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Exploring the ethics of professional practice


Thomas J. Sork, University of British Columbia


Abstract 


This paper describes a research methodology and analytical procedure which was designed to (1) gather data about the extent of certain practices that should be debated on ethical grounds and the content of moral arguments put forward to justify or refute the practices and (2) assist by providing a structured process through which they can examine the moral dimensions of their work.


Background


Ethics as an area of scholarly and professional interest has a short history in adult education.  Lawson� observed that adult educators have succeeded in avoiding discussions of ethical issues because of a ‘learner-centred’ rhetoric, but that the ethics of practice cannot be escaped.  It has only been in the past ten years that the literature has reflected any substantive concern with the ethics of practice.  Examples of publications reflecting this concern include: Maidment and Losito� who considered the ethics of training; Lenz� who identified issues related to administration and teaching; Singarella and Sork� who discussed the role of ethics in adult education and identified specific ethical issues related to programme planning; Pearson and Kennedy� who explored ‘business issues’ in continuing professional education; Felch� who considered ethical issues faced by providers of continuing medical education; and Bourgeault� who discussed the need for an ‘ethics of intervention’ in adult education.  A just-published book� represents the first attempt to address the full range of ethical issues in adult education practice.


A consideration of the ethics of practice is inescapable if anything approaching a complete understanding of practice is ever to be achieved.  Practitioners are constantly making choices with ethical consequences.  Forrester�  described the central role of evaluative judgements:


Among the most important judgements we are called upon to make are evaluations: assessments of the worth of things, actions, and persons.  Hardly a day goes by that we do not need to decide what is the right thing to do in a given situation and what is the best procedure for doing it.  To this end, we need to appraise objects and actions as good, bad, or indifferent.  We must compare them with each other to determine which is better in some respect or other.  We must choose, from what is sometimes a vast number of alternative courses of action, how to spend every moment of our lives.   At least to the extent that these choices are consciously made, we make them on the basis of which alternative seems better in some way than the others.


The purpose of this paper is to present, in outline form, a methodology that can be used by researchers to study the ethics of practice and by practitioners as a tool for individual and organisational development.  Although still in the formative stages of development, the current version of the Ethical Practices Audit (EPA) provides a systematic way of structuring the identification and analysis of practices that have moral consequences and produces data useful for understanding the ethical dimension of adult education practice.


Before presenting a description of the methodology, a brief clarification of terms is required.  As used in this paper, ‘ethics’ is defined as ‘the systematic exploration of questions about how we should act in relation to others’�.  The notion of ‘practice’ is interpreted broadly to include current or planned actions, policies, or behaviours that affect others and that can be justified or refuted on moral grounds.  ‘Audit’ is used as in common discourse to describe a methodical review and analysis.  The EPA, then, is a methodical review and analysis of current or planned actions, policies, or behaviours that affect others in order to identify and evaluate the moral principles that underlie practice.


Prerequisite conditions


Exploration of the ethics of practice has the potential to be both exhilarating and destructive.  When used as a research methodology or as a means of professional or organisational development, several prerequisites should be met.  First, participation in the process should be voluntary.  All those whose functions might be included in the audit should have free choice to participate or not without any negative consequences attached to the decision.  Second, the audit should not be initiated in response to an accusation of unethical or improper behaviour.  Although such accusations may be one of several reasons for engaging in the EPA, they should be adjudicated separately from and prior to the audit.  Third, those who propose engaging in the EPA should do so for professional or organisational development purposes rather than as a means of publicly exposing the perceived ethical shortcomings of individuals or organisations.  Fourth, if there is an explicit mission statement or other document that provides evidence of an organisational philosophy, or if there is a consensus on a set of principles that should guide practice within the organisation, then that information should be made available and reviewed prior beg the audit.  Such statements provide a reference point for the auditors allowing comparisons between actions and espoused principles.


Steps in the audit


The current version of the Ethical Practices Audit is based on an outline of the procedures presented by Sork� and consists of ten steps.


Step 1 	Decide who to involve in the audit 


An Ethical Practices Audit could be proposed by anyone interested in exploring the ethics of practice, but the decision about who to involve in the process should be both deliberate and defensible.  Individual practitioners may engage in an audit of their own practices or two or more practitioners may engage in an audit of collective practice within an organisation.  To be avoided are situations where those to be involved in the audit will be analysing functions and practices which are the responsibility of someone who was not invited to participate or chose not to participate in the audit.  It is therefore likely that the question of who to involve in the audit will be reconsidered after Step 2 or Step 3 when it becomes clear what functions and practices will be included.


Step 2	Identify functions to include in the audit 


The word ‘functions’ is deliberately ambiguous because of the diversity of activities found in adult education organisations.  It is meant to represent clusters of activities that are amenable to analysis and can logically be placed under one heading.  Examples include instruction, admissions, marketing, administration, counselling, planning, evaluation, and so on.  It is possible that the audit will be limited to one or two programme areas, or sub-units within the organisation.  Such decisions should be made at this stage so that all concerned have a clear idea of the scope of the audit.


Step 3	Specify the practice to be analysed for each function  


Practices are current or planned actions, policies, or behaviours that affect others.  While it is important to the success of the audit to identify all practices that are judged relevant to the function, it is desirable to exclude practices that are judged morally benign; that is, practices with no conceivable moral consequences.  A danger here is that those making the decisions about what to include or exclude will not be sufficiently sensitive to the moral consequences of practices and will err by excluding practices with substantial, but unrecognised, moral consequences.


From a research perspective, the product of this step is interesting because it represents the auditors’ view of what practices are not benign from a moral/ethical viewpoint.  The resulting list could be used to construct survey research instruments for administration to practitioners for the purpose of identifying practices most often of concern, again from a moral/ethical point of view.  One can only speculate on how cultural differences may influence responses, but it seems reasonable to predict some variance due to the cultural milieu in which practitioners work.


Step 4	 Prepare moral arguments to justify and refute each practice 


Here the task becomes one of developing arguments using what Talmor� calls ‘value language’.  Value language invokes explicit prescriptive statements in order to justify or refute a practice.  A prescriptive statement commends or condemns an action based on a value held by the auditor rather than on the basis of an empirically-verifiable consequence of the action.  Constructing such arguments is not an easy task and some auditors may experience difficulty in distinguishing value language from non-value language.  The point of this step is to make explicit the moral reasoning which can be used to justify and refute each practice.


It can be claimed that developing one argument (to justify) or the other (to refute) should be sufficient in order to clarify the value basis of current practice.  Indeed, such an assertion is correct if the only purpose of this process is to reveal the value positions which auditors hold in relation to the practices they have identified as having non-benign moral consequences.  But another purpose of the audit is to encourage the consideration of alternative value positions for each practice so that an informed judgement can be made about whether the practice should be continued, modified, terminated, or, in the case of planned practice, instituted.


Step 5	Refine the arguments  


The initial arguments from the previous step are now reviewed and refined so that they are as compelling and complete as possible.  This step may be redundant if the arguments developed in the preceding step are as detailed and convincing as the auditors can make them.  However, this step provides an opportunity to strengthen the arguments so that there is no question about the value positions which underlie the justifications and refutations.


For research purposes, these refined arguments represent very interesting data since they reveal in a rough way the quality of moral reasoning among the auditors.  For practices which have generated considerable public debate the arguments can be to determine if the reasoning displayed in public debate is reflected in the arguments or whether the arguments reflect a more local or idiosyncratic value position.  Taken together, the collective arguments can be analysed to determine if there seems to be a consistent set of moral principles guiding the reasoning of the auditors.  The audit process does not ask for the generation of ‘guiding moral principles’ a priori, but such principles may become apparent at this stage in the process.


Step 6	Discuss and debate the arguments 


Although a good deal of discussion and debate may take place during the preparation and refinement of arguments, this step focuses attention on the task of deliberate and thorough consideration of all arguments presented to justify and refute each practice.  This step may involve additional practitioners who are not otherwise participating in the audit.  At the end of this step those involved should have clarified any ambiguities remaining in the arguments and will be likely have taken a tentative position on each practice.


Step 7	Identify and discuss ethical consequences of continuing, modifying, terminating, or instituting each practice.  


These four options represent the most likely outcomes of the audit.  The task here is to consider what will happen from a moral/ethical perspective if these actions are taken.  It is at this point that ethical dilemmas may become apparent.  An ethical dilemma is a situation where any action taken produces some undesirable moral consequences.  Consideration of ethical consequences should influence the positions taken by participants in the audit.  Another likely outcome of this step is the desire to generate alternative practices that have more desirable or fewer undesirable moral consequences.


Step 8	Identify and discuss practical consequences of continuing, modifying, terminating, or instituting each practice 


Now the discussion shifts from consideration of the abstract (moral consequences) to the concrete (practical consequences).  Because it is somewhat artificial to separate discussion of moral and practical consequences, it is likely that some of the latter have already been identified in the previous step.  Nevertheless it is desirable to partition the consequences into these two categories so that the auditors understand the distinction.


Consideration of consequences is to a large extent speculative.  That is, the auditors will be making ‘best guesses’ about what will happen given certain actions.  Since it is speculative, disagreement can be expected.  The goal is not to reach total agreement but rather to forge reasonable consensus on what the most likely consequences will be.  Whenever possible, auditors should buttress their assertions with empirical data or logical argument.


Step 9	Decide which practices will be continued, modified, terminated, or instituted  


This step calls for the making of a decision about each practice included in the audit.  It assumes that all present, planned, and alternative practices have been identified and analysed and that the auditors are now prepared and empowered to decide the fate of each practice.  The decisions reached may be communicated in the form of recommendations to be considered by agency administrators or others who reserve the ‘final word’ on changes likely to alter the nature of the organisation.  This step has the potential to create discord among those involved in the audit since a decision represents, in part, a commendation or condemnation of practices.  If a decision is made to terminate a cluster of practices that have become part of the operating route of practitioners, then the decision represents a  form of condemnation practice.  In addition, any decision to modify the status quo represents a change, and change is often considered threatening.


Step 10	Prepare summary report and action plan  


By the time decisions are made about each practice, participants have devoted a substantial amount of time and energy to the audit.  This step involves preparing a summary report on the audit process and an action plan that stipulates how the decisions made in Step 9 will be implemented.  Summarising the audit process is desirable because the report will provide a history of the activity and will presumably be made available to others who might wish to understand how decisions were made.  The report should contain the following information: who was involved in the audit, what practices were included, what arguments were used to justify and refute each practice, what decisions were made regarding each practice and what moral and practical consequences are expected for each decision.  In addition, the report should specify any moral/ethical principles proposed as guides for practice.  If prepared in this manner, the report will contain useful data for understanding the ethical viewpoint of those involved in the audit.  A detailed assessment of the report should also reveal the degree to which the auditors seem to operating from a consistent moral framework.


An action plan is desirable because it specifies what needs to be done, who is responsible for each task, and when tasks should be completed.  Without an action plan, the changes proposed in the audit may not be made.  Although the preparation of an action plan does not guarantee implementation of the changes, it would increase the probability that the changes will be made.


Uses of the Ethical Practices Audit


It has been suggested that the EPA can be used as a research methodology as well as a tool for individual and organisational development.  Little is known about the ethics of practice in adult education.  To date the literature on the ethics of practice has been primarily exhortatory and theoretical.  The audit process represents one means of moving beyond exhortation and theory to knowledge regarding how practitioners think about the ethical dimension of their work.   Strengths and shortcomings of the EPA as a research methodology will become apparent as it is used with practitioners in various types of agencies and in different cultural contexts.


As a tool for individual and organisational development. the EPA provides a structured process for discussing and analysing the ethics of practice.  It may be considered by some to be overly structured or reductionist, but it is easily modified to meet the requirements of the situation.  Based on feedback from a small number of practitioners, it may be difficult for auditors to develop moral arguments to justify or refute practices without first seeing an example of the process or working through a case study to illustrate the process.  In order to improve the utility of the EPA, a substantial instructional component may be necessary.  If this is required, the utility of the audit as a research methodology may be reduced since any instructional component is likely to introduce bias because any illustrations of moral arguments will necessarily be grounded in one cultural context.  It remains to be seen whether the EPA can be used successfully for cross-cultural comparative study of the ethical dimension of adult education practice. 
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