
Introduction to Ethical Teaching and Moral Dimensions in Education 

• Overview of ethics in the educational profession 
• The role of personal and professional ethics in teaching 
• Discussion: Why is ethics important in education? 

Readings: 

• Campbell, E. (2003). The Ethical Teacher. Open University Press. 

 

Overview of Ethical Teaching 

In her seminal work, The Ethical Teacher (2003), Elizabeth Campbell explores the 

concept of ethical knowledge and its importance in the context of teaching. 

Teachers are not only responsible for imparting knowledge but also play a crucial 

role in shaping the moral and ethical lives of their students. The actions, decisions, 

and relationships they form all contribute to the ethical landscape of the 

educational environment. Ethical teaching, therefore, encompasses more than just 

the curriculum or academic content; it involves a teacher’s ability to navigate 

moral complexities, dilemmas, and responsibilities within the classroom. 

Understanding the Moral Dimensions of Teaching 

Campbell emphasizes that teaching is inherently a moral and ethical act. Each 

interaction with students, colleagues, and parents presents a scenario where moral 

values are at play. For instance, issues related to fairness, justice, respect, and 

responsibility are interwoven into daily teaching activities, such as grading 

students, managing classroom behavior, or addressing diverse needs. 



Teachers must navigate the ethical tensions between authority and care, autonomy 

and accountability, and fairness versus flexibility. Campbell categorizes these 

moral dimensions into three broad areas: 

1. Ethics of Care: Teachers are caretakers and are expected to foster an 

environment where students feel emotionally and physically safe. This 

dimension highlights the importance of empathy, understanding, and 

compassion in teaching. 

2. Ethics of Justice: This focuses on fairness and equality, ensuring that all 

students have access to the same educational opportunities and are treated 

equitably. 

3. Professional Ethics: Teachers are bound by professional codes of conduct, 

but ethical teaching goes beyond following rules. It involves a commitment 

to integrity, honesty, and responsibility in professional relationships. 

The Ethical Framework in Decision-Making 

The ethical teacher must constantly make decisions that balance competing values. 

Campbell outlines an ethical decision-making framework for teachers that 

includes: 

1. Reflection: Teachers must take the time to reflect on their decisions and 

actions, thinking critically about the moral implications of their choices. 

2. Deliberation: Ethical decisions are not made in isolation. Teachers should 

consult colleagues, reflect on past experiences, and consider the broader 

consequences of their actions. 



3. Responsibility: Teachers hold a deep responsibility not only to their 

students but also to society. They must act in a way that upholds both 

personal and professional ethics. 

Case Study: Navigating Ethical Dilemmas in the Classroom 

Consider a scenario where a student submits work that is clearly not their own, but 

they are struggling with personal issues at home. The teacher must balance the 

importance of academic honesty with compassion for the student’s situation. This 

dilemma touches upon the ethics of justice (fairness to other students), care 

(compassion for the struggling student), and professional ethics (adherence to 

institutional policies on plagiarism). 

The Role of Reflection in Ethical Teaching 

Reflection is critical for ethical decision-making. Campbell advocates for reflective 

practice as a tool for teachers to navigate their ethical responsibilities. Reflective 

practice encourages teachers to think deeply about their actions, question their 

assumptions, and understand the broader consequences of their behavior. This 

reflective process should include: 

• Self-awareness: Understanding one's own values, biases, and motivations. 

• Critical reflection: Questioning the status quo and considering how 

societal, cultural, and institutional factors influence teaching. 

• Dialogue with others: Engaging in conversations with colleagues, students, 

and the broader community to gain diverse perspectives. 

Professional Codes of Ethics and Their Limitations 



Most teachers operate under a professional code of ethics, which outlines expected 

behaviors and responsibilities. However, these codes are often broad and may not 

cover every possible ethical dilemma teachers face. Campbell argues that while 

professional codes provide important guidance, they are not sufficient on their 

own. Teachers must develop their own ethical understanding and decision-making 

abilities to navigate the complexities of their profession. 

Ethics in Teacher-Student Relationships 

Teacher-student relationships are central to ethical teaching. A strong ethical 

foundation in these relationships ensures mutual respect, trust, and a sense of 

fairness. Teachers must be careful to maintain professional boundaries while also 

fostering supportive, caring relationships with their students. Some key ethical 

challenges in teacher-student relationships include: 

1. Fair treatment: Ensuring that all students are treated with respect, 

regardless of their academic performance, behavior, or background. 

2. Confidentiality: Maintaining student privacy and handling sensitive 

information with care. 

3. Authority and influence: Using the teacher's position of authority 

responsibly, avoiding favoritism or bias. 

The Influence of Cultural and Societal Contexts 

Campbell highlights the importance of understanding the cultural and societal 

context in which teaching takes place. Ethical teaching must be responsive to the 

diverse backgrounds and experiences of students. This involves recognizing issues 

of inequality, discrimination, and social justice. Teachers must strive to create 

inclusive environments where all students feel valued and supported. 



For example, in a multicultural classroom, a teacher must be mindful of how 

cultural differences can affect communication, behavior, and expectations. Ethical 

teachers need to foster a classroom environment that respects diversity and 

promotes equity. 

Challenges of Ethical Teaching in a Digital Age 

In today’s digital age, ethical teaching faces new challenges. Social media, online 

learning platforms, and the increasing availability of personal information online 

have created ethical dilemmas that were not present in previous generations. 

Teachers must be cautious about their digital presence, the information they share 

online, and the boundaries they maintain with students in digital spaces. 

Additionally, online education raises questions about equity and access. Teachers 

must ensure that all students have the necessary resources and support to succeed 

in digital learning environments. Ethical teaching in the digital age requires a 

careful balance between embracing new technologies and maintaining the core 

values of fairness, respect, and responsibility. 

Building an Ethical School Culture 

Ethical teaching extends beyond individual teachers to the broader school culture. 

Schools must foster an environment where ethical behavior is valued, and teachers 

feel supported in navigating ethical dilemmas. This includes providing professional 

development opportunities focused on ethical decision-making, creating open 

channels of communication for discussing ethical issues, and establishing clear 

policies that promote ethical behavior. 



A positive school culture is one where teachers, students, and administrators work 

together to uphold ethical standards. This involves: 

• Collaborative decision-making: Engaging the whole school community in 

discussions about ethical issues. 

• Support systems: Providing resources and guidance for teachers facing 

ethical challenges. 

• Ethical leadership: School leaders must model ethical behavior and create a 

culture where ethics are prioritized in decision-making. 

 

10 Discussion Questions for Session 1 

1. According to Campbell, What are the main moral dimensions of teaching? 

2. How does the ethics of care influence a teacher’s role in the classroom? 

3. Discuss an ethical dilemma where the ethics of justice might conflict with 

the ethics of care. 

4. Why is reflection important in ethical decision-making for teachers? 

5. How do professional codes of ethics guide teachers, and what are their 

limitations? 

6. What ethical challenges arise in teacher-student relationships? 

7. How should teachers balance authority and care in their relationships with 

students? 

8. What are some ethical considerations teachers must be aware of in a 

multicultural classroom? 

9. How has the rise of digital technologies impacted the ethical responsibilities 

of teachers? 



10. How can schools foster a culture of ethical behavior among teachers and 

students? 

 


