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Creativity and Conformity in Professional Ethics
Imagine a world in which curricula, and the wider goals of education, were set entirely by a central consortium on behalf of the government and industry according to their current priorities and overriding socio-economic goals.  Here, university degrees would be understood entirely in professional terms, as a means to get students from A to B.  Students would demonstrate their know-how according to the current favoured paradigm, achieve the necessary credits, and progress along more or less determinate grooves into off-the-peg jobs in standardised professions.  The goal would be efficiency, and the minimum of fuss in turning out a skilled, capable, confident workforce with the facility to use the jargon in the right ways, and generally to demonstrate their familiarity with the dominant logics of the current professional world.  The educational establishment would thus be a kind of usher in respect to the commercial and public sectors.  In this world, gradually, over time, the educational establishment comes to realise that the market demands a certain kind of literacy amongst professional practitioners.  This literacy is best summed up under the heading of ‘ethics’.  This heading captures issues not dealt with by other learning outcomes – and which, in many ways, seem quite separate from them.  For on top of the bread-and-butter learning of knowledge and skills required by the bulk of the syllabus, dealing adequately with the ethical component requires spontaneous critical thinking about the right thing to do – ‘right’ not in terms of targets or outcomes or goals, but right in the qualitatively different sense that ‘doing ethics’ connotes and requires.


Paint this picture, and a number of questions might be begged.  One is: why, in such a scenario, would the consortium want to bother themselves with ethics?  Another is: how would they introduce an element of spontaneity, of creativity, into a system geared entirely towards quantifiable outputs?  This is not intended as some definite allegory for the educational world we live in (close though the match may, in many cases, seem).  Rather, it is intended to show why teaching professional ethics raises particular kinds of questions about the relationship between creativity and conformity in higher education.  But these questions are not, in fact, exclusive to the field of ethics.  In fact, they have far wider implications beyond that particular corner of the curriculum.  They arise across the field of vocational education, and indeed beyond it, wherever the prime educational focus is on the application of theory to practice, broadly construed.  In this paper I would like to explore some of those implications.

Introduction

One way to respond to the opposition implied by the title of this conference would be to seek to undermine it.  There are tempting questions to pose.  Are creativity and conformity necessarily at cross-purposes?  Is creativity without conformity actually thinkable or doable?  However, this seems to me a case where respecting a contrast seems more important than deconstructing it.  There is a real tension between the imperatives of target-driven, outcomes-orientated, often standardising regimes of education and the aspiration to facilitate creativity.  To argue that the two are, deep down, somehow naturally harmonious seems mistaken, convenient though it might also be.  The tension is particularly evident when exploring fields, such as ethics, where the individual’s capacity genuinely to think and act for themselves is a core, essential learning outcome – or at any rate, should be if the field is to be done justice to.  And as I will hope to show, it looms especially large when ethics is being taught on vocational degrees, as a core component.  This phenomenon is increasingly common.  To my mind, it provides as good an example of any of the kinds of issues and challenges that the conference’s overall themes invite us to negotiate. 

This paper explores relationships between academic theory, professional imperatives and individual practice in the teaching of programmes in Professional Ethics.  In recent years these have mushroomed: more and more, vocational degrees programme involve an ethical component at the centre of the curriculum, rather than at its periphery.  This is important.  Ethics is now required to be taught to trainee nurses, social workers, probation officers – indeed, across the range of caring and social professions.  In section 1 below I explore some of the general questions raised by these developments.  Broadly, there seems little to object to in the notion that practitioners in such fields should be expected to have a certain level of ethical literacy.  Yet as I suggest in section 2, while most theoretical discussion of professional codes of ethics has tended to concentrate on the coherence and practicability of the principles involved, it has tended to overlook a certain paradox at the heart of the very idea of such a code of ethics.  That paradox is roughly this: that if codes of ethics are adhered to strictly, this is likely to turn the process of ethical decision-making into a mechanical, uncritical, uncreative and so not particularly ethical exercise. The more directive a code, the less room for manoeuvre for the individual in displaying the virtues of a critically reflective practitioner. And yet the cultivation of the latter is typically at the heart of the stated aims of the profession in question. Mere obedience or conformity does not, as it were, an ethical decision-maker make.  

Section 3 considers what this amounts to. If what we seek is to stake out a place for creativity in the landscape of professional ethics teaching, what would this entail?  A first question reflects what kinds of creativity apply in this context.  A second concerns the relation between codes and individual practitioners at which one would want to aim. I argue that the concentration on codes of ethics runs the risk of distracting from the cultivation of such virtues at an individual level.  This is not to denigrate the significance of such codes, or to deny the possibility of universal principles, but rather to argue that to avoid these principles becoming reduced to depthless slogans, or examples of mere institutional ‘box-ticking’, the role of practice needs to be included in their construction, rather than being something to which ‘all-purpose’ principles are applied, as if an instruction manual.  Interpreted in this latter sense, the code of ethics becomes an instrument for ‘managerialism’, rather than the genuine facilitator of ‘bottom-up’ ethical exploration and reflection which it otherwise has the potential to be.  And it is as an ‘under-labourer’ towards this end, rather than as a simple dispenser of wisdom, that ethical theory has most to offer.

1:  Professional Ethics in the Academy

More than ever before, institutions and professions are bothered about coming across as ethical.  This need not be a purely cynical or defensive exercise, though clearly it sometimes is.  Whatever the intentions behind it, the introduction of a core ethical component into vocational programmes has had implications for both for the programmes themselves, and for the practice of teaching ethics.  Recently in my institution a Social Work degree was validated, in which the curriculum was set in negotiation with the Care Council for Wales.  The way this works in practice is, to some degree rigid, and in other respects quite haphazard.  The requirement that students emerge from the degree as ‘reflective practitioners’ – able to analyse their own and others’ practice and find a vocabulary in which to explain, justify or criticise it – was a priority for all sides.  But how to ensure that students would be able to ‘practice ethically’ was a question which, in some respects, was dodged.  This is not to criticize the process as it took place; it was conscientious, and genuine.  Even so, the question was not directly addressed.  In large part, I think this was because the overall scheme of the degree made it hard to address it.  Perhaps on other modules the generation of acceptable learning outcomes came fairly readily.  Here, the story was more complicated.  How can you demonstrate that you are an ethical practitioner?  Three main factors (among others) seem to complicate that question.  

First: ethics itself is a contested field.  There are competing approaches, always contrasting at one level or another, and often radically at odds with each other in terms both of how they would conceive an issue or problem, and in the ways they would resolve it.  Thus there is no ‘received wisdom’ in any real sense.  This is not to say that anything goes when it comes to adopting one approach or another – but rather, that ‘progress’ in the field of ethical theory will not be as it is elsewhere.  Other fields may have dominant paradigms or shared assumptions, such that these can be grasped by students and then applied to a series of different kinds of problem.  These paradigms will progress, so that previous models become outdated and superseded.  Yet in ethics, one of the three dominant approaches (virtue ethics) dates back to ancient Greek philosophy, and the other two (Kantianism and utilitarianism) are children of the Enlightenment. Each has been tweaked and finessed through time, and spawned different schools of interpretation.  But as a field of knowledge ethical theory does not ‘progress’ like others do.  Contestation is part of the nature of the beast.  Thus the notion of an ‘ethical practitioner’ is itself, in important ways, necessarily open to question.

Second: the achievement of an ‘outcome’ in ethical decision-making is not as it might be elsewhere.  It is not just that there are no simple, uncontroversial ‘right answers’ (or relatively few, at least).  It is also that in this area there is an especially complex relationship between ‘doing’ (ethics) and ‘being’ (ethical), or between what is decided, and how it’s decided.  Say, for example, that an individual, driven by personal prejudices about a certain religious group, puts their mind to attempting to discriminate against them wherever possible in their professional life (where their work involves making decisions about the allocation of resources to different groups). Say, because of ignorance about that religious group, the effects of their actions actually turn out to be beneficial, rather than detrimental in the way they intended. This individual has done what, from some angles, seems to be a good thing. However, they have not engaged in a process of ethical decision-making.  They were not being ethical, even if their actions have had benefits for individuals in their care.  But if their decisions were assessed purely in terms of outcomes, they would look like sensitive examples of anti-discriminatory practice.  The fact that ethical decision-making is essentially qualitative – as well as contested – means that it is difficult to assess.  Teaching ethics is not about instructing students about correct solutions to problems.  It is about facilitating students in thinking for themselves about good practice, and having the confidence to do this.   This is a heavy problem for the consortium in the imagined scenario above.  Ethically literate students will decide differently, even when thinking with similar tools.  Those who have never reflected on ethics at all may make the same decisions in quantifiable senses, but from an utterly different direction in a qualitative sense.    

Third: no two ethically problematic situations are ever exactly the same.  Life is not like that.  Looking at example situations, or typical scenarios, can focus students’ minds on how to apply principles in practice, and how to critically analyse the issues at stake.  But any future situation will be subtly different, even those that are similar at first glance.  While there will be rules and principles to apply, the way they apply will depend on the specifics of the situation, and the judgements of the individual applying them.  Again, the vocational value of ethical ‘education’ (the term itself has a ring of inappropriateness about it for this very reason) is witnessed in the capacity for independent, critical, and indeed creative thinking about how to respond to complex situations.  

Add these three points together, and it becomes clear that teaching ethics cannot viably be a matter simply of teaching rules to be followed, or off-the-peg solutions to problems.  The most ethically reflective answer may be non-conformist.  Indeed, a certain readiness not to conform is required by any model of ethical decision-making (consider ‘whistleblowing’ as an example).  Making space for creative, independent thinking is thus, in many ways, crucial to the teaching of professional ethics.  But achieving this brings with it a particular set of challenges.     

2:  Paradoxes in ‘teaching’ professional ethics

Those challenges – along with the three points above – reflect the paradox mentioned in the introduction.  Vocational education is geared towards acclimatising the student to the knowledge, skills and practicalities of the profession in question.  Yet if this is understood on the model of rule-learning, it squeezes out the space for genuine ethical reflection.  This is the tension encountered by the consortium in our imagined scenario.  Ethical decision-making requires knowledge, certainly, and skills – but not in the same way that building a shed does, or flying a plane.  If it becomes predictable and uniform, it is likely, by definition to have stopped being ethical thinking.  If it is understood merely in terms of obedience to codes of ethics, it has ceased to become the kind of ‘skill’ that it is. Thus the idea of ‘ethics training’ is arguably profoundly in tension with itself – unless we understand training in a way which itself allows more room for creativity than the conventional usage of the term suggests.


This space opens up very early in ethics teaching, even in the most well-defined and ethically precise vocational contexts.  For example, teaching professional ethics will typically involve the interpretation of relevant principles and priorities, usually enshrined in a code of ethics or similar set of guidelines.  Such codes are littered with loaded, debatable terms which are no less important or substantial for this inherent contestability.  Terms such as ‘respect’, ‘autonomy’, ‘fairness’, ‘needs’, ‘appropriate’ are not self-evident, and are often, for the sake of generality, left deliberately open when articulated as guiding values.  They do not put themselves into practice.  They are put into practice by individuals in testing situations where what is required to do them justice will not be transparent or formulaic.  They are made real through reflection and action.  Thus if ethical practice is the goal, simply knowing a code of ethics is not enough.  In any given situation, being able to justify one’s actions in terms of such principles will require creative engagement both with the principles, and with the situation itself.

       
Again, this does not mean that ‘anything goes’ – or that ethical decision-making is a kind of spontaneous, unconstrained activity where people simply invent their own answers.  Clearly, there are parameters – and the educative process will be geared towards making those parameters clear, in the context of the profession in question. There are clearly, in all cases, ways of making wrong decisions, both in the ethical sense and in other respects. But the place of individual interpretation and initiative – to think for oneself, and to ‘own’ one’s decisions – is absolutely central to what it is to be an ‘effective’ ethical practitioner. This poses genuine problems in the classroom, precisely because it relies on the student taking ownership of their own critical thinking in the relevant senses.  This will never be adequately achieved through passive absorption of relevant ideas or theories.  One problem here, arguably, is that the current education system as a whole – whether or not it can fairly be equated with our imagined scenario – is not, predominantly, geared towards the flourishing of this kind of critical thinking.  Thus viewed in the gloomiest light, it may be that the teaching of professional ethics at higher education level arrives too late on the scene to be able, by itself, to accomplish its task.  Amid an outcomes-orientated educational culture, finding space for the kind of creative engagement required may be hampered from the outset.  Yet it is crucial to preserve this as an aim, if ethics teaching is to retain its value.   


A further challenge reflects the relationship between theory and practice itself.  This relationship is at the heart of vocational education. Again, though, it is more easily enacted in some fields than in others. With shed-building, the relationship between idea and practice is relatively straightforward. Principles will be learned, and put into practice through a confined, determinate process of construction. My knowledge of shed-building is limited – but my guess is that there are a series of discrete tasks involved, each with their own attendant pieces of practical wisdom, the learning of which will facilitate the process.  With ethical decision-making in a professional context, this is not the case.  Specific, isolated packages of ‘practical knowledge’ are not, in fact, what is conducive in such contexts.  Just as it cannot viably be taught as dogma, ethical theory cannot simply be linked to discrete professional tasks in such a way that it serves as an ‘instruction manual’ for effective practice.


This puts the designer of a module in a tricky position, precisely because an academic course is not the same as, and cannot possibly replicate, the experience of the professional context in real life. In fact there are real limits to which the details and texture of the professional experience can be communicated in the classroom at all.  There is an inevitable abstraction about the whole enterprise: not ‘What will you do in this situation?’ but rather ‘What would you do in this hypothetical situation?’  This means that if creative critical thinking is the aim, it must always be recognised that the precise forms of thinking required in ‘real-life’ practice may in fact be different from those which emerge in the classroom setting. To get around this problem, I myself make use of ‘fly on the wall’ video footage of relevant workplace scenarios in order to invite students to evaluate the decision-making of others, and to consider what they themselves would have done. This is an instructive exercise, because it opens up space for a range of different interpretations of the situation and responses to it – and highlights the point that different such interpretations can, in many respects, be equally valid.  Watching the same piece of footage, students will offer widely varying verdicts on the quality of the ethical judgements made by the practitioners in question. What’s important here is not simply whether those practitioners have ‘done the right thing’, but how students reason in reaching a verdict. But while this does allow for something approximating to experience of real life decision-making challenges, it is only an approximation.  Students are accountable for their responses not to clients or their professional peers, but to a university lecturer.  Their responses do not affect people’s livelihoods.  When they are in that situation, they may, very likely, think differently – and in fact, that seems entirely natural.  Marrying theory and practice is not, in fact, as straightforward a matter as the wording of module aims and objectives often tends to make it sound. 

3:  Seeking solutions: Non-conformism?  Or something else?

So what, if these reflections have truth in them, is the moral of the story?  There is not the space here to think through all possible ways in which the space for creativity might be preserved and expanded in the teaching of professional ethics.  Even so, it is important to consider what this might entail, in a general way.  To do this, it seems to me that we need to consider two broad questions.


First: what kinds of creativity are we talking about here?  Not ‘originality’ as such, or spontaneous invention – for reasons already mentioned, ethical decision-making should not be conceived as equivalent to creative processes in a freeform sense.  Meaningful, substantial languages of evaluation and critique of practice can only be constructed through deep engagement with practice itself.  They are not created ex nihilo. They can be more or less accurate at capturing the nature of a situation, and in applying general principles and values to the problems it presents.  But still, skilled decision-making is necessarily creative in the sense that it involves the capacity to synthesise the different priorities at stake and produce a particular, one-off decision which reflects those priorities.  Again, this is where the deployment of codes of ethics comes up against a certain limit: they cannot interpret themselves, or somehow be rolled out automatically to resolve the subtleties of a particular dilemma.   

Second, and following on from this: codes of ethics themselves should play only a subsidiary role in educational dealings with professional ethics.  They should also arrive relatively late on the scene.  They make full sense only when a contextual understanding of the profession at stake has been achieved – to the extent that this is manageable in the classroom setting.  Ethical reflection needs to work from the bottom up.  It needs to start with the individual, and with personal reflection on their own values and the basis for them.  Building from this towards a critical, practical understanding of what values such as ‘respect’ actually mean in concrete contexts is something which is achievable only through a personal, creative process rather than simply through the learning of pre-established rules.   

These are brief, sketchy outlines of an answer to the question ‘If all this is right, then what do we do about it when it comes to designing and delivering classes in professional ethics?’.  They are something to be built on in future work.  Also to be built on there is the extent to which the issues I have highlighted here in connection with one specific field – professional ethics – have echoes elsewhere in university teaching.  My strong hunch is that they do, and that the echoes may be surprisingly strong.  Much of education rests on answering similar riddles involved in finding a balance between delivering a structured, directional, outcomes-orientated curriculum and achieving what, in almost any field, counts as a truly successful outcome: a self-critical, independent student equipped to operate independently of such input.  Ethics in vocational programmes is not the only field where the tuition itself is a ladder which, if it works, the student should have the confidence to throw away once they have climbed it.  And however good the ladder, only they can do the climbing.  Whatever the agendas of the consortium in the imagined scenario with which we began, they would do well to remember that climbing can be done in a variety of ways – and that sometimes, the ladder might lead to unpredictable destinations which are no less valuable for that.
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