably intertwined (Campbell, 2008, 357–358). We recognize that 

“teaching is complex work, both relationally and intellectually. Developing teacher 

professionalism is about the way we are as professionals; it informs who we are, 

how we act, what we know and do, and what we prioritise. Teachers and teaching 

really matter so how we learn, grow, and develop throughout our careers is important 

and needs to be prioritised.” (GTC Scotland, 2021).  

 

Why we educate, “a multidimensional question” (Biesta, 2015, p. 77) has been 

studied by researchers and arrived at the many reasons:   

 to develop “a vibrant democracy” (Anderson, 2011) 

 to cultivate an educated citizenry (Ryerson as cited in Manzer, 1994)  

 to exercise privileges and make informed choices 

 inherently valuable (Anderson, 2011) 

 to achieve a practical purpose (Anderson, 2011);  

 to correlate a nation's educated people and the country's economic "success" 

(Levin, 1989);  

 to become more than we are (Young, Levin & Wallin, 2007);  
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 And the list continues. 

 

Others such as Henry Giroux (2010) provide a different view; in his case the “three 

key principles of education in a democracy” (p. 346) deal with schools, teachers, and 

students: 

 that public schools are one of our most important democratic public spheres,  

 that teachers are a crucial public resource who should be treated with dignity 

and a measure of autonomy, and  

 that students deserve an education that enables them to become fully 

responsible and critically engaged citizens rather than one that views them as 

customers, low-skilled workers” (p. 346).  

 

More recently, Gert Biesta (2020) presented the idea education is “oriented toward 

three … domains of purpose”. The first, “the qualification function of education … 

has to do with the making available of — knowledge and skills” (p. 92). The second, 

the socialization function of education is present — “the presentation [and 

representation] of cultures, traditions, and practices, either explicitly but often also 

implicitly, as the research on the hidden curriculum has shown” (p. 92). The third 

function, Biesta (2021) labels as subjectification which could be called 

“individuation”; education always has an impact “on the student as individual, either 

by enhancing or by restricting capacities and capabilities, for example” (Biesta, 2020, 

p. 92). “It is about how we exist, how we lead our own lives, which no one else can 

do for us” (p. 93).   

 

Biesta (2015) believes that it is “of crucial importance that teachers and the 

educational profession more widely have a clear sense of what their education is 

actually about” (p. 84). He continues: “The ongoing challenge is to maintain an 

educationally meaningful balance between these domains of qualification, 

socialisation, and subjectification. This challenge lies at the heart of teacher 

professionalism” (p. 84). Many researchers have determined that the teacher is an 

“educational professional who should have scope for judgement and discretion [but 

this] is all too often forgotten” (p. 75); this forgotten element has “a profound impact 

on educational practice and more especially on the position of the teacher” (p. 75) as 

we see next.  
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Over time and now currently, “nation states and educational institutions … are firmly 

embedded in a global arena that emphasises the importance of education in the 

knowledge society and in the competition between regions in a global market” 

(Nilholm, Sundberg, Forsberg, Hirsh & Román, 2021, p. 2); this defined importance 

of education is a far cry from the time mass education became mandatory and 

speaks to how much education has developed. But it comes at a cost.   

 

Outside agencies such as the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 

Development and the European Union have their interests in education represented 

when they develop policies, programmes, and reports advising and influencing 

governments on curricula. These agencies infuse their beliefs and ideas into the 

reports they prepare which in turn affect decision makers.   

 

Recently an OECD report, Scotland’s Curriculum for Excellence - Into the Future, 

stated, in part, concerning Scottish teachers that “Teachers are well-trained and 

respected professionals in Scotland, and school leaders have developed strong 

pedagogical leadership capacities. Both are committed to varied teaching 

approaches for student learning and have proven their ability to develop schools’ 

own curricula. Curriculum design and continuous improvement require time and 

professional investment, which schools can only achieve with ongoing support from 

the system” (OECD, 2021, p. 12).  

 

Within its recommendations OECD is very clear about the importance of “quality 

teaching for quality learning” (p. 57 OECD cited Chapman, 2019,) and the reduction 

of opportunities that exist for “teacher agency” (p. 57 OECD cited Priestley, Biesta 

and Robinson, 2015) brought about by “the complex context for education reform” (p. 

57). The OECD report echoes Graham Donaldson who, in his 2021 Annual Lecture 

for GTC Scotland, spoke about the need to “help teachers to continue to develop 

professionalism … how to find room to breathe, reflect, collaborate, think, research 

… how do we create the deep cultural change that is necessary to encourage 

teacher agency, empowerment, improvement so that teachers can provide 
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leadership” (Teaching Scotland's Future: 10 Years On - Professor Graham 

Donaldson - YouTube), all very necessary for teachers to thrive as professionals and 

to respond to students’ needs. 

 

Being involved in education as a teacher is more than definitions (what is education) 

or ideas from theory (as important as these are) or political ideologies or reports or 

accolades. We’re here because, for us as teachers, we teach. “Teaching is like no 

other profession. [Even though] it is steeped in contradictions, [and is] at the forefront 

of every political platform (Bellini, 2018, p. 136), we stay. Many questions come: Why 

do we what we do? Why do we teach? What is it that we value, think, and does that 

really matters? What kind of teacher do we/did we want to be? What type of teacher 

are we now? Our answers to these questions require a critical approach to and 

scrutiny of our practice.  

 

At times, we see ourselves as a deficit model, what we’ve not done ably or skilfully, 

what those who assess our work tell us what’s wrong and suggest or ask us what we 

need to do to improve. That deficit model / deficit narrative and, too often, what’s 

presented to us and how we’re represented is inaccurate. This model, this narrative 

must change. 

 

Re-framing the narrative through our teacher voices allows us to highlight the joys 

and hopes characteristic in teaching with “a more comprehensive and nuanced 

discussion of teaching that goes well beyond the current narratives” (Farley & 

Chamberlain, 2021, p. 318).  

 

The asset model, the strengths-oriented perspective helps present counter-

narratives that directly refute the deficit model and often provide an evidence-based 

explanation. (Aguilar, Polikoff, & Sinatra, 2019).  

 

Research reveals that being attentive to and building on strengths leads to success 

(Zacarian & Fenner, 2020; Graham & Iannacci, 2013). What do we do ably and 

skilfully, looking at our strengths, aspirations, and contributions to our students and 

our teaching community? By honouring our work and the work of other teachers, we 

recognize the competencies and capabilities of and in ourselves, our colleagues, and 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0FiNntZtH7E
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=0FiNntZtH7E
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our teaching community. In looking at these strengths, I also uncover issues about 

my professionalism and may re-discover why I went into this profession. This is the 

strength-oriented narrative I want to share. In my most recent role, I worked with and 

challenged teacher candidates, those who next week, next month, next year will be 

working in schools with their students. I want to help them develop their voices, their 

identity.  

 

Research conducted by Buchanan (2015) and Hargreaves (2000) noted “that 

teachers’ lack of power has affected both their sense of self and any real attempt to 

construct a strong teacher identity” (Bellini, 2018, p. 44). Related to this, Bellini 

(2018) questioned: “if teachers do not have a voice and do not own their professional 

identity, how do they develop a sense of ethics? … 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” (Bellini, 

2018, p. 145) and that’s not acceptable. Bellini suggests that reflection, that self-

research may be one answer: to increase an educator’s sense of self-awareness 

and identity. The “result should be to foster and nurture strong professionals in the 

field, but this cannot be done by putting the other first” (Bellini, 2018, p. 149).    

 

Perhaps one of the biggest casualties of the education system is the lack of self-

care, self-development, and enlightenment educators have been afforded” (Bellini, 

2018, p. 149). The impact of having our profession steeped in stakeholders’ 

agendas, politicians’ platforms, and social media’s judgment” (p. 150) is that “it has 

obliterated any sense of the self in educators. … this silencing has come with a cost 

as educators have retreated into their profession, relinquishing their role to that of a 

deskilled worker” (p. 150). In a different context, Biesta (2015) asks “whether the 

messages we convey … are those we deem desirable for the education of our 

students” (p. 79). Our students lose when we convey or allow others to convey 

negative narratives. Change is needed. 

 

In 2019, Maureen McKenna, president of the Association of Directors of Education 

Scotland presented a challenge: that the “ownership of change with a continued 
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focus on improving outcomes for all Scotland’s children and young people” (p. 2) be 

taken. Teachers are the ones who can lead the difficult but rewarding change. Our 

impact in school systems and on students is immense.   

 

On the release of the report on Ontario’s Royal Commission on Learning, Gerry 

Caplan, a commissioner involved, stated: “Teachers are our heroes. Let me repeat 

that: teachers are our heroes.” This is true. By way of example, the last 24 months 

have again made this statement so evident with teachers rotating, twisting, and 

turning to provide opportunities for students to learn, to relate to students at their 

level and where they are, to help them become happy and fulfilled persons. 

Research conducted with students about heroes found that the students described 

local heroes as “speakers who would be able to tell positive stories about altruistic 

and courageous behavior that could bring about a modeling effect of some kind” 

(Conle & Boone, 2008, p. 8 as cited in Campbell, 2008, p. 2). The research 

participants defined a hero as “someone to look up to as a role model, someone who 

devotes his or her life to others or to a cause or one who helps those in trouble.  

Ultimately, according to the students, heroes are honoured for their goals, 

achievements, attitudes, and actions—they stand out from the rest of us for doing 

something special or extraordinary” (Campbell, 2008 p. 2). That certainly describes 

teachers. Given the return to classes this January, teachers are again being tested 

with possible remote learning provisions, sending home a class or year group, 

preparing learning packs, emergency closures, the absence of colleagues, teachers’ 

own absence and the isolation associated with it. Yes, teachers are our heroes; 

these heroes are being challenged and draw on their values, their knowledge, and 

their past experiences when making decisions. 

 

Almost everything a teacher does when interacting with students carries weight. 

“Every response to a question, every assignment handed out, every discussion on 

issues, every resolution of a dispute, every grade given to a student carries with it 

the moral character of the teacher” (Fenstermacher, 1990, p. 134).  

 

And every day, teachers individually are faced with ethical choices. Teaching is a 

profession; and teachers have “immediate and indelible influence on the ethical 

lessons that students learn directly and indirectly” (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p.11).  
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Truscott and Crook’s (2016) work on ethics and teaching begins with: “perhaps more 

than in any other profession, ethics are essential to teaching” (p. 11). An ethical 

teacher is an ethical person who demonstrates the principles of “‘nonmalfeasance’ or 

do no harm to the students; ‘beneficence’ or do good for the students; ‘just’ or being 

fair and equitable in dealing with students; ‘autonomy’ or allow students personal 

freedom over thought; and ‘truthfulness’ or promote integrity” (Van Nuland, 2009, p. 

13). A recent Canadian study (Maxwell & Schwimmer, 2016). reviewed codes of 

ethics and “pinpointed six core values of teacher professionalism” from these codes: 

care, solidarity, pedagogical excellence, liberal democracy, integrity, and reliability” 

(p. 278). A professional is expected to respect “the core values of their profession 

and professional practice” (Goldman, 2004 as cited in Jutras, 2018, p. 73). 

 

These principles are only one part of ethics or a code of ethics and as “the collective 

conscience of a profession” (Frankel, 1989, p. 110), they are limited. A code of ethics 

is the result of a collaborative process, with many people involved in discussion and 

development, aimed at providing the ethical base of professional practice that is 

meaningful for teachers (Maxwell and Schwimmer, 2016; Jutras, 2018). This 

requires teachers to be involved in the collaboration in the development of a code. In 

your case, the institution mandated to produce the code is the General Teaching 

Council for Scotland; in my case, it’s the Ontario College of Teachers. As an aside, 

the privilege of professionalism has been granted to teachers working in specific 

jurisdictions. It is through the General Teaching Council for Scotland, currently one of 

the only independent registration and licencing agencies in the world that Scottish 

teachers have this privilege. Further, “teachers cannot merely be content to know the 

regulatory aspects that guide their practice and then just technically apply them. 

They must act professionally, which means basing their actions on their professional 

judgment” (Jutras, 2018, p. 79).   

 

Frankel (1989) stated that "A profession's code of ethics is perhaps its most visible 

and explicit enunciation of its professional norms. A code embodies the collective 

conscience of a profession and is testimony to the group's recognition of its moral 

dimension” (p. 110).   
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In looking at types of codes, many exist; but generally, one of these three is found in 

the professions as Frankel (1989) noted: 

• aspirational: stating the ideals of the profession emphasizing the values that 

guide it and the role of the profession in society (Van Nuland, 2009; Maxwell 

& Schwimmer, 2016) moving beyond “merely following the minimal collective 

norms of ethical professionalism” (Maxwell & Schwimmer, 2016, p. 470);  

• educational: providing practical guidance to members through a set of 

shared ethical standards (Maxwell & Schwimmer, 2016, p. 479); and 

• regulatory: providing detailed rules governing conduct (Van Nuland, 2009, p. 

32).   

 

There are, however, alternative conceptions of ethical professionalism, examples of 

how professionals can “negotiate the ethical demands and complexity of professional 

life” (Maxwell, 2017, p. 327) beyond the three I cited earlier.  

 

Ethics of Care and Caring 
“Care is a reciprocal act – a relationship between a giver and a receiver of care, for 

example, teachers and students. To give appropriate care, teachers must come to 

know their students well. It is a matter of looking for signs that the caring has been 

received, which complete the caring relationships” (Bergmark, 2020, p. 334). 

 

Ethics of hospitality 
“We are all stewards of this world given the responsibility to look after it. Teachers 

are strategically positioned in this transition. As teachers we are “unlocking the 

world” for the newcomers to the world our students. We are already guests of this 

world, of our traditions, having already always been welcomed into the world 

ourselves” (Ruitenberg, 2015, p. x). Ruitenberg (2015) identifies the teacher as the 

one who must enact and model hospitality, and to welcome students into a particular 

world of knowledge.  

 

Ethics of Teaching 
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Chris Higgins (2003), in Teaching and the Good Life states that “the ethics of 

teaching”, … “must be that domain of inquiry concerned with whether and why the 

activity of teaching is worthwhile to the teacher” (p. 135). … “One of the reasons 

teachers might choose to enjoin themselves to the practice of teaching is precisely to 

participate in an ongoing conversation (at least 2,000 years old) about how we know 

and what is worth knowing, about how we grow and what it is worth becoming. And 

students are fortunate whenever they have teachers who lead such an examined 

life” (pp. 136–137).  

 

These three ideals go well beyond the nature of duty and obligation and “explore the 

complex ways of seeing, feeling, and responding to others that give life to teacher 

professionalism and inform the serious work of developing a professional ethics of 

teaching” (Maxwell & Schwimmer, 2016, p. 479). We expect teachers to exemplify 

professional ethics when they teach and to conduct themselves with the profession’s 

current values. Much of our time is spent often making ethical decisions without even 

realizing we’re doing so. 

 

Time and again, we need to “analyze a situation using our knowledge and judgment 

to make educative decisions supporting students” (as an example) and be 

accountable for our decisions based on fundamental values and standards of the 

profession, all of which have an impact on lives of others. This form of analysis, this 

“ethical reasoning skill is associated with better teaching in the form of being more 

empathic toward students, tolerant of diverse viewpoints, teaching more 

responsively, motivating students’ learning, and promoting students’ social 

development” (Cummings, Harlow, & Maddox, 2007; Cummings, Maddux, Cladianis, 

& Richmond, 2010 cited in Truscott & Rourke, 2018, pp. 1 – 2). Reasoning ethically 

is “also related to teachers seeing their role as more facilitative than directive, using 

rules to protect 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 

cited in Truscott & Rourke, 2018, p. 2).  

 



 
 

18 Ethics and the Teaching Profession 
 

A deliberate reasoning process will help when we’re challenged with new situations 

to meet the ethical expectations we face. The more often we encounter new 

situations and repeat the process, “our personal ethical values become increasingly 

congruent with professional ethical values” (Truscott & Rourke, 2018, p. 19. Through 

an ethical reasoning process, a deliberate reflection on experience, a type of ‘self-

research’, making ethical decisions that are justifiable and professionally appropriate 

will become more intuitive for us.  

 

Truscott and Crook (2016) suggest listen, feel, think, and act as a process of ethical 

deliberation.  

 

Figure 1: Process of Ethical Deliberation: Listen, Feel Think, Act (Truscott & Crook, 

2016, p. 20). 

 
 

This model may sound simplistic; it, however, provides the questions we ask 

ourselves and ideas that we need to process to make certain we’re making ethical 

decisions. When deliberately and critically reflecting on our actual actions (and not 

what we think we do), we “deduce the otherwise inaccessible nature of our ethical 

intuitions and intentions” (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p. 19).  
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As we listen, we take the needed time to understand the social conditions of our 

decisions and actions without rushing into a decision based on limited information. 

When we ask questions and listen to others with respect and compassion and with 

whom we have relationships, we can better appreciate the interpersonal context of 

the problem we face (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p. 20).  

 

Careful listening brings us to “consider how we feel about the circumstances 

encouraging us to look inward and honestly taking stock of our true intentions. We 

almost always have strong feelings about an ethical dilemma.  

 

That's how we usually become aware that something needs addressing. Instead of 

ignoring it we can treat them as guides to our motives. “By intentionally incorporating 

our emotions into our ethical reasoning we harnessed their power to motivate us 

towards right action and doing the right thing may be difficult. Knowing that 

something is the right thing to do doesn't mean we'll be able to see it through to its 

resolution” (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p. 21). 

 

Up until now, we’ve looked at the interpersonal circumstance: our relationships 

(we’ve listened) and our personal intentions (we’ve examined how we feel).  

 

Our next step requires we think about any “relevant professional, ethical, duty, 

guideline, or legal standard that may exist” (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p. 21) and 

review these documents, standards, codes, guidelines, and even an occasional legal 

case. In examining these documents, we’re able to shift our personal ethics so that 

we can feel differently about what we may prefer to do. “When we compare and 

contrast our personal beliefs with what’s expected of us, we can identify any 

dissimilarities. With this information, we’re able to consider our intentions in a new 

light” (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p. 21).  

 

In the act stage, with all things “being equal, we're expected to choose the alternative 

that is least likely to cause harm and do the most benefit (in that order). …  Having 

identified the best course of action we’re then expected to carry it out. If, while in this 
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step, we find some new circumstances that could have consequences, we must deal 

with those, which brings us back to the listen stage. This explains why our model is 

in a circular iterative form” (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p. 21).  

 

“This process of reflective ethical reasoning”, of self-research, “provides a framework 

for considering how our ethical intuitions align with the ethical expectations of 

teachers. The language of principles and rules can feel somewhat abstract and 

devoid of inspirational values and virtues. In practice, however, it can serve as a 

helpful guide for applying ethical concepts and expectations to the problems of 

deciding how to act in specific situations especially in those situations where the 

stakes are high” (Truscott & Crook, 2016, p. 27). This process of self- research or 

reflective reasoning also helps with the development of professional competence 

which I’ll look at shortly.  

 

This process goes beyond how we see the standards or the duties of teachers and 

looks at the issue of teaching as a moral profession (Campbell, 2008), and further 

develop our ethical selves.  

 

While the code “embodies the collective conscience of a profession” (Frankel, 1989, 

p. 110), it also ties into our teaching to help inform it. Maxwell (2017) suggests 

recognizing that “ethics education is part of the core work of professional formation 

[and development] rather than a frill and working towards a more cohesive … 

[discussion] about what matters most in teaching and learning about the ethical 

dimensions of teaching” (p. 323) will bring the dialogue to the forefront. These 

conversations will inform our work with students and help to develop our ethical 

selves. Since “ethics has its roots in the perpetual practical question [we ask], What 

should I do next? In our more contemplative moments, it matures into questions 

such as What do I want to become? What does it mean to be fully human? and What 

would make my life meaningful, excellent, or rich?” (Higgins, 2003, pp. 134–135).  

 

The ethics of teaching, then, must involve questions about what “constitutes human 

thriving and how helping others grow, nourishes the teacher’s own growth. Because 

the enterprise of education is a deeply ethical project, intended to help students 
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flourish, it is easy to forget that the practice of teaching itself is a project for the 

teacher, part of the teacher’s quest to lead a good life” (Higgins, 2003, p. 135).  

 

This is how I thrive: this is how I develop my ethical self: to think deeply and critically 

about being a teacher. What supports do I need as a teacher to thrive, to develop my 

strength-oriented perspective and present my narrative in my voice. I develop 

resilience; I connect with colleagues who ally with me. I need time and space to 

develop this professionalism. 

 

Many voices weigh into the professionalism of teachers. Henry Giroux’s concept of 

the teacher as the “transformatory intellectual” challenges the traditional idea of 

teachers as technicians. Giroux doesn’t accept the idea that teachers are “merely … 

performers professionally equipped to realize effectively any goals that may be set 

for them. Rather they should be viewed as [people] …with a special dedication to the 

values of the intellect and the enhancement of the critical powers of the young” 

(Giroux, 2011, p. 3).  

 

He continues “it's important to stress that teachers must take active responsibility for 

raising serious questions about what they teach, how they are to teach, and what the 

larger goals are for which they are striving. This means that they take a responsible 

role in shaping the purpose and conditions of schooling. Recognizing teachers as 

engaged and public intellectuals means that educators should never be reduced to 

technicians just as education should never be reduced to training” (Giroux, 2011, p. 

3).  

 

Teachers educate students, we don’t train. 

 

Much of what I’ve talked about today also has to do with professional competence, 

which Truscott and Crook (2016) explain is “the cornerstone of professional practice” 

(p. 71). Professional practice comes about through specialized knowledge, intensive 

preparation, a code of conduct, an emphasis on continued learning, and public 

service (Clarke & Erickson, 2003). Society expects, in our case, teachers to perform 
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ably the critical tasks that define our profession. Four essential components for 

professional practice, for professional competence are knowledge, skill, judgment, 

and diligence.  

 

The knowledge base for teaching is constantly evolving which requires continuing 

study on our part to remain current. With skill we apply the knowledge effectively as 

we progress from basic teaching to a proficiency for specific teaching procedures. 

This non static component necessitates that we stay current in the field. The 

application of knowledge and skills requires judgement, often acquired through much 

practice and through self-research or reflection. This continued growth is in part due 

to our diligence and it’s hard work. Professional competence requires that we teach 

to the best of our ability with each student (Truscott & Crook, 2016).      

 

What more do we know:  

• “the volatility, uncertainty, complexity and ambiguity (Bennett and Lemoine, 

2014) that educators have had to live with these past few months will likely 

continue” for the next while (Van Nuland, Mandzuk, Tucker-Petrick & Cooper, 

2020). Complex adaptive systems, even in the best of times, are dynamic, 

with many moving parts, and are forever teetering between a sense of 

equilibrium and disequilibrium. Although it can be overwhelming to try to 

engage in meaningful teaching and learning, there are already hopeful signs 

and potential benefits. … [We] have been and are being forced to be more 

adaptable, more flexible, and more creative than [we] … have probably ever 

been expected to be. This, according to Hasinoff and Mandzuk (2018), … is a 

sign that we are all living on the “edge of chaos” (Pascale, Milleman, & Gioja, 

2000)., the “sweet spot” for creativity and innovation. So, while there is 

definitely cause for concern at this uncertain time in history, we should also 

take heart that as members of complex adaptive systems, we are also reaping 

benefits that we may not even realize for years to come (Van Nuland, 

Mandzuk, Tucker-Petrick & Cooper, 2020).  

 

At the risk of repeating myself: “teaching is complex work, both relationally and 

intellectually. Developing teacher professionalism is about the way we are as 

professionals” (GTCS, 2021). We connect and reconnect with values; we claim or 
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reclaim the voice that may have been silenced or has been silenced; we share and 

reshare our understanding of ethics, values, voices that permits shaping and 

reshaping the policy discussion and advocating for needed policies.  

 

Thank you; tapadh leibh; miigwech. 
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3. Thank you from Pauline  
 

Thank you so much Shirley.   

What a magnificent start to the conversation that we want to have about teacher 

ethics. I'm looking forward to chatting to you in a bit. I was particularly struck, I think, 

by your reflections on professional identity and collective identity and for me there is 

something about us considering in Scotland how those work together to illustrate 

what it means to belong to the teaching profession in Scotland and where the place 

of, I suppose, contextual identity is there to what the system wants or what the 

system thinks it wants. And it’s been a great start to beginning to unpick some of 

those issues. Our existing Code of Professionalism and Conduct CoPAC has been in 

place for 10 years, since 2012, and for us to work together with the profession to 

develop a contemporary code and we need to really revisit the purposes and your 

input today has really helped us to do that. I think, as well, we're very aware that 

CoPAC can be perceived and interpreted in a description of accountability or even 

regulation when questioning the actions of teachers and I think the descriptions, that 

description, sometimes misses the notion of being accountable as a positive quality; 

something that we can own, the profession can own, for itself and I think really the 

there are some foundations of regulation that are probably really valuable to explore.  

And it raises for me issues of trust. So regulating doesn't mean you don't trust; and 

trusting doesn't mean that you don't have to regulate. So your contribution has very 

much reinforced for me that it's this space where regulation, accountability, 

collaboration meet in all their complexity that we need to explore together with the 

profession.  

So what I would like to do now Shirley is welcome Yannis to the conversation.  

So Dr Yannis Chatzantonis - I will get your name right Yannis at some point during 

this today,  my apologies. Yannis is in Principal Teacher of Pedagogy and religious 

education teacher at the James Young High School. Before that, Yannis was a tutor 

and a teaching fellow at Dundee University while studying for his PhD. His thesis 

was on the philosophy of Gilles Deleuze. Yannis started teaching English as an 

Additional Language in Greece. His pedagogical interests include critical thinking 
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and philosophy with children, and he recently published an article on Deleuze and 

education in the Journal of Philosophy of Education Society of Great Britain and 

we're delighted you could join us Yannis. While Yannis offers us some reflections on 

Shirley’s lecture just a reminder that there's still time to submit questions. Thanks to 

those of you who have done that already and for when we move into the question 

and answer session with Shirley. Yannis could I welcome you in to offer your 

reflections on Shirley's lecture this afternoon?  
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4. Reflection by Dr Yannis Chatzantonis, PT Pedagogy, 
RMPS Teacher, James Young High School 

 

Of course. Thank you Dr Van Nuland, for this both thoughtful and thought-provoking 

exploration of the ethical dimension of teaching. And thank you also Pauline Stephen 

and Gill Robinson for giving me the privilege of offering a response. I found so much 

that caused me to stop and think – but I’ll limit myself to a few impressions and 

messages that resonated deeply with me. 

You ask, “Why what we value, think and do really matters”. These are questions 

about who we are and what we do – about our professional selves. They are timely 

questions- because they are posed at a time when many of us find it difficult to 

articulate to ourselves and to others whether indeed what we value makes a 

difference – and in what that difference consists. But these questions are also 

startling: after all, why not think that what we value, think and do matters? Since 

when and under what conditions has the answer stopped being evident to us? It’s as 

though we have forgotten something very important about ourselves and our 

profession, which we need to be reminded of. I believe that there are wider 

developments that contribute to this forgetting – contributing to disconnecting from 

values and to the silencing of voices – the instrumentalisation of education, cultures 

of performativity, entrenched hierarchies – it often feels that indeed our values, 

thinking and actions do not matter. This educational fatalism undermines the political 

and ethical dimension of schooling and teaching; as you say, it obliterates 

educational selves. You are sounding those reminders loudly and convincingly - 

arguing that we need to reconnect with values and to reclaim voices that have been 

silenced. To this extent, I found your reminders – your decision to raise these 

startling questions – to be urgent and necessary – but also to signal hope and 

optimism – a call to resist the obliteration of our sense of educational selves and to 

reclaim educational meaning for ourselves and for our learners.  

You also remind us that “teaching is complex work, relationally and intellectually”. 

And yet we seek quick solutions that work everywhere. The reduction of the 

complexity of teaching to technical panaceas remove the space for ethics from our 
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professional lives. When that happens, we end up accepting identities manufactured 

for us, and we relinquish our roles as educators. 

How then do we resist this? How do we create this space for ethical teacher agency 

in Scotland? How can we avoid the relinquishing of the richness of teacher identity in 

favour of the identity of a technician? I think what your lecture makes clear is that it is 

not enough to allow teachers to make pedagogical decisions: we need to enable 

them to engage in the constant big question that creates our professional selves: 

why we educate. You call for creating space for self-research and self-

understanding. Engaging in critical self-reflection and dialogue about the purposes of 

education fosters agency and autonomy: teachers are engaged in a philosophical, 

ethical and political quest for answers. I believe that this insight is pointing us 

towards the idea that behind the busyness of our everyday decisions, there lies a 

framework of ethical thinking that lends our daily practice, with its struggles, failures 

and victories, its cohesion, direction and aim. Our curricular and pedagogical aims 

need to be connected to and motivated by underlying values – in other words, to 

have an ethical orientation. Questions about educational content, methods and 

intentions – our pedagogical and technical dilemmas - acquire their provisional 

answers in the context of questions about the ethics of teaching. That is the forgotten 

element of which you speak – scope for discretion and judgment, the breathing 

space that teachers need to imagine and help enact human thriving. The question for 

us then is: are we providing our teachers the time for critical thinking, reflection and 

discussion, and the tools to enter this breathing, reflexive space? 

Above all, you raise the question of what it means to be a teacher – what is the 

essential, “extraordinary” as you say, activity that teaching consists in. When Plato 

attempted to secure a concept of authentic teaching in the Meno, his famous 

dialogue on teaching and learning, and to distinguish it from the kind of pseudo-

teaching practised by his sophist rivals, he found this distinction on the fact that a 

genuine teacher aims towards the elicitation of truths that enable the learner's self- 

knowledge and self-actualisation. In other words, teaching addresses the whole 

person. This sets it apart from its adversaries: from mere training or from 



 
 

28 Ethics and the Teaching Profession 
 

indoctrination – from all forms sophistry. I find the same argument when you declare 

that “we educate, we don’t train”.  

To articulate what this rich ethical concept of teaching means, you referred to 

Giroux’s idea of teachers as transformatory, engaged, public intellectuals – which 

resonated deeply with me. The recognition of the deep ethical character of teaching 

makes a teacher a sort of social critic. A school, in other words, does not merely 

reflect the world - it reflects the conditions for the production of a better, fairer, kinder 

world and provides the blueprint for such transformation. As such, our work is ethical 

and political, going beyond the confines of what is and points the way to what ought 

to be, revealing the deeply ethical character of teaching. 

And this argument made me think that in our haste to meet objectives and transmit 

knowledge and skills, we, who function within modern curricula, may be tempted to 

ignore what Biesta calls “individuation” - that process of becoming, of coming to 

presence. And hence, this raises a further question related to debates about the 

curriculum: what type of curriculum fits with the aspirations of individuation? What 

type of curriculum allows the breathing space for ethical deliberation? To what extent 

does the CFE constitute such a curriculum or how can we make it respect and work 

for the process of subjectification? 

The question of what it means to be a teacher also raises the question of what it 

means to develop as a teacher. This raises issues about professional development 

but also about initial teacher education. Are we in Scotland habituating our new 

teachers to reflect critically on the whys of education – and to do so not as a bolt-on 

or as an afterthought but as the starting point for all pedagogical deliberation and 

decision-making? In other words, are our teacher education programmes enabling 

new teachers to cultivate from the start –as an essential aspect of their professional 

being – the ethical dimension of their identities as teachers? And is CLPL provision 

in schools tapping into the richness of this dimension? Are schoolteachers enabled 

to co-create visions of education and to shape“the purpose and conditions of 

schooling”?  To question dominant narratives around ready-made purposes of 

education that reduce their identities to technicians?  

At the same time, the ethical foundation of teaching, which you so convincingly 

unearthed, raises a difficulty for the project of creating a code of ethics: if such a 
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code aims to provide the ethical basis of teachers’ lives and identities – to express 

the collective conscience of the profession, whose norms are enunciated? How 

could a code of professional ethics codify and capture the conscience of the 

profession without turning it into an inanimate set of commands that could close off 

the breathing space that it aims to open up? Moreover, how do we deal with conflict 

of values, with moral disagreement about purposes? How do we reach consensus 

about the purpose of education through rational and critical discussion at a time of 

entrenchment and polarisation? How can we maintain both pluralism as well as 

cohesion and a sense of a collective endeavour in the face of a multiplicity of values 

– without imposing it from above and therefore without rendering it artificial and 

powerless to motivate and to be felt deeply? How can we avoid performativity in 

favour of reflexivity? How can aspiration and inspiration survive regulation – how can 

“this is the kind of teacher I want to become” overcome “this is who I must show 

myself to be”? In other words, how can we get such a code of ethics to do the work 

of developing ethical selves rather than restricting them – of fostering deliberating 

rather than moralising? Too many questions – which I think the work of reviewing the 

code of ethics for Scottish teachers will need to address. I found the ethics of 

teaching that you sketched out – focused on the questions of what is worth knowing 

and becoming and on the ethics of care and hospitality – to be intriguing candidates 

for this work. 

Finally, I took courage from your emphasis on the joys and hopes of teaching. It 

made me think that the everyday life of teachers is an exercise in optimism. All these 

reminders function as an antidote to the fatalism that threatens to stifle education – a 

cause for optimism and a concrete strategy for getting that optimism to work for all 

who partake in that wonderfully complex activity that we call teaching. They call for 

an expanded view of teaching and for the securing of that breathing space in which 

we are allowed to think collectively, critically, in solidarity and collegiality, about the 

very being of our profession. I’d like to thank you again for all these reminders and 

for your very thoughtful contribution to the lives of Scottish teachers. 
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5. Question and Answer Session 
 

Pauline:  Thank you so much Yannis for your very carefully considered 

reflections. Much appreciated. And I know that you're going to be 

helping as we move forward with this work and we're very appreciative 

of that and of your article that you've written recently for us in Teaching 

Scotland. So thanks so much for your engagement with this today. It's 

now time to move to a discussion with Shirley so we get to see Shirley 

live from Canada.  

Now Shirley we're going to move to answering and see if we can tackle 

some of these questions that have been coming in. How are you this 

afternoon? I’m quite well thank you snowed in but we're fine. Lots of 

sunshine and lots of snow. Yeah, and it won't be afternoon of course. 

No, it's still actually just before lunch time right now yes it's getting 

close to tea time for us. I know you've visited Scotland so you will know 

what tea time is Shirley so we're getting close to that.  

So we had some questions that came in in advance of your lecture 

Shirley and we've also got some really cracking questions coming in 

now.  I’m going to kick off if I may with a question from Melanie who is 

a primary teacher and she has asked you “can you summarise what it 

is to be a modern day professional in one sentence?” We like to start 

with a challenge Shirley.  

Shirley: Thank you, but just before I start the answer to - or at least a 

discussion on that question - I’d also like to thank Yannis for his very 

thoughtful comments.  It's wonderful to be able to take someone else's 

work and meld it into something that you believe is really important and 

I think you've done a wonderful job with that and I think that reflection 

probably should be the basis for some of the discussion that you folks 

have when you get around to making the decisions that you want to 

make, so thank you for that.  
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To Melanie, the quick answer is “yes and no”. Summarising it in one 

sentence is really difficult but because there are so many elements that 

define a professional: it's a person who has a specialized knowledge; 

prepares intensively; lives by a code of conduct; is involved in 

continuous learning and public service; and those are all parts of what 

any professional does when they're, when they're involved with that. 

And along with that is the professional practice that comes through 

knowledge and skill and judgment and diligence which all then meld 

seamlessly with self-research. Self-reflection with a stand up and be 

counted mind-set that permits a professional to go beyond what the 

technical work is that they're doing and, in our case as teachers, to 

take on critically informed actions in the best interest of the child and 

going back to what is in the best interest of the child is part of what 

sums up what it is to be a professional. To look at what does this child 

need and can we stand up and be counted for that? I think we've all run 

into situations where we've seen the sort of the technical aspect of 

teaching of, Yes, there's the specialized knowledge. Yes, there is the 

preparation, the code of conduct. But stand up and support that child, 

in some ways even when it's contrary to what other people want. If you 

know that this is in the best interest of the child then that's what's 

important. And so the modern day professional, to use your particular 

phrase, is one who looks at the whole schooling element. Yannis talked 

a bit about that when he made reference to teaching the whole and not 

just specific aspects. It's a difficult concept because we're also plagued 

with so many other areas that that impinge on our time.  

We've got in our situation right now in Ontario. All of our elementary 

teachers are doing report cards. It takes hours to do that, to do the 

marking that's involved with it, but that's part of stand up and be 

counted. To be able to reflect critically back to the students, back to the 

parents, of what the child is doing and looking out for the welfare of the 

child.  And that's why I said the quick answer is yes and no it is just I 

just find it not possible to do it in one sentence. I’m sorry for the drawn 
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out I did think about trying to put it all together in one and I just find 

sometimes with the thinking it's extends and stands and extends so 

that is my best effort at that.  

Pauline: Well done Shirley, I think we're dealing with complex issues here and 

thoughts. It's about how we distill the essence of that isn't it and I think 

that was at the heart of Melanie’s question. There is a question that 

has come in as someone was listening to you speak in the lecture 

Shirley. It's from Malcolm McMillan who works at the University of 

Strathclyde and it's kind of very much related to what we've just been 

speaking about. Malcolm is asking: to what extent is a democratic 

relationally ethical way of working in public education truly achievable 

when our children and young people can feel like conscripts in 

schools? 

 

Shirley: There is so much in that question that that needs to be unpacked as 

we're going through this. I’m sorry that that children and young people 

feel like they're conscripts. It's what we'd like to have - excuse me - 

what we'd like to have is to have them want to be there, want to be 

working with their teachers. We've just come through a whole lockdown 

in ours and they're now back to school thrilled to be there and some of 

them are much happier now than they were at home. 

Ethical way of working in public education. It is achievable but we need 

to have we need to have a mind-set of we're doing this for the child, 

we're doing this what's in the best interest of the child, and the 

development of relationships helps to, I think, move the children and 

the students from feeling like conscripts. If there's a positive 

relationship with the teacher that they're able to work with the child that 

the child works with the teacher works in a whole way in what's in the 

best interest. I feel like I’m rambling on this particular one because I’m 

trying to unravel and to look at.  

Yeah it is.  
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It's there's so much in there that he has in his question. Yeah.  

That it that in itself would be just an amazing paper to write so.  

Pauline: Maybe Malcolm will take you up on that offer Shirley: a collaboration is 

coming down the line. There are one or two questions coming in 

around about what we could describe as teacher preparation. So in 

Scotland we have Initial Teacher Education and we have a question 

here from somebody who hasn't left their name but says how can Initial 

Teacher Education providers support in ensuring new entrants to the 

profession become self-researchers and therefore more ethically aware 

and self-regulating? So, I suppose there's some questions here and 

Shirley you mentioned teacher preparation that this is part of learning 

to be a teacher. What’s the best way we can support that journey?  

Shirley: We've just gone through in in Ontario a complete revamping of our 

teacher education program and it was effective in 2015. With that we 

went from ours as a post-baccalaureate program you get an initial 

degree and then you come in for ostensibly two years which turns out 

to be four semesters of four months each within that. And that doubled 

what we were doing before.  

`A number of our universities have taken on a research program, a 

self-research program, that the students are involved in and making 

that as part of their learning. They have to do some self-research on 

themselves that deals with a particular topic. It can be working in a 

classroom it can be a teaching issue that they're grappling with but that 

they're conducting their own research on themselves to become better 

teachers. And we're looking at that as one way of developing it in 

Mount Royal University in Calgary which is a four-year program they 

already have that going. They've got that going for the four years. They 

bring some element of self-research into this and then present that in a 

class situation. Often the universities do not need to go through ethics 

review because they've phrased it in such a way that this is a research 

that the student is doing on themselves and is not going to go for 
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further research or for publication. I know often within university 

settings there's a concern that the research ethics boards take so long 

in getting the results - getting the approval - back to the students but 

this is one way that they're able to do it and they do this action 

research with the permission of the school and that the student could 

report the findings within their class but that it would not go for 

publication.  That seems to satisfy a number of the research ethics 

boards to get to have the students flavour that find that it's really 

effective. Then in turn allows them to continue this on. If they're finding 

something in the in their school system in their class that they're 

working with that they're not happy with, or doesn't work well, they 

need to do their own research on that. They need to solve the issue. I 

can't be going if I’m the principal of the school or if I’m a consultant 

working within the school system to solve every teacher's problem, 

because as teachers we solve problems all the time, and we need to 

do that self-research. We need to look at what are we doing in our 

program that is going to then be for the betterment of our students. 

With that the whole research part requires some delicacy and being 

very careful not to use the students as the objects of the research, but 

to use ourselves as the object of the research. And so it's trying to do 

that fine line to fit find a balance that's there that's going to make it 

much more profitable for them. I know when I’ve had to do, you know, 

to look at myself as a teacher and yeah this this didn't work in class 

today definitely have to find something else that I need to do. I find that 

when I discover what it is it's much more satisfying for me rather than 

someone telling me ‘you need to do this’ and if I can if I can look at it 

and understand it and even discuss it with colleagues. You know that's 

part of my self-research.  

Like a discussion just recently with a music teacher didn't like what she 

was doing. Because of the lockdown that we had and everyone was 

online and she had some discussions with others and took some of 

their ideas but tweaked it for herself, and her students, and so she was 

doing the research there and applying it. I think as teachers we do that 
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we do that a lot but it's sometimes very difficult especially with all the 

pressures that we have these days as classroom teachers. 

 

Pauline: Shirley, I’m going to take a little detailed delve into Initial Teacher 

Education, because I have a very specific question from Dr Geetha 

Marcus. Now, Geetha works at Queen Margaret University and you 

were talking there about ethics in initial teacher education and Geetha 

is wondering ‘within initial teacher education should ethics applications 

be submitted for desk-based reviews of sources available to the public 

like policies and audits of the efficacy of strategies used in classroom 

practice by teachers?’. So let's just take a little detailed look at that in 

ITE for a moment Shirley, and then we'll come back out again, because 

there's some really yeah there's lots of questions for you so don't worry 

about us running out!  

Shirley: Okay, with I’ll go with my own experience on this. Where it's someone 

who is asking to use public data that comes off OECD reports or any 

report that the European Union may have and you're doing some 

analysis on that. These are public documents -they're available for 

everyone to use and so those particular ones (and I’m thinking also the 

PISA reports: the program for international students and the 15 year 

old studies that they've been doing there) those are all public reports. If 

students, if teachers, want to analyse those, bring them forward our 

understanding was that we would not be expecting to receive an ethical 

application to our university and to the research ethics board. We 

would just say ‘no you just go right ahead and do it’ there's no problem 

with that. Where I would suggest that she make contact is to look at 

what her university stance is and to check with the person who's 

responsible. I’m sure that they have a research ethics officer there, or 

that they would have some outlines of what is required, but certainly for 

ours we wouldn't be requesting that at all. 
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Pauline:  I’m sure that's really interesting for Geetha to hear the experiences 

that you have Shirley and she'll reflect on that and probably we can 

pick up conversations in Scotland about if there are any issues around 

about that that we need to explore. So I’m moving along the line now. 

We've done a little bit about Initial Teacher Education and we're now 

going to start, I think talking about after becoming qualified teachers in 

the classroom. And we have an anonymous question here that's come 

in while you were speaking about ‘how can we support and motivate 

colleagues to take part in that of research that you've talked about in a 

landscape where they already feel significantly overworked?’ 

Have got any magic dust to put on that, Shirley? 

Shirley: Well, we were in a situation and I was it was a colleague of mine who 

came to me and said ‘would you do some research with me in this 

area?’ And it was an area that I knew very little about and it that meant 

that I have I had to get up to speed on it. I learned a lot, but it's quite 

different I was able to carve out time to do it and that makes a 

difference for teachers or colleagues who are so stressed and feel so 

overworked. It's almost needing to deal with that aspect first and to 

address that. The pressures on teachers these days are phenomenal  

And yet the self-research is so important. It might even be looking at 

yourself and finding out or discovering why you're feeling so 

overworked what is it that's causing that to happen, to take a step back 

to, as Bellini said, to look after yourself first and once that's done there 

will be some freeing up. There will be some movement to feel 

comfortable to go ahead and to be able to do the self-research yeah so 

I’m supporting the colleagues. Even just sometimes you know ‘have 

you got time for a coffee?’ you know and I’m sure that that's a culture 

that's there. You know ‘can we sit and chat for a bit?’ and trying to help 

them through that kind of stress, and then bringing in the aspect of self-

research and even sharing, if this is the colleague speaking to another 

colleague, ‘how do you do the self-research yourself; how have you 

experienced this; what responses do you / did I feel when I was going 
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through this; was it frustrating for me - and at times it is but it's also 

rewarding because I learned something more about myself as a 

teacher and I’m able to then apply this in a classroom or apply this as a 

school leader. We do feel overworked and I think that requires going 

back to what Graham Donaldson said last year in the lecture of school 

systems carving out time for teachers to be able to research, to be able 

to collaborate, to be able to breathe, and to breathe again and being 

able to relieve some of that stress. And it requires the politicians to be 

involved. This is a much bigger question than just wanting someone to 

do some self-research that they want to do. It's the question of; why is 

the system like this? How do we deal with this system so that it doesn't 

become so overburdensome to us that we're able to deal with it? That 

we get the supports that we need. And it may mean going to whoever 

is, in your case I think it's the government that does the funding for it. 

We need to have some funding for and being able to support the 

teachers with well-being responses that they look after themselves - 

that it's okay to look after yourself and that may be just some self-

research that they find you know I’m surprised that I need this.  

Pauline: Thanks Shirley.  I would suggest it's a very live discussion for us in 

Scotland as we await some findings from work about education reform 

and where there have been already some suggestions made that we 

need to explore where teachers get time to think. And Joanne 

Thompson from Scottish Borders Council is asking you know, she's 

reminding us I suppose, that OECD supports time to think. And 

Joanna’s asking us do we need more of this and less teaching, does 

that mean less teaching then, and do political stakeholders have too 

much say in the educational curriculum. So you mentioned that it was a 

system issue to resolve that. So what are your reflections on political 

involvement and in finding time to think - the eternal quest time to think.  

Shirley: We've had when I worked in government and it was more so when I 

was a secondary school principal in elementary when that I was 
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realizing how much politics was is involved in education. And then 

when I was a civil servant I worked under three different governments 

and every time a different government came in place we got a new 

curriculum that we had to write for them because it had to have to field 

what that political party believed was the important part. So let's get rid 

of basics - you know - no we're going back to basics; no we're going to 

do blended learning; no we're not going to do blended learning. So it's, 

with all of these, it's moving into the political area. But we've got 

situations where the politicians are not educators. They're not teachers. 

They are moms and dads of kids in school, and because their child 

goes to school they believe they know everything about education. And 

it's the same way often with - and this is an aside - it's the same way 

often with folks are coming into Initial Teacher Education programmes. 

‘I know how to teach. I've been watching teaching for 20 years or 15 

years’ or however long they've been in a school system. The fact that 

you've seen it and then you believe you know how to teach is not 

necessarily true. It's the same thing with our politicians when they 

believe that they know everything about education. Because they've 

been to school or they've got children in school does not translate into 

developing the best program for our children. As educators we've been 

around quite a while, and we have worked very hard to put together a 

program that's appropriate for our students. And the question becomes 

in in looking at this what do we want for our students? Who do we want 

them to be? Who do they want to be? We talked earlier about an 

educated citizenry, which is Ryerson for us in the 1800s, but when we 

take a look at some of the work from Henry Giroux about what's 

important. That we want our students to become critical thinkers. That 

we don't want them to be following what everybody else tells them that 

they need to be doing. So that our curriculum, what we're going to be 

developing in education at the political level, needs to reflect that. It 

does. It should not be reflecting what the politician thinks. It should be 

reflecting what does the student need. And again, going back to one of 

the statements earlier on what's in the best interest of the student, if it's 

not in the best interest of the student why are we doing it? I worked 
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with a superintendent, probably now about 30 years ago and his 

statement always was: ‘if it's for the kids the answer is yes’. Didn't 

matter what it was, if it was for the kids the answer is yes. And I think 

we need to have our politicians looking at that. Also if this is for our 

students, then yes this is what we need. We need to give our teachers 

time to think, we need to give our teachers time to breathe, we need to 

give our teachers time to be writing that curriculum that's so important 

for our students and if we don't do that … politicians please leave and 

put somebody in there who wants to do that.  

You can tell I get a little bit excited about that one!  

Pauline: Yeah, we love you getting excited, don't worry about that that's that 

that's all good! I think let's stick with talking a little bit about the system 

because Dr Julie Harvey, Julie has asked she's a lecturer in 

educational leadership and she has asked I think what's a related 

question to what you've said about how can we build relational trust at 

school and system level in what could be described as a climate of 

performativity. And Julie’s also asking, you know, what needs to 

change in Scotland’s education system. Which maybe I acknowledge 

Shirley a little bit trickier for you to answer. But Julie’s main theme here 

is: how do we build that trust given the culture and climate that we're 

currently operating in. 

Shirley: Dialogue and lots of it. It's everyone leaving their hat at the door when 

they walk into a room to talk and that they're able to speak honestly 

and freely, and that the issue stays with what's the question rather than 

people entrenching themselves into something and not moving. It's to 

be, it's to be, just to have this openness to be honest and to be truthful 

about about this whole discussion so that we can trust each other. If we 

don't trust each other then close the door and leave. Because we're 

wanting, we're trying, to work our systems on a basis of trust. That and 

we want to bring this into our classrooms and if we can't show this for 

our students... it's back to this deficit model and bringing messages into 
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our classrooms that Biesta talks about that don't convey what we want 

students to hear. And if it's a negative narrative, and we don't trust, 

then we're into a fair bit of difficulty. 

Pauline: I think as well Shirley your answer to your previous question about the, 

you  know, politicians role in education feeds to this question too 

doesn't it? It's about, I suppose the title of the lecture that you've given 

today is why what we think, do and value really matters and I suppose 

there's questions around about what happens when what we value is 

very different for different parts of the system or different colleagues 

that we work with. And what's really interesting I think was that Jessica 

submitted a question in advance of the lecture. Jessica Blake, who's a 

primary teacher and she's asking, you know, how do you delicately 

navigate when a colleague has blatantly different values. Where and 

when does instilling your values in your class become unacceptable? 

And I think, so if we go from system right back down to individual level, 

you know, what the teachers do in that space. And I can see a question 

in as well from Robert Bell who's been listening this afternoon and 

Robert’s saying you know you're exploring ethics through the lens of an 

individual how would you propose a teacher addresses unethical 

behaviour in other teachers or leaders. So a couple of questions there I 

think Shirley about what you do as an individual teacher when you 

meet these circumstances. 

 

Shirley: And those answers are so delicate in such a difficult situation.  

It's again going back to: if the children are being harmed and if this is 

not in the best interest of the children then you need to you need to 

take it a step further. This is where stand up and be counted is really 

the important part. We're into, as teachers, we're in the best situation to 

be able to act what's in the best interest of the child and I know that 

there's a sort of a method that you can go through to determine how do 

you want to handle this. I mean you can ignore it, you can address it, 

you can negotiate around it or you can mediate it or have someone 
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else doing the mediation. I don't think that that's what Jessica is after at 

this point although maybe it is maybe it is you know. Can you ignore it? 

If it's irrelevant. Yeah, I’m not so certain if you're believing that children 

are being harmed you can address it by having a meaningful and 

respectful discussion with others who may be attached to the situation 

or may be able to talk around - not talk around it - but understand what 

the viewpoint is. And if it's still an issue then it may be to negotiate 

around it. And sometimes that's.. it can become complicated. But to 

uncomplicate it you address the question. You don't address the 

people. You don't have the arguments with the people you're more of a 

conflict discussion about the idea rather than the person. And having 

people understand that, while you and I disagree, I’m not disagreeing 

with you - I’m disagreeing with what the idea is. And then the 

discussion at times, I’m sure could be heated. I know i've been 

certainly in some of those, but they it's the idea of needing to remain on 

the particular subject on what the particular question is and in some 

cases it's gonna you need mediation to do it. You need to bring 

somebody from the outside in who can help out with this. But it's 

bringing these ideas together and having a respectful discussion. But it 

requires that whoever walks into the room to have that discussion 

wants to have that discussion. And sometimes dealing with it where ‘no 

there's nothing wrong with me, my values are perfectly okay, and you 

can just go away and leave me alone’. Okay, that's not helpful there, it 

needs to have someone else involved with the discussion and 

someone who is able to do it.  

I know where we've had conflicting values dealing with teacher 

behaviour and had to bring them to the fitness to practice committee for 

the with the Ontario College of Teachers to look at what they're doing 

why they're doing it and then to determine does it need to go to the 

discipline committee and if it does and it's been brought there. We've 

had quite a number of teachers who have gone through that process, 

but often that has to do with actions and criminal actions towards 
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students. Those are difficult. You've got some amazing teachers who 

are asking some amazing questions, Pauline. No, seriously, they're 

really, really good.  

Pauline: While we've got you confined to a square on a computer Shirley we're 

going to make best use of your brain you know.  

So I think you're touching on a couple of other points that some others 

have made in the chat. Ed Walton, who works in Fraserburgh 

Academy, that's in very North East of Scotland, is asking about 

comment on the ethical balance between leading change as engaged 

public intellectuals and facilitating the wishes of learners and 

communities. So I think that sort of speaks a little bit to what you were 

speaking through there. If that doesn't match, you know, if there's a 

mismatch between the wishes of a community or learners and what we 

as teachers believe is what needs to happen here? And I think it kind of 

relates a little bit to Eileen Prior has also asked a question. Eileen has 

a huge amount of national involvement with supporting parental 

engagement in schools and she's asking how do you feel that your 

vision of ethics in the teaching profession can be shared with children, 

young people and their parents and carers. You know, how do we help 

learners and communities and families understand what we're about as 

a teaching profession? 

Shirley: I did that and I have done it when I became a high school principal my 

very first session - actually when I was being interviewed for the 

position - my very first question that I received was: ‘what do you 

believe about education?’ And generally that at that time, that this 

would be 40 years ago, 35 years ago, that generally at that time that 

was a question that was often being asked. So I had prepared a 

statement for it and I did and I gave it to all of the trustees. 

And what that did was hold me accountable. And so I shared it also 

with my students - because I did get the position at the high school - I 

shared it with my students, I shared it with the teachers and that held 

me accountable. And so it was a thing of okay well you know ‘you said 
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this, but the other day you did this’, and sometimes you end up eating 

humble pie, or as the expression sometimes says, you know eating 

crow while it's still warm: ‘That was my mistake’. But sharing that 

vision, and sharing what your ethics are, and what do you believe, and 

giving it to people lets them see who you are and do they want you 

there then because I don't want to be working in a place where I’m not 

wanted. I would rather go and do something totally different than be in 

a place where I’m not wanted as a teacher or where I’m not wanted as 

an individual. And those are sometimes hard decisions because then 

then you deal with the whole question of okay well livelihood and what 

does this do and you know what are my next moves, and what does 

this do for benefits, and for pension, and salary and living and all of 

that. So all those things have to be you end up having to deal with a lot 

of that but being able to share what your beliefs are will let your parents 

know - sorry I’ll do it personally - being able to share my beliefs will let 

the parents of my school know, will let my students know, will let my 

teachers know, will let the support staff know what I believe and how I 

want to be. And as a classroom teacher I had I had my students - when 

I was in in the Initial Teacher Education programme -  write a five line 

statement on ‘I believe that children / I believe that resources / I believe 

that curriculum’ and they had to finish it off. And so like your very first 

question - get it down to one sentence - is difficult to do, it made them 

think about what kind of a teacher do they want to be. What do they 

want to bring into the classroom? And then to be able to read that 

years later and share it, and develop it, and show how you've grown in 

that process. Which is then, again I’m going to go back to the 

statement on self-research, that looking at what did you start and how 

did you start as a teacher and how have you grown as a teacher is part 

of that self-research process. And taking a look at do we have a 

laminated day book and the day book for us is the outline of what we're 

going to do […]  
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Pauline: I think we've perhaps lost Shirley from the depths of wintery Ontario so 

our apologies for that. 

 We were of course coming quite close to the end of our time together 

this afternoon. I was going to take the opportunity to ask Shirley some 

questions that we have in about what the pandemic has taught us, or 

what we've learned in terms of ethical leadership in education from the 

global pandemic and where we are now in education. We will certainly 

pick up those discussions with Shirley, and I’m sure she would be very 

content.  

So, with that I will call it to close for today. I would like to thank you all 

very much for taking part. There are very rich streams of things that we 

need to talk about as a profession together as we do the work together 

to explore what ethics and teaching means to us. I would really very 

much like to reiterate my thanks to Shirley. She's worked incredibly 

hard to support us with the annual lecture this year and we are really 

appreciative of our input also very would like to extend my huge thanks 

to Yannis for his reflections and stepping in at such short notice. And a 

couple of other thank yous from me to finish off. Thank you to Mario 

Salazar from Red Rhino in Ontario for filming support for Shirley’s 

lecture; Craig Hogg at GlobeCast for all his technical support for this 

live lecture; and colleagues at the Ontario Tech University and Bresia 

University. From the team at GTC Scotland I’d like to give Gill 

Robinson a big thanks for leading a lot of this ongoing ethics 

conversation and to my colleagues in our communication team for 

organisation and promotion of the event today.  

Thanks also to those of you in our audience who are going to be 

members of our Practitioner Working Group, Expert Group and Partner 

Group that's going to take forward this conversation.  

Finally, thanks to all of you for attending today or hopefully catching up 

with a later date we hope that this was a valuable launching pad for 

your own reflections on your teacher ethics and that you will feel 

inspired to get involved in our ongoing ethics conversation and what 



 
 

 
 

45 Ethics and the Teaching Profession  
  

comes out of that in terms of a resulting consultation. If you would like 

to be kept up to date please remember to drop us a line at 

communications@gtcs.org.uk.  

So thank you so much have a great burns night and thanks for joining 

us today.  

Shirley: I’m back just very quickly I would also like to thank you Pauline for all of 

the support and all of the support from the GTCS, to Gill, to Fraser to 

Hannah - absolutely amazing work - for the support and 

encouragement that I’ve received from you for this talk. It was an 

honour to present Yannis thank you very much for your words and to 

both my university and to Brescia University College to thank them for 

the support that they've given it has been a delight and it has been 

most enjoyable working through a lot of these concepts with you thank 

you very much.  

Pauline: Thank you Shirley we've been very lucky to get to know you. So thanks 

so much for all your contribution and thanks to everybody and good 

night. I feel like I need a theme tune. So good night. 
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