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Abstract 
 
Student teachers’ experiences of professional ethics, as lived practice, need to be visualized 
and verbalized to support their ability to develop an ethical practice. The aim of this article is 
to discuss the lived experiences of professional ethics from beginning teachers’ internship, 
based on a phenomenological study. Some of the essential meanings are interpreted in relation 
to the tension between responsibility and accountability that is emerging from neoliberal 
influences in teacher education. Inspired by Reflective Life World Research (RLR), 
interviews were conducted with student teachers specializing in preschool and elementary 
school. The empirical data was analyzed in order to determine the meanings that constitute 
the lived experience of professional ethics for early career teachers. By identifying the 
implications of professional ethics in neoliberal times, teacher educators can more easily 
observe and communicate the manifestations this has for teaching. Discussions and 
observations of professional ethics can stimulate student teachers’ learning as part of teacher 
education discourse. 
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Introduction 
 

In the phenomenological study of professional ethics (Cronqvist, 2015), ethics and morals 
were explored when student teachers in Sweden meet children as part of their teaching. 
Teaching ethically is the focus in this article, in effort to model and practice different ways to 
exercise professional ethics. The difference between teaching ethics and teaching ethically 
(Osguthorpe, 2008) is crucial. Teaching ethics might include explanations of what ethics 
means, understandings of right and wrong, different ethical views or how children should 
behave. This is something totally different from being an ethical role model, the professional 
trying to act respectfully and confidently as an exemplar.   

Murrell, (2010) states that the act of teaching is a moral practice and extending this 
orientation, Fenstermacher (1990) describes the teacher’s moral character as all 
encompassing: 
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Nearly everything a teacher does while in contact with students carries moral 
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. (p. 134) 

However, it is not obvious that a moral orientation is inherent for teaching in the Swedish 
school system. Developing knowledge can be separated from developing values, and this view 
contributes to overlooking the importance of professional ethics in teaching. The emergence 
of neoliberalism in Swedish society has influenced a view of teaching as objective work, 
controlled by others and with reduced teacher autonomy (Englund & Solbrekke, 2015; Nilsson 
Lindström & Beach, 2015). During the last two decades, neoliberalism has come to dominate 
school policy in Sweden and the consequences for teachers are a focus on performativity, 
accountability and individual competition among schools and student academic success 
(Englund & Solbrekke, 2015; Nilsson Lindström & Beach, 2015). Englund and Solbrekke 
(2015) point to problems in the development of the education system where confidence in the 
measurability (accountability) gets priority over the confidence in the professional liability 
(responsibility) in order to substantiate the quality of teaching.  

Neoliberalism has resulted in a singular focus, a priority of measurability in the 
Swedish school system. This development certainly has several explanations but one can be 
poor results in international surveys, reported by the Programme for International Student 
Assessment (PISA) (OECD, 2015). Wiborg (2013) describes the development from state to 
municipal governance and the emergence of the system with independent schools1 and this 
has created a situation where schools are in competition and the students are customers. In 
order to get customers, schools need to advertise their qualities, which are most obvious within 
measurability standards (see for example, Fjellman, Yang Hansen, & Beach, 2018). In an 
inquiry involving teachers in Nordic countries, Carlgren and Klette (2008) questioned how 
governmental reform policies during the 1990s had affected teachers’ work and they indicated 
that teachers in Sweden were clearly affected by demands for increased results and 
performance, revealing the impact of neoliberalism.  

In the Swedish neoliberal context, knowledge is separated from relationships and 
feelings, and teaching has come to be understood as something neutral and objective. The 
consequence is that teaching ethics (different to teaching ethically) sometimes takes place on 
separate occasions, when learning is only about values and not about specific knowledge 
goals. This is often called values work which makes teaching ethics more aligned with the 
accountability regime since you can report and measure such exercises (Englund & Solbrekke, 
2015). According to Englund and Solbrekke (2015), both logics, accountability and 
responsibility, interact but the division provides the opportunity to discuss how they should 
be balanced in the development of teaching quality. Professional ethics needs to be further 
examined to understand what it means for becoming teachers and the impact that professional 
tensions, emerging from neoliberal demands, have on ethical practice.  

 
Ethics as Inherent 
 

As Husserl (1978) states, everyday life is lived through the natural attitude, thus 
experiences and their generated meanings are taken for granted. The phenomenological study 
on professional ethics (Cronqvist, 2015) is related to life world theory and the educational 
activity as a process of life worlds constantly being shaped and reshaped. Student teachers’ 
awareness of choices and how choices are made in different situations is based on the 
individual’s lifeworld and the impact on the lifeworld that the teacher education may have. 
Professional ethics is defined as inherent and implied in practice (Todd, 2008). However, 
                                                        
1 Independent schools are not run by the public sector, but are mainly funded by tax credits  
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ethics often remains unarticulated as inherent in a teachers’ practice, and ethics, conceptually, 
needs to be discussed in order to help all teachers reveal the tacit in practice as they deal with 
complex scholastic situations (Orlenius & Bigsten, 2013). Polanyi (1983/1966) argues, that 
“tacit knowledge” can be expressed, and different terms, for example “tact” (van Manen, 
1995) or “phronesis” (Aristotle, 1993/1967) can be used to understand this knowledge. 
Professional ethics, as part of practical teaching skills, can be associated with Merleau-Ponty’s 
(2002/1945) concept of the lived body when knowledge is expressed in actions. Yet if actions 
are not reflected upon, the taken-for-granted is the result. Through reflections allowing self-
awareness, daily situations and events unseen, can become conscious, and possible to study 
(Dahlberg, Dahlberg, & Nyström, 2008). The visibility of professional ethics is needed to 
indicate qualities in teaching that are difficult to measure and in that way challenge 
neoliberalism. Therefore, it is crucial to verbalize professional ethics in practice (Colnerud & 
Granström, 2002; Husu, 2003; Sockett & LePage, 2002; Thornberg, 2008), and this begins by 
guiding beginning teachers to discuss and reflect on ethical dimensions associated with their 
life world. This entails a critical discourse in teacher education stimulating student teachers to 
learning to exercise professional ethics. 

  
Ethical Practice for Swedish Student Teachers  
 

To understand the struggle student teachers may experience in a neoliberal context, 
some aspects of learning professional ethics are briefly described and problematized. 
Modeling is a relevant strategy for student teachers’ learning about professional ethics, as they 
too are becoming/being role models, learning through mentoring with supervisors during 
internship and on-campus, with professors, as part of their courses. In Swedish teacher 
education, supervisors are practicing teachers in preschools and schools who are responsible 
for the student teachers’ education during the internship. Normally, the student teachers meet 
a few different supervisors during their education but they may have the same supervisor for 
several semesters.  

The connection between the teachers’ dispositions and children’s development of 
morality is dependent on the teacher’s role modeling (Carr, 2006; Osguthorpe, 2008). 
However, it is not clear what it means to be a role model: Is it necessary to be a virtuous person 
(Carr, 2006) or is it enough (and possible) to act as a role model only in the professional 
context (Osguthorpe, 2008)? According to Sanderse (2013), there is difficulty knowing if 
teachers are “good” role models and if their modelling efforts are effective. Sanderse (2013) 
is doubtful about whether teacher education is preparing student teachers to model; therefore, 
he raises demands to conceptualize and justify ethical role modeling. Research about how 
student teachers need to reflect on and develop dispositions during teacher education 
problematizes the meanings of becoming and being a role model (Sanger & Osguthorpe, 2013; 
Schussler & Knarr, 2013; Sockett, 2009). Uncertainty about the effect of modeling and 
identifying virtues makes it harder to predict the ideal of teaching ethically which gives 
neoliberal ideals of performance and measurement an advantage.  

Van Manen (1995) connects modeling, judging and reflecting in the term 
“pedagogical tact,” meaning “an active intentional consciousness of thoughtful human 
interaction” (p. 43). Hence, pedagogical tact is challenging educative praxis. To act tactfully 
means to watch children, understand their needs in the specific situation, and be able to act 
and respond appropriately. Pedagogical knowledge is largely embodied and inherent, and thus 
not based only on cognition. Therefore, feelings, intentions, morals, and beliefs are involved 
in the response. Pedagogical tact emerges spontaneously in situations where cognition is not 
enough. Modeling and judging, exist in ongoing practice in interactions with children. This 
means that relationships between children and between teachers and children require special 
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attention in teacher education programs. Teague (2015) and Steinnes (2011) discuss the limits 
of cognition in teaching and the need for judgment in different situations—arguably ethical 
judgement. Teague (2015) explains that ethical relationships demand openness to the child in 
a particular situation. This openness requires a responsibility to be present and an awareness 
of not completely knowing the children in advance. Steinnes (2011) states it is the individual 
teacher who must make decisions with no guarantees about doing what turns out to be best or 
the right. Responsibility for making judgment lacks guidance or ethical conventions upon 
which to act in spite of conflicting perspectives that come with the complexities of teaching. 
Developing judgement and an ethical practice involves high demands on student teachers 
since preconceived notions about the children and predetermined strategies are often implied 
and assumed for teachers.  
 

Aim and Questions 
 

The empirical study about professional ethics (Cronqvist, 2015) focused on student 
teachers’ lived experience from their internship. The aim was to investigate and provide an 
understanding of student teachers’ professional ethics and its manifestation in practice. The 
questions concerning the meanings of professional ethics are as follows:  

• How does professional ethics present itself to student teachers? 
• How do student teachers deal with situations that present professional ethics? 

The lived experience from the participating student teachers was formulated as essential 
meanings of professional ethics in practice. Some of these meanings are interpreted in relation 
to neoliberal demands in education. 

 
Methodology 

 
Through the approach Reflective Lifeworld Research (RLR), based on 

phenomenological epistemology (Dahlberg et al., 2008) knowledge about the essential 
meanings that constitutes a phenomenon is revealed. According to Dahlberg (2006), the 
essential meanings render the phenomenon’s “style of being” (p. 18) explicit, and differentiate 
it from other phenomena. The phenomenon is contextual since it emerges in relation to a 
practice in the life world. When one’s life world changes, the perception of the phenomenon 
changes. The experience of the phenomenon is also influenced by the people and how these 
people relate to the phenomenon. From all these different experiences of the phenomenon 
“professional ethics” an essential pattern of meanings that build upon the external differences 
was sought. The understanding of the phenomenon deepens when particular meanings are 
linked to general meanings (Dahlberg, 2006). To study how a person relates to a phenomenon, 
the result is based on the meeting between that person’s perception of something and that of 
the researcher. This means that it is not possible, as a researcher to ignore their understandings 
or escape their own life world. As a consequence, it is crucial for the researcher to “bridle” 
(Dahlberg, 2006, p. 16) the way that understanding happens, and keep an open mind towards 
the phenomenon of study. Bridling, and “having an open mind” is like being a tourist in one’s 
own hometown, when one is trying to see things in a new, different and surprisingly way 
(Dahlberg et al., 2008, p. 123).  

 
Participant Interviews 
 

 The essential meanings were based on interviews with ten student teachers in 
Sweden: Nina, Eva and Ida were training for pre-school (age 1–6); Johan and Lena were 
specializing in Elementary school years 1–3 (age 7–9); Maria, Anna, and Stina were studying 
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for Elementary school years 4–6 (age 10–12); and Lisa and Emma were preparing to teach 
special subjects in Elementary school, years 7–9 (age 13–15) (all names have been changed 
for confidentiality). Interviews were conducted from second to fourth semester (first and 
second year) immediately after the internship that ranged between two and four weeks. The 
selection of student teachers asked to participate was based on geographical location; thus, 
providing the possibility to follow several students at the same period. The interpretation of 
essential meanings in relation to neoliberalism is exemplified by data from Eva, Ida, Maria, 
Stina, and Lisa. 

The phenomenological interview involves directing towards the phenomenon 
(Dahlberg et al., 2008) and in the study about professional ethics (Cronqvist, 2015) the 
participants were encouraged to tell about situations in their practice where ethics became 
important, according to the formulation of the phenomenon: morals and ethics in student 
teachers’ encounters with children. The participants were asked to prepare for the interview 
in advance, helping them to move closer to the phenomenon; thus, they were more alert and 
willing to share their experiences during the interview. The strategy can be problematized 
through the distinction between experiences as instant (prereflective) or as reflected (van 
Manen, 2014). The purpose of the phenomenological interview is to capture the lived 
experience and not the participants’ reflections or interpretations of the meanings of what they 
have experienced (van Manen, 2014). The interviews were open-ended and the interviewer 
bridled current understanding allowing the stories the participants told, which may be familiar, 
could still become subjects of curious follow-up questions (Dahlberg et al., 2008).  

 
Analysis and Results 

 
In RLR the analysis leading to the findings must be transparent and deliberative 

(Dahlberg et al., 2008). The analysis is conducted at different levels, and in different stages. 
Van Manen (2014) explains how meanings can be found in the interview as a whole, in 
separate paragraphs, or in detailed reading of sentences or words. The different stages entail 
that the researcher looks for meanings in the data and tries to find patterns in the meanings. In 
both these analysis processes, different parts of the data relate to the whole and the whole to 
the parts, to see if the patterns remain convincing. When a meaning is observed in data, it 
needs to be questioned and, as a researcher, I must deal with my intentionality, trying to 
determine if the data really indicates the meaning or if it comes only from my interpretation. 
The analysis is done over a long period of time, and the findings are discussed with colleagues. 
In these discussions, bridling and openness also support the researcher to be cautious, and to 
not formulate themes and conceptualize the phenomenon’s meanings too quickly. Patience 
allows the phenomenon to present itself, and “to keep its indefiniteness as long as possible” 
(Dahlberg & Dahlberg, 2003, p. 48).  

The essential meanings of the phenomenon “professional ethics” are constituted by 
the following meaning elements: 

• Ambiguity requires an approach to responsibility; 
• External factors can be obstacles; 
• Relationship and learning are interwoven; 
• Experiences should be for a child’s best interests; 
• Every child must be included; 
• Authority arises through an atmosphere of joy, respect and safety;  
• Development occurs when theory and practice meet in reflection. (Cronqvist, 

2015, p. 145) 
The essential meanings constituting the phenomenon are different from each other, but appear 
together in practice, and are in that sense related to each other. Four of these essential 
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meanings are presented and interpreted in relation to demands from neoliberalism and tensions 
between accountability and responsibility (Englund & Solbrekke, 2015)2. The presentation 
starts with an abstract explanation of the meaning constituents, followed by an overview, 
which is a summary of how the essential meaning has appeared to student teachers. Then, 
concrete examples from student teachers’ experiences with quotes from data are presented. 
Finally, the meanings are interpreted in relation to neoliberalism. 
 
Ambiguity Requires an Approach to Responsibility 
 

 The essential meaning of professional ethics is to, despite ambiguous and complex 
situations, relate to responsibility for the children, to act or not to act, and take responsibility 
for the consequences. The approach to responsibility always means an uncertainty about the 
consequences. Uncertainty complicates the learning of professional ethics. An approach to 
responsibility means to balance and set limits of the ambiguous.  

Overview. The ambiguity is experienced by student teachers in several ways, for 
example as differences between university courses and internship. They experience values in 
conflict within themselves and in relation to other people, mostly to the supervisor or the 
children. They also experience a difference of attitudes between expressing in words and in 
action. 

 Examples. Student teachers sometimes experience ambiguity when their own ideas 
of how to act are different from the supervisors’ acting. Ida feels that her attitude towards the 
children is difficult to balance between being strict and allowing:  

They [The children] started throwing stuffed animals, they have a huge basket and 
then they poured them out and they threw them at each other, then it was me and 
another girl who tried to take control so they would stop and then [the supervisor] 
said in retrospect that well, it did not matter, it was not the whole world really if 
they had continued, so we are a bit different also how we see it. 

Ida’s supervisors (now and during previous practice) are more allowing toward the children 
than herself. She says: “we have different views and so, they might be more permissive than 
what I am used to, has been at places before that have not been as tolerant.” These different 
perceptions are good, Ida thinks, because she gets the opportunity to rethink her position. Ida’s 
supervisors function as role models, meaning that they have similar values and basic views; 
therefore, learning becomes stimulated. Developing self-confidence as knowledge in concrete 
situations is crucial to pedagogical tact (van Manen, 1995). 

Maria tells about a situation when a student said something unpleasant to the teacher 
and the teacher responded by giving a reprimand to another student who did not do anything 
in that situation. The student who received a reprimand started to cry and went away but the 
teacher did nothing to follow it up. Maria says: “I thought it was very strange that he [the 
teacher] personally did not respond to one of his students who had left crying because he had, 
what do you say, yelled at her.” Maria experiences the situation as problematic because she 
does not get any explanations. Maria felt that she should go after the student and talk to her: 
“I feel that, that being a support and just see that OK, I have seen you, I see you are upset, I 
will try to help you in any way.” Afterwards, when Maria has supported the student, she is 
worried about how her supervisor will react to her interventions. Maria is worried about this 
because she needs to be successful in her internship.  

Compared to the neoliberal demand for a clear correct structure in teaching, both 
situations indicate the loneliness in judgement that Steinnes (2011) is describing. Ida and 
Maria made their own decisions based on how they understand the situation and their 
                                                        
2A presentation and interpretation of remaining meaning elements can be found on my blog 
(etiskundervisning.wordpress.com) 
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children’s needs. No ethical conventions can help and both student teachers are acting without 
supervisors’ support. Without conventions, standards or a right way to act, neoliberal demands 
for measurement and performing become difficult to carry out.  

Judgment, understood as pedagogical tact (van Manen, 1995), is a special kind of 
thoughtful and personal style of acting. The pedagogical tact entails that feelings and beliefs 
“take over” when knowledge is insufficient. Student teachers’ feelings can make them act but 
not necessarily because they lack knowledge, but rather that the situation raises strong 
emotions about children’s needs. When student teachers choose to support children, they are 
not always sure it is the most rational decision, but they feel they must do something. Feelings 
sometimes seem to be stronger than reason and even strong enough to go against the 
supervisors’ authority. Solbrekke and Englund (2014) distinguish between rationality as moral 
(responsibility) and economic/legal (accountability). The student teachers’ rationality could 
be understood as moral when their feelings take over. 

If the supervisor does not function as a role model, the focus is on how and why the 
student teacher thinks differently and most often they are left wondering if their view or 
actions are acceptable. When this uncertainty arises, different views are experienced as 
problematic and it is not positive for learning when student teachers question themselves (van 
Manen, 1995). When the supervisor functions as a role model, critical reflections seem to 
provide learning. An understanding of differences creates a distance to the situation that leads 
to reflection and self-awareness and thereby stimulates development (Dahlberg et al., 2008; 
Gadamer, 1989). Both confidence and critical reflections are consequently exemplified as 
ways to develop teaching, depending on the supervisors’ ability to serve as role models. When 
student teachers act on their feelings, it is a kind of confidence that they must follow their 
hearts, even if they fear consequences since they are still enrolled in an internship. This results 
in an ethical tension: student teachers are in a position where they are subject to external 
control, from supervisors and teacher educators at campus. This external control 
(accountability) needs to be balanced against the student teachers’ possibilities to develop 
their own judgment (responsibility) in practice. Different life worlds can be one explanation 
to divergent views and a tension between student teacher and supervisor. When Ida prevents 
the children from throwing stuffed animals, one interpretation can be that the supervisor 
knows the children and feels confident to stop the activity when it is needed while the student 
teacher, not so experienced, perhaps is unsure of her ability to maintain control. In their 
judgment they see different dangers or possibilities based on prior experiences and 
knowledge, their life worlds as supervisor and beginning teacher. Since the supervisor in this 
case functions as a role model, the student teacher can reflect on the tension between them 
and learn from it. 

 
Relationship and Learning are Interwoven 
 

 The essential meaning of professional ethics is that relationships to children and 
between the children and their ability to learn are interwoven in that knowledge, feelings and 
attitudes cannot be separated. Through dialogue with children about different attitudes and 
opinions, children learn, meaning that they develop new understanding. Children’s needs are 
considered by getting to know them, and in that way, strengthen the possibilities to help them 
in their development and learning.  

Overview. Student teachers have experienced that good relationships with children 
and between children stimulate learning, no matter what the knowledge content is about. 
Through dialogue, different opinions and perspectives are displayed and everybody involved 
learn together as they get to know each other. According to student teachers’ experiences, 
knowing each other made it easier to tell one another about their different experiences. Not 
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only through discussions, but also through facts, attitudes to others can be improved. The 
student teachers tell about how learning stimulates relations and that relations stimulate 
learning. Getting to know the children, knowing things about, for example, their background 
and interests facilitates teaching to motivate children and to meet them as they make progress. 
Explanations are important for different reasons, both as a help for children to understand why 
they must follow a rule and as guidance for student teachers to understand why children 
behave in a certain way. Student teachers perceive that when different circumstances are 
known, it is easier to understand and deal with problems. As children’s needs are considered 
their learning process progresses. 

Examples. Lisa tells about a discussion she experienced in one of the classes that 
she was visiting during her internship: 

It was quite obvious after about forty-five minutes that he (a student) feels that other 
people are simply not his problem either in small or big, meaning locally or globally 
matters…he has no perception that other people feel and think and there it became 
obvious that you need to work with morals in direct teaching.  

Lisa reflects on the situation and explains: 
Curriculum nicely tells that students should be fostered and formed to responsible 
independent individuals in society, and so on and so on, and when this kind of case 
appears, you immediately feel that yes, we need to work with this, it is not just 
words, but actually real students who seriously think that other people are not worth 
anything.  

Lisa experiences how her supervisor addresses the problem with students expressing 
indifference to other people. Lisa considers her supervisor as a role model for her future work: 

She handled it [the problem with students indifferent to other people] in the moment 
and worked with it and somehow involved lesson planning with what had happened 
so basic values and the school subject Swedish were not separated. Usually, they 
are handled separately. She drew them together in such an elegant way.  

The essential meaning of professional ethics means that teachers must interweave knowledge 
content, relationships, emotions, attitudes and values. Just as Lisa expresses, it is common to 
work with values and subjects separately, probably as a consequence of an understanding that 
knowledge is mainly connected to cognition, not emotions and values. This understanding is 
related to a neoliberal, instrumental view of knowledge and learning (Mavelli, 2014; 
Solbrekke & Englund, 2011). Knowledge is easier to measure if you keep it away from 
subjective aspects as feelings and attitudes. The supervisor’s way to connect subject and basic 
values, to the students made Lisa see an alternative way to teach than the approaches offered 
by the neoliberal technical view.  

Another example is given by Ida. She describes a situation when she experienced 
how her supervisor told a child to go and wash his hands:  

Instead of just saying “go and wash your hands” she also tells him why he has to 
wash his hands, gives an explanation of things and has a discussion with 
children…it gives them [the children] an opportunity to understand and they learn 
why you need to wash your hands for example and that they can have a discussion, 
that they see the children as individuals.  

This example shows how real dialogue and an explanation can help the child to understand 
and gain knowledge, for example health conditions, not just obey a teacher’s orders. In both 
situations, the supervisors act as role models, and thereby, stimulate student teachers’ learning. 
The personal understanding of knowing something that Ida exemplifies is to a great deal 
missing in the neoliberal view of learning as something that is easily measured and objective. 
Also, in this meaning the limit of cognition that for example Teague (2015) and van Manen 
(1995) point out is relevant. Researchers, studying ethics in education, are quite united that 
teaching is a moral matter (Murrell, 2010) and therefore, interweaving of learning and 
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relationships must be preferred over a neoliberal view of teaching as performance. 
 
Every Child Must be Included  
  

 The essential meaning of professional ethics entails a responsibility to include 
every child and to support everyone in participating. Each child must be invited to participate 
in learning no matter what difficulties this may cause. They should have the support they need 
to be able to participate. To include the children means to meet them in their progress which 
is challenging yet necessary. This essential meaning is close to the meaning of interweaving 
relationships and learning. The difference is that inclusion means a responsibility to support 
children’s participation in their learning, while the other meaning is about interweaving 
relationships, knowledge content, emotions and attitudes in teaching. They are separate 
meanings of professional ethics, and relationships are important in both meanings.  

Overview. Student teachers’ experiences of inclusion are about children’s 
possibilities to express opinions, to be involved in and control what happens during an activity 
or a lesson, and to have a say about different rules. The children’s learning process indicates 
how they can be supported in their development.   

Examples. Stina, who met several boys that struggled with concentration in their 
work, reflected on how it could be possible to include them in conversation. She says: “if there 
is some other way that more help the students and develop them instead, rather they are 
always…somehow it feels as if they do not develop since they always have that role.” Stina 
experiences that it is important to try to break negative roles in the group in order to stimulate 
their participation. She tries different ways through asking questions, talking to them, inviting 
them to participate, and she perceives it is essential to try even if it is very difficult. Stina tells 
about how participation can depend on her competence to give the children tasks with different 
options. She says: “The same task can both have an easy and a difficult answer, but the 
students are not really aware that they are performing the difficult or the easy task, although 
they still do the same task.” In neoliberalism, the individual performance is central and 
children that have difficulties to follow ordinary teaching are at risk of being left out 
(Hedegaard-Soerensen & Grumloese, 2018). Stina is troubled about how to involve children 
who have difficulties to adapt to the expected behavior in the group. Troublesome and loud 
children are a common problem in teaching. When children are perceived as difficult based 
on previous experience, it is this image of the children, or that child in particular, becomes 
part of the teacher’s life world and the natural attitude (Husserl, 1978) expanding the notion 
that children are troublesome. Unfortunately, many of these children get stuck in roles that 
they are unable to break.  

This problem of predefined roles is raised by Teague (2015) when advocating 
ethical encounters through openness to children in each situation. Inclusion is a concept that 
has become problematic since the interpretation of it can contribute to exclusion. A common 
understanding of inclusion in empirical research about special education is participation of all 
children in the same classroom (Nilholm, 2006; Nilholm & Göransson, 2017). Since the 
classroom is not adapted for all children, some of them might be academically and socially 
excluded when they have difficulties. This view of inclusion challenges teachers, as neoliberal 
pressures hold them accountable for each individual child’s performance, and forces the 
questioning about student placement and gathering in the same classroom. Student teachers 
struggle trying to break children’s negative roles, support them to participate and not 
reinforcing, accepting or cementing destructive roles. To the individual child, this struggle 
might be decisive to their development. Student teachers find it difficult to achieve full 
participation, but Stina has a helpful attitude to keep trying.  
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Development Occurs When Theory and Practice Meet in 
Reflection 
 

 The essential meaning of professional ethics is to bring together theory and practice 
through reflection. In this way, professional ethics can be practiced and developed. When 
meeting children, experiences are made and things that did not work out can be merged with 
theories from education through reflection. Based on reflection, other ways of acting can be 
tried. 

Overview. The student teachers told about experiences of how they reflected, but 
mostly used other words like “thinking about” They distinguish between just doing without 
thinking, because they must act in the moment, and how they afterwards reflect on the 
situation, and through reflection bring together their lived experiences with knowledge and 
theories from education. 

Examples. Eva experienced how she learned when she had the opportunity to repeat 
her teaching efforts, reflecting on the situation and trying the activity again. Gradually, she 
noticed she was able to pay more attention to the children’s needs. By performing in practice 
it became clear what it meant to let the children’s needs come to the forefront. For Eva, 
reflection helps her to see her shortcomings and makes it clear that something can always be 
done better. She says: “I have spent much time to really write everything down and reflect on 
what I have done these…because I think it is important to learn not only in books but compare 
how it is in the books, how it is in the reality that you are trying to get one of these, try to bind 
together two or merge two.” Writing allows Eva to catch sight of, and find herself in the role 
of the teacher. She says:  

In the books, the children are an object, you do not have to react immediately so to 
speak when you write a text but in class you must react immediately, one thing is 
not easier than the other but it is two quite different ways to, for example, address 
children then and I think, I believe that through more exercise you manage to 
combine these things, to have in mind what I read in books, how to transform it in 
reality. 

In this essential meaning, reflection connects the experienced situation in practice with an 
understanding of the situation when theories can be added. The ongoing process of 
development through reflection on theory and practice combined is important for Eva in her 
learning to become a teacher.  

In a neoliberal culture, reliance on effective methods and structure takes precedence 
instead (Solbrekke & Englund, 2014). Eva mentions that children are objects in the theory but 
in practice children have to be addressed with immediate reactions as subjects. In a neoliberal 
view, children are treated like objects, since they are valued based on their performance 
(Hedegaard-Soerensen & Grumloese, 2018). To Eva, reflection on her teaching develops her 
abilities to attend to children’s needs and feelings in practice. When student teachers are acting 
in situations, they sometimes feel compelled to make choices because something happens that 
they have not predicted. Judgment and pedagogical tact are based on knowledge, but also on 
feelings, intentions and beliefs (Aristotle, 1993/1967; Campbell, 2003; van Manen, 1995). 
Acting out of a place of feelings is common for student teachers, but most often they do not 
express that choices are based on knowledge, intentions or beliefs. Reflection is a possibility 
to develop professional ethics in teaching through awareness of one’s own intentions, beliefs 
and to use knowledge in their judgment. Teacher education needs to support them in this.  

Student teachers’ learning can be understood as individual in the sense that 
experience is added to experience, but in teaching, different life worlds meet and interact and 
it is an open question when or if experiences are reflected (Burman, 2014). In order to develop 
professional ethics, with focus on responsibility, not letting accountability with ready-made 
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solutions take over, it is crucial for student teachers to be aware of what beliefs and values 
they want to act on and how these beliefs and values are consistent with the child’s best 
interests, collegial agreements, curricula and laws. The UN Convention on the Rights of the 
Child claims that the child’s best interest should be the primary consideration but this claim, 
as many other statements in curricula and laws, is problematic. The statements are abstract 
and need to be interpreted in the life world of practical teaching. The space of interpretation 
makes it crucial for student teachers to develop professional ethics during teacher education 
and further on, in order to emphasize responsibility before accountability. 

 
Discussion 

 
 In the empirical study about professional ethics (Cronqvist, 2015), student teachers 
shared their lived and reflected lived experiences from internship and through analysis, the 
essential meanings were formulated, allowing ethical practice to become verbalized and 
visible. Professional ethics is not measurable in a way that is demanded from a neoliberal 
point of view, but must be made visible and verbalized in order to get attention in teacher 
education (Colnerud & Granström, 2002; Husu, 2003; Sockett & Le Page, 2002; Thornberg, 
2008). Van Manen (1995) expresses that teaching is an embodied knowledge that 
phenomenology can be used to put words to. Thus, student teachers get opportunities to 
become aware of ethical practice, discuss it, learn it and to clarify its importance. The 
challenges that arise from tensions between responsibility and accountability in a neoliberal 
education system are discussed in relation to the essential meanings and student teachers’ 
learning to teach ethically.   

 
Tensions Between Responsibility and Accountability 
 

The meanings of professional ethics as a whole mostly correspond with 
responsibility, rather than accountability, and responsibility is difficult to capture. One of the 
difficulties is that ambiguity that requires an approach to responsibility, allows for several 
ways of acting. In a neoliberal education system ambiguity is problematic since teachers’ work 
becomes difficult to measure. In the struggle of student teachers, the balance can be between 
using effective methods or appropriate strategies and the need to deal with the current situation 
without one “right” answer. Judgment becomes contradictory to conventions and instead, 
creativity is wanted (Steinnes, 2011). One way to understand creativity is the ability to meet 
the children without predictions, in a way that enables them to develop and not get stuck in 
permanent and destructive roles. The narratives from student teachers about the situations 
show that they acted not primarily based on knowledge, but from feelings for the children, 
related to their heart. This contradicts the dominant view of neoliberalism and maybe 
responsibility can get more attention if we learn to express it verbally. A balance between the 
logics must allow judgment (Englund & Solbrekke, 2015).  

In some situations, student teachers must deal with children expressing attitudes 
that are not consistent with curricula. The neoliberal ideal about objective, true and 
measurable knowledge, separated from feelings and attitudes, makes it possible to ignore 
when children express themselves inappropriately. Furthermore, in the neoliberal educational 
context in Sweden, children and their parents are viewed as customers, who must be satisfied 
otherwise the school can lose funding (Wiborg, 2013). Thus, different values at home and in 
pre/school can be difficult to handle. However, when student teachers or supervisors deal with 
the children, and continuously conduct a dialogue about values with them, responsibility is 
taken.  

The essential meaning of professional ethics to include children, entails a struggle 
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with a culture characterized by prescribed attitudes, beliefs and actions. To student teachers, 
feeling an urgency to support children to participate and be involved, such a neoliberal culture 
makes it difficult for them to exercise professional ethics (Cronqvist, 2015; Young & Foran, 
2017). A neoliberal focus on individual performance is preferred over children’s needs for 
community and security. The tension is between judgment in relation to the current situation, 
the children’s needs and a preconceived idea. The student teachers tell about how they 
experience the tension themselves, but even very experienced teachers sometimes create a 
culture where both actions and attitudes to children are settled in advance (Hedegaard-
Soerensen & Grumloese, 2018). Maybe this depends on their work having developed into a 
routine that they do not question because it has become a part of their natural attitude (Husserl, 
1978). Since the children are not known to the student teachers, they pay attention to these 
permanent roles and are sometimes questioning them and wanting to change them.  

When theory and practice are brought together by reflection, predetermined 
strategies and prescribed views of how children function can be counteracted. Student teachers 
struggle between knowing for sure (accountability) and an uncertain approach towards 
children as an openness (responsibility) that Teague (2015) is proposing. The case of not 
knowing and having to meet children with openness, becomes difficult to defend in neoliberal 
times. For a student teacher, perhaps not especially experienced and self-confident, it may be 
difficult to make choices in the situation. Deciding in advance, relying on effective methods 
and thus gaining control may be preferable. Through such a need for control, accountability 
becomes contradictory to responsibility, required by professional ethics. Issues of knowledge, 
beliefs and intentions need to be further discussed and reflected, to give the situated judgment 
(responsibility) precedence over the standardized approach (accountability). 

 
Learning to Teach Ethically in a Field of Tension 
 

Student teachers’ learning to teach ethically takes place in the field of tension 
between responsibility and accountability. Learning responsibility involves self-awareness, 
an understanding of values and intentions in teaching, how to function as a role model and 
ability to exercise judgment in practice (Sanger & Osguthorpe, 2013; Schussler & Knarr, 
2013; Sockett, 2009). In the learning process, reflections are crucial and need to be developed. 
Student teachers’ awareness of their life worlds in teaching makes their weaknesses visible 
and possible to deal with during education. The neoliberal view of teaching as objective work 
(Nilsson Lindström & Beach, 2015) questions the importance of student teachers’ life worlds 
and the need to develop self-awareness.  

Neoliberal practices also provoke student teachers’ need to understand their 
intentions in teaching. Since it is not clear how relationships and attitudes can be a natural part 
of teaching (Campbell, 2003, van Manen, 1995), student teachers need to practice to express 
intentions both with content and with values. Van Manen (1995) states: “tact can refer both to 
the intersubjective pedagogical relation between teacher and child as well as to the 
hermeneutic didactical relation between teacher and curriculum content or knowledge” (p. 
44). This is an expression that supports the idea of interweaving learning, relationships and 
feelings. 

Learning is also depending on whether the supervisor is regarded as a role model 
and basic values are shared, or not. When the supervisor does not function as a role model, 
student teachers sometimes are left with all their questions on their own. In the study, there 
are examples of how student teachers perceive their beliefs and values both in contradiction 
and accordance with the supervisors. A problem is that the supervisor, not functioning as a 
role model, still is an authority. The student teacher is dependent on approval from the 
supervisor. If the student teacher is forced to act in accordance to the culture that the supervisor 
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is part of, the judgment is hampered and accountability takes precedence. The combination of 
student teachers´ uncertainty and supervisors´ established routines makes it difficult to 
question approaches in experienced situations and in this way, accountability can be an 
obstacle to student teachers´ learning. The tension can be described as a balance between 
embracing the supervisor´s teaching as prescribed without questioning it (accountability) and 
being critical, wanting to be creative and develop an own approach (responsibility).  

When supervisors are perceived as role models, student teachers express that the 
supervisors are present in the situation, “read” the children’s needs and build relationships to 
the children by asking them about their situation both at home and in pre-school (Cronqvist, 
2015). These descriptions correspond largely with pedagogical tact (van Manen, 1995) and 
emphasize the importance of judgment which is part of student teachers’ learning to teach 
ethically. The openness to children’s differences is part of being present. Tact (van Manen, 
1995) and phronesis (Aristotle, 1993/1967) are abilities to exercise professional ethics, when 
ambiguity requires an approach to responsibility. Practicing pedagogical tact or phronesis, 
seeking the best choice in the situation must always be intentional: what is the best for the 
child despite pedagogical differences among those involved addressing what is best.  

The findings include an example of a tension between a student teachers’ possibility 
to control the children and children’s take over. The children’s needs can be contradictory 
meaning that the best for one child may not be best for all. In this kind of dilemma, where it 
may not be possible to find a “good solution;” thus, responsibility is preferred over 
accountability, and critical here is that student teachers need to discuss these situations. 
Student teachers need support to develop their judgment and courage, because teaching can 
be lonely as they are going to be to make choices on their own (Steinnes, 2011). Tact (van 
Manen, 1995) and phronesis (Aristotle, 1993/1967) also mean an opportunity for change, to 
use imagination and act in new ways. Among student teachers, there are ideas about how they 
want to try other ways but there are not always possibilities or allowance to implement them 
(Cronqvist, 2015). The point is that student teachers sometimes cannot practice their sense of 
responsibility. Their sensitivity to the situations and judgment is not developed, meaning that 
they sometimes have to be content by reflecting on strategies and not always being able to try 
them. The differences and tensions in this discussion between student teachers’ experiences 
of situations and supervisors’ acting indicate some interesting possibilities and challenges to 
integrate professional ethics in teaching. Hopefully, this study can contribute to an 
understanding of what professional ethics means and support future pedagogical discussions 
about how it can be implemented and learned.    
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