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Dedication

To all of the hard-working and 
altruistic professionals in the 
field of English language 
teaching who deal with ethical 
dimensions of teaching their 
students, collaborating with 
colleagues, and enhancing 
their profession each and 
every day.



  

Anecdotes

What do you do when…
 your grades are changed?

 your students are sick?

 you’ve been Xeroxed?

 you teach “American”?



  

Foreword

Education is the most 
powerful weapon 
which you can use to 
change the world.

~ Nelson Mandela



  

I believe that education is the fundamental 
method of social progress and reform. 

 
~ John Dewey
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Preface • 
Discussion in Pairs
 What does the term “ethics” mean to 

you? Can you agree on a common 
definition?

 How might a discussion of ethics 
relate to language teaching in 
particular? Come up with 1-2 
examples.



  

Chapter One • Introduction

Socrates says . . . 
knowledge = virtue = happiness 

“The truly wise man will know what is 
right, do what is good and therefore 
be happy.”



  

“the discipline dealing with 
what is good and bad and 
with moral duty and 
obligation”

Merriam-Webster says . . .



  

… education shall enable all persons to 
participate effectively in a free society, 
promote understanding, tolerance and 
friendship among all nations and all 
racial, ethnic or religious groups ...

International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights

International Law says . . . 



  

Ethics in Language 
Teaching



  

The special place of ELT

1) Rooted in relation to others
2) Aims to change people… for the better
3) Science cannot tell us exactly how to run 

our class. 
 What homework do we assign?
 How do we assess?
 How do we manage disruptive behavior?  

(Johnston, 2002, p. 5)



  

Social responsibility

English language teachers agree that 
they should help students develop 
the social skills necessary to become 
successful global citizens and 
proactive agents for change in 
pursuit of the common good. 

(Flores, 2004, p. 1)



  

Agents of Change

Language teachers should . . . 

• Develop art of critical thinking 
• Create atmosphere of respect 
• Maintain a threshold of morality and 

ethics 
(Brown, 2004)



  

Question power and change

Critical applied linguistics
IS IT REALLY GOOD?

Empower learners by providing them 
with a critical/analytical framework to 
reflection their own language 
practices and those of others; broader 
analysis of social relations (Pennycook, 2004)



  

A Tall Order

Relativity…

Absolute truths? Or 
anything goes?

Cultural? Personal? 
Universal? 



  

A Code of Practice

Concept of “Profession” includes a 
code of ethics … the group 
recognizes an obligation to society 
that transcends mere economic 
self-interest.

Policing ourselves in acceptable 
standards of behavior (not a cage!) 



  

TESOL Sample Code of 
Ethics
A need for a global standard that can 

accommodate local conditions is critical 
(Dickey, 2006, p. 21)

Language teachers’ responsibilities
4. Students
5. Colleagues and the teaching profession
6. Parents and the community
7. The law



  

Chapter Two • 
My (Jennifer’s) story



  



  

My questions

1. My voice as a teacher
2. Student behavior
3. Assessment
4. Professional 

development and status



  

Teaching and ethics in Estonia
Ethics in cross-cultural 

mediation and other 
professions (mainstream theory 
+ practice)

Chapter Three • 
Kristina’s story



  

In recent years a number of 
rules and regulations have 
been adopted to support the 
teachers in their everyday 
work in Estonia.



  



  

The aim of such regulations is 
to encourage teachers to

 not only develop the skills and 
enhance the knowledge of their 
students. 

 to also provide support to students in 
becoming whole personalities, to 
respect the students individuality, 

 at the same time socialising students 
so that they can become responsible 
members of society. 



  

Similar  documents can be found at 
the university level in many 
developed democracies, e.g. the 
Scandinavian countries :



  

* These ethical guidelines deal with 
issues that are not directly regulated by 
law. 

* Like other human beings, university 
teachers must, of course, obey laws and 
ordinances. 

* Ethical guidelines do not set aside 
laws but serve rather to complement 
them.



  

Despite the beautiful documents that 
do exist for educationalists teaching 
at the school level,

we often meet colleagues who 
seem to be distressed because 
of seemingly irresolvable 
problems at all levels of our 
educational system. 

 this impression is backed up by 
the news in the media. 



  



  



  

On the other hand,  we are doing 

well at international competitions: 



  

and both national and international contests



  

.the success continues at 
the university level....



  

But probably we also agree that  there 
may sometimes be situations where

 not looking behind the issues is 
legally OK and  correct (“lock”). 

 yet where teachers as individuals 
could ( and sometimes should) 
do more than the professional 
guidelines demand.



  

Have you faced any (similar) ethical 
dilemmas?

So, as a warm-up we would 
like you to close your 
eyes and think back at 
the years when you 
have been teaching...



  

1. Think of an ethical 
dilemma  you

a)     faced recently 
b)     may have experienced 

earlier during your career, 
but for some reasons did 
not remember until now



  

2. Share two-and-two (5 min.)

 a)     What was the problem?
 b)     What ethical dilemmas did 

you face?
 c)      How did you solve this?
  d) What could you have done (to 

solve it better/ what would have 
been a worse scenario)? 



  

In all these cases

Did the teacher (you) do 
more or less  than the 
professional standard 
would expect?

What would have been 
better for the student?



  

Ethics has become an important issue 
in research and practice in many 
different fields. 
  In Estonia, professional standards and 

ethical guidelines have recently been 
worked out e.g.

 for doctors and nurses,
 pharmacists and trainers.
 are being worked out for tour guides.  
 Similar trends can also be noticed in 

other spheres of cultural mediation (e.g. 
translation and interpreting)  that are 
closely  related to foreign language 
teaching:



  

In both mainstream research and in analysing 
and improving everyday practice the key 
issues are personal responsibility and 
neutrality:
  Is complete neutrality possible?
 Am I honest when I´m confirming to 

others and assuring  myself that I am 
100% neutral?

 Do codes of professional practice cover 
all important nuances?

 Should individuals be more responsible 
for also the dimensions such regulations 
do not  deal with?



  

For example, Michael 
Cronin (2002)
 pioneers the discipline of 

Interpreting Studies into a 
postmaterialist/  postmodernist and 
postcolonial mentality.  

 acknowledges that for a mature 
personality (and a responsible 
member of society) there exists a 
multilayered range of ethical  
considerations.



  

  Basically, he shows that every 
agent – in his study the interpreter, 
but in our context e.g. the teacher - 
can potentially influence not only 
the communication outcomes of a 
specific communication situation

  but also the whole future of a 
person (and through this indirectly: 
his country and society). 



  

 Probably many of us remember 
some kind words a teacher 
important for us has said – these 
may send us throughout our lives.

  In other cases – some unfair 
remarks may remain etched in 
memory for ever. 



  

Cronin (2002) illustrates the 
importance of 
 (inter)action between primary parties in  

different communication situations.
 the perception of the nuances at the level of 

the individual.
 He also extends the dimension to that of the 

geo-political  level (still closely interlinked with 
the individual behaviour of interactants). 

 In the case of teaching, of course, this all 
extends beyond a concrete situation or lesson 
to the whole course, and  possibly school years  
altogether.



  

Such approaches to ethics 
could be seen as a sign of that

 individualisation and the moral duty of each 
individual has been growing in importance 
in the postmaterialist era, and that

 in mainstream research and best practice 
today the understanding that people have a 
persistent ethical responsibilities as 
individuals - sometimes even above their 
professional roles,

   - have become central.



  

This is a step ahead of  earlier 
approaches which focused on the 
obligation to be neutral, to adopt 
an invisible role.
 This is a level of personal 

obligation not to remain neutral, if 
we see that adopting the 
passivised role of an inanimate tool 
would inflict damage upon (one of) 
the counterparts (or maybe –
through it -  societies and cultures).

  



  

A classical piece of research by Tate 
and Turner (1997/2002) criticises the 
“machine” model where agents 

 only perform their explicitly 
formulated duties  

 neglect the human dimensions of 
communication, 

 neglect noticing the signs of body 
language, etc.



  

(Tate and Turner, 1997/2002: 
374):

 [...] machines do what they are told. 
They’re under instruction: no instruction, 
no action. Machines don’t generate their 
own contributions to the job in hand: 
they simply respond as programmed to 
external stimuli  (levers pulled, buttons 
pressed, etc.).

  In part, early versions in /professional 
KM/  Codes erred on the side of caution
with respect to seeking to ensure that the 
stipulated role of the /agent KM/ was 
essentially reactive and not proactive.



  

My question is if we as teachers 
sometimes fall into a similar trap: 

 Our job is seemingly to “pass  on 
knowledge” & to “develop the 
skills” of pupils and students.  

 To stick to the schedule and see to 
that the programme would be 
covered. 



  

Often, we may be guided by the belief in 
absolute neutrality and thus force 
ourselves to do little else than teach. 

empathy  and emotional 
intelligence can help where 
mere skills stop short. 

Parallels to many  other 
professions – also those 
discussed above  - are obvious. 



  

We do not only mediate education 
in the narrowest sense of skills 
and knowledge

 we also mediate life – and possibly, 
as Ulla Berglindh (2007)  has said, - 

 we should strive to mediate a better 
reality and help our students 
develop into whole personalities 
who could create such a better new 
world.



  

According to Gunnar Handahl (2004, 
2007), in  education we should always 
bear in mind the existence of the 
following dimensions:

 Level 1 = Action.(You go and teach). 
 Level 2= Theory and practice based 

action. (Your “tools”. Your background, 
skills in pedagogy, experience as a 
teacher. Experience transferred to 
knowledge).

 Level 3 = Values. Ethical and political 
justification. (Why am I doing what I do? 
Why am I teaching at all? How does it 
benefit the people I teach as                  
individuals? The society at large?)



  

So let us...

not forget all these different 
layers

and try to view Level 1 and 2 
through the prism of Level 3 
more often 



  

In small groups, examine your case 
study and answer the following 
questions:

2. How do you interpret the situation?
3. What should be done?
4. What would you do?

Chapter Four • 
Case studies



  

Epilogue • Your stories 


