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léaching Workplace Ethics

By Michael Davis

I his paper has four parts. Part One
briefly introduces the paper’s subject

by explaining how the paper came to be.
Part Two analyzes five misconceptions
(“the Five Fears”) that can get in the way
of teaching workplace ethics. Part Three
applies the insights gained in Part Two
to a specific classroom situation. Part
Four consists of four sample problems
suitable for the classroom.

Though the focus of this paper is
teaching workplace ethics, much of the
analysis should apply to teaching ethics
of any sort. One way to read this paper,
then, is as another paper about teaching
ethics. But ] hope it will sustain another
reading as well. I offer it as an example
of how philosophers can make them-
selves useful to teachers.

PART ONE: INTRODUCTION

About three years ago, the Fel
Pro/Mecklenburg Foundation of Chicago
and the Center for the Study of Ethics
in the Professions, Illinois Institute of
Technology (IIT), agreed that something
needed to be done about teaching ethics
in the workplace. Though IIT does not
have a school of education, Fel-Pro did
not err in thinking we knew something
about workplace ethics. We had been
teaching professional ethics since 1976

(as well as developing teaching materials
for courses in the ethics of various pro-
fessions). The profession we know best
is engineering. Since most engineers
work for ordinary businesses rather than
for themselves or other engineers, teach-
ing engineering ethics seemed a good
start on teaching workplace ethics
generally. That, as it turned out, was not
nearly as true as it seemed. But it was
true enough to keep us going

Once our center agreed to do
something about workplace ethics, we
did a literature search. The search turn-
ed up a lot on “value clarification” and
“values education’, a little on teaching
ethics or morality (mostly quite abstract)?
but virtually nothing on teaching
workplace ethics. The number and varie-
ty of education journals made the scar-
city of literature on our subject seem
ominous.

Because we found almost nothing
published on teaching workplace ethics,
we decided to approach the subject as we
had other areas in which we knew little
and could find little in the literature. We
decided to ask those who must know
more about the subject than we did, the
practitioners. We decided to talk to vo-
cational teachers,

Page 33

Michael Davis is Senior Research Associate at
the Center for the Study of Ethics in the Pro-
fessions., Illinois institute of Technology,
Chicago. What he knows about teaching
ethics to children he has learned from voca-
tional teachers in lllinois—to whom he
gratefully dedicates this article.

My colleague, Fay Sawyier, and I then
went about Chicago public schools inter-
viewing vocational teachers, co-op coor-
dinators, and vocational education ad-
ministrators. Our original purpose was
to collect problems of workplace ethics
students brought up in class. Such pro-
blems are the natural raw material for
teaching applied ethics. Once we had a
substantial collection of such problems,
we could, we felt sure, figure out what the
central problems were and how they
might be handled. We would be well on
our way to writing a text or preparing
other useful teaching materials.

Our attempt to collect problems was
not as successful as we had hoped. But
the attempt led to two discoveries. One
discovery was that vocational teachers
seemed both interested in workplace
ethics and well equipped to teach in the
subject. This seemed odd given our other
discovery: almost none of those we inter-
viwed felt comfortable teaching ethics.
Some said so frankly. Some said teaching
ethics was unnecessary or hopeless. Some
thought themselves unfit to teach the
subject. (“I know a little about philosophy
of education, but nothing about ethics”’)
Some lectured us on the importance of
teaching ethics, sprinkling the lecture



Fage 34

with references to Aristotle Thomas
Aquinas, and Kant, to utilitarianism and
deontologism, to pragmatism and ex-
istentialism. One showed us the two brief
paragraphs in the text he used in which
ethics was metioned’ But only a few
could remember an ethics problem com-
ing up in class. Of these, very few were
happy with what they did with it.

I must admit that at first I didn't know
what to make of these discoveries. In
time, I began to notice certain patterns
in what my interviewees
said. Eventually, I identi-
fied five concepts, atti-
tudes, beliefs, or blocks—
what I now call “The Five
Fears™that seemd to dis-
able otherwise qualified
teachers from teaching a
subject about which they
knew a great deal. The
Five Fears are: (1) the fear
of not being value neutral,
(2) the fear of subjec-
tivism, (3) the fear of rela-
tivism, (4) the fear of im-
potence, and (5) the fear
of shades of gray.

All these fears are
ultimately philosophical.
Their power to disable
comes from beliefs ordi-
nary evidence alone can-
not refute, from beliefs
that can be refuted only
by understanding better
the concepts involved. The
Five Fears can only disable
those lacking an adequate
concept of workplace ethics. Because the
Five Fears are ultimately philosophical,
a philosopher like myself is an altogether
reasonable candidate to help dispose of
them.

PART TWO: THE FIVE FEARS

Can things really be that simple? Per-
1aps not. But “you” (that is, anyone who
vants to teach workplace ethics) are the
mes to answer that question. My ap-
roach will be to describe each fear, ex-
Jain why it might disable a teacher in
1e classroom, and then explain why it
10uld not interfere with teaching work-
lace ethics.

1. Value Neutrality

One thing that can stop a teacher
from trying to teach workplace ethics is
the fear of not being “value neutral” This
is a fear every well-trained teacher brings
to the classroom. “T am,” he says, “not sup-
posed to impose my values on my stu-
dents” Because people often—but mis-
takenly—equate taching ethics with
teaching values generally, this first fear
naturally seems to stand in the way of
teaching ethics. Why should it not?

The answer is that teachers cannot, as
teachers, be value neutral; nor should
anyone want them to be. Every time you
grade an exam, correct a student’s mis-
take, or send a student down to the prin
cipal's office for discipline, you are not
value neutral. You are showing that you
value the right over the wrong, the good
over the bad. Indeed, though schools are
often criticized for not teaching the dif-
ference between right and wrong any-
more, I have yet to find a school that fits
that description. Teaching the difference

. between right and wrong is what schools

spend most of their time doing
So, the value neutrality teachers are
supposed to exhibit in the classroom can-
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not be neutrality with respect to all
values. If some sort of value neutrality is
a good thing in teachers (and I think it
is), the neutrality must be with respect
to certain values, for example, with respect
to various religious or political values, not
neutrality with respect to values as such.
What then is the difference between
those values with respect to which
teachers (in the classroom) should be
neutral and those with respect to which
they should not be neutral?

Let us define right and
wrong in this way: The
right consists of those acts,
words, or practices that, all
things considered, salisfy the
appropriate standard. The
wrong consists of those
that do not. So, for exam-
ple, “4” is the right answer
to the question, “How
much is 2 +2?” because 2
+ 2 is 4 according to the
appropriate standard, the
principles of arithmetic
So, too, the right answer to
the question, “Can an em-
ployer legally discriminate
against someone because
of race? “No’ Why? Be-
cause the appropriate
standard of legality is the
law and the law says she
cannot.

These two examples
have one thing in com-
mon that most religious
or political standards
would not share. In both,
the standard of right and wrong is not
itself in dispute. Whether I am Muslim
or Jewish, Republican or Socialist, I
will accept the principles of arithmetic
as the standard for doing sums and the
law as the standard for what is legal.
The neutrality we expect of teachers
thus seems to be a neutrality with
respect to values competing in their com-
munity, not with respect to values
about which there is no dispute. If
ethical standards are as uncontroversial
a guide to conduct as arithmetic is to cor-
rect addition, then a teacher can teach
ethics and still be value neutral in the ap-
propriate sense, that is, neutral with
respect to competing values.



2. Subjectivism

Here the second fear enters the class-
room, the fear of subjectivism. “How]" it
asks, “can ethics be as uncontroversial as
arithmetic or law? Isn't ethics just a mat-
ter of how you feel about things?” What
makes this second fear so chilling is that
it rests on an obvious truth. Ethics is in
part a matter of feeling. How, for exam-
ple could we believe stealing is unethi-
cal without having negative feelings
about stealing? Luckily, we need not deny
this obvious truth to teach ethics. We
need only deny that ethics is “just a mat
ter of feeling”

This, I think, is the place to define
ethics. I have found the following defi-
nition useful: Ethics consists of those stan-
dards of conduct that, all things considered,
every member of a particular group wants
every other to follow even if their following
them would mean he too has to follow them.
Acting ethically is acting according to the
appropriate ethical standard.

This definition makes ethics (in part)
a matter of feeling. What our ethics are
will depend in part on what we want. But
that is not all our ethics will depend on.
The definition also makes our ethics de-
pend on what everyone else (in the group)
also wants. The question I am to consider
when deciding what it would be ethical
to do is not what I happen to feel toward
a certain act but whether the act is right
according to a standard everyone, myself
included, wants everyone else in the
group to follow.

If all this sounds familiar, that is not
surprising. New inventions or discoveries
are rare in a field as old as ethics. The
definition I am suggesting is little more
than a restatement of the Golden Rule.
The fundamental idea is certainly the
same: we are to figure out what we
should do by treating what other people
want as equal to what we want. The dif-
ference between this definition and the
Golden Rule, though small, may nonethe-
less make a big difference in teaching
The Golden Rule focuses attention on
two-person relations. You are told to put
yourself in the other person’s place. The
definition offered here focuses attention
on the social practice, on what we want
everyone else (in the group) to do even if
it means doing the same ourselves. The
definition reminds us not to forget third
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parties, the big picture, how our acts
might appear to others, and similar mat-
ters the Golden Rule allows us to forget
all too easily. We are led to think of ethics
as an inherently social enterprise.

3. Relativism

This said, it may seem that I have
quieted the second fear only to rouse a
third, the fear of relativism. “With so
many different groups in a society like
ours,” this new fear asks, “how could
more than a few of us agree on anything
like a standard of conduct?” Have I ex-
plained what ethics is at the cost of mak-
ing it impractical? 1 think not.

Consider some facts so obvious they
generally go unnoticed. While we are dif:
ferent and disagree about much, we do
not disagree about everything. For exam-
ple, we seem to agree that arithmetic pro-
vides the standard for doing sums—even
if we sometimes do not do our sums that
way, whether by mistake or design. More
relevant here is that we also seem to
agree about certain rules of conduct. For
example, the rule against murder seems
to be the common property of every-
one—or at least of those not plainly too
young, too feeble-minded, or too ill men-
tally to count as rational,

We might call these universal ethical
standards morality, saving the word
“ethics” for those (morally-permitted)
standards that apply only to particular
groups. Morality applies to “everyone”;
but Catholic ethics applies only to
Catholics, business ethics only to those
engaged in business, legal ethics only to
lawyers, and so on* Membership in an
ethical group is not arbitrary. An ethical
group is defined by the practice everyone
in the group wants everyone else to
follow. Insofar as people are rational, they
will want to include in the practice in
question everyone whose participation
will be beneficial. Something similar ex-
plains the special status of moral rules.

Why is there so much agreement
about moral rules? Consider the moral
rule, “Don’t kill”® Why does everyone
want everyone else to follow it? One im-
portant argument for the rule is this:
Each of us would be safer if everyone else
abstained from killing, That safety has its
costs, of course. If I follow the rule, “Don't
kill;” I can’t kill you just because I would
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benefit form so doing. We are, however,
generalily willing to give up the oppor-
tunity because we are generally more
worried about being killed than we are
about carrying out plans that involve kill-
ing others.

[ said “generally”. This suggests that
moral rules have exceptions. We must ad-
mit that much. We need not panic—so
long as the exceptions are as open to the
same analysis as the general rules them-
selves. I think they are. For example, one
exception to “Don't kill” is certainly “self
defense”. Why? Well, if we did not allow
people to defend themselves against at-
tackers who sought to violate the rule
against killing, the moral among us
would be in more danger with a rule
against killing than without it. Morality
would not be a rational practice. On the
other hand, with the exception, we are
even safer than without the rule Poten-
tial attackers have a reason to abstain
from attacking that they would not have
if self-defense were not an exception to
“Don't kill” or if there were no prohibi-
tion of killing. Potential attackers must
take into account the possibility that even
a perfectly moral victim will defend
herself.

You have probably noticed that this
argument appeals only to reasons of self
interest. No doubt selfinterest has much
to do with the universal appeal of “Don’t
kill” and certain of its exceptions. But
there are lessuniversal reasons for the
rule as well. For example, some people
might want the rule in part at least be-
cause their religion or culture has such
a rule. Such differences in reasons are
consistent with agreement on the same
standard of conduct. Moral standards are
neutral between such competing values.

I have, I hope, now convinced you that
morality, a universal ethics, is at least
possible. If so, you should be convinced
that ethics in the narrow sense is possible
too. But you may still wonder whether
workplace ethics—in any interesting
sense—is more than a mere possibility
here. How much agreement could there
be on ethics in a place as diverse as, say,
Chicagor Though this question is all
that's left of the fear of relativism, it is
probably enough to disable most
teachers. Here, I think, social scientists
have something useful to tell us. I will
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give two examples.

The first concerns ideas about justice.
Tom Tyler, a social psychologist at North-
western University, has been conducting
surveys in Chicago trying to compare the
attitudes towards justice of various
groups. He has found no significant dif-
ferences on such questions as whether a
judge should be impartial or a police of-
ficer should take a bribe. Adult Chicago-
ans of all classes, races, and ages seem to
have a common conception of justice®
His findings are consistent with similar
research done elsewhere’

My other example of what social scien-
tists have to tell us comes from a field
in which I have a special interest, punish-
ment. Over the last twenty years, resear-
chers have conducted major surveys in
the United States, Canada, and Western
Europe asking people to rank crimes
according to seriousness. They report
some differences between social groups.
For example, the poor tend to rank pro-
perty crimes somewhat lower than the
middle-classes do. But such differences
are small. For example, no economig,
racial, or age group considers bank rob-
bery a minor offense or petty theft a ma-

jor one?

The conclusion I draw from such em-
pirical evidence is that, as a matter of fact,
the differences among your students on
basic ethical questions is probably not
worth worrying about. There will be
some ethical disagreements, no doubt,
for example, concerning whether using
cocaine is morally wrong. The empirical
evidence I have pointed to does not rule
out such disagreements. What it does is
undercut the inference from the fact of
such disagreements to the conclusion
that we can agree on little of importance.
Our disagreements seem better explain-
ed by incomplete information, different
experiences, and the like than by dif-
ferences in basic moral principles. You
need not fear relativism.

4. Can Ethics be Taught in High School?

‘We have now reached the fourth fear,
perhaps the most incapacitating, the fear
of impotence. “How;’ it asks, “can a high
school teacher hope to teach near adults
what they should have learned on their
mother’s or father’s knee? If they don't

know right from wrong already, what can
I do?
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‘What makes this fear so incapacitating
is that you cannot hope to teach near
adults what they had ample opportuni-
ty to learn long ago. If teaching work-
place ethics really were teaching students
what parents have already tried to teach
for many years, teaching workplace ethics
would be either unnecessary (since the
students would already know what was
being taught) or hopeless (since students
50 stupid as not to learn the basics after
years of being taught them at home are
probably not going to pick them up in
one class).

How can we dispose of this fourth
tear? One way might be to point out that
moral development is a continuing pro-
cess. At a certain age, a child may only
be able to absorb arguments that refer
to what parents, teachers, or others in
authority say or will do. Later; the child
will find other arguments convincing as
well, first those that refer to what the
groups he belongs to believe and then
those that refer to universal rationally-de-
fensible principles. Hence, parents can
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only do so much at an early age.

While the theory of moral develop-
ment is an important contribution to our
understanding of moral education gen-
erally, it cannot, I think, dispose of the
fear of impotence. Even allowing for the
limits the concept of moral development
places on what children can learn and
when they can learn it, parents still seem
better placed to teach their children eth-
ics than any teacher is. Moral develop-
ment is primarily a theory of reasons for
conduct, not of what conduct is right or
wrong, Parents could therefore teach
even young children the rules of work-
place ethics—even though they could not
teach them as ethical rules. Only if teach-
ing workplace ethics is teaching some-
thing substantively different from what
parents generally teach would there be
no reason to fear that teaching workplace
ethics is unnecessary or hopeless. Is
teaching workplace ethics different? Let's
think about right and wrong again.

I have already pointed out that schools
spend most of their time teaching the dif-



ference between right and wrong. Yet,
teaching the difference between right
and wrong is also something that parents
do. Are the schools wasting their time?
Of course not. Though most children en-
tering kindergarten know the difference
between right and wrong in a general
way, they certainly do not know all about
right or wrong. Indeed, none of us does.
So, for example, a child entering kinder-
garten would normally know the dif-
ference between putting his shoes on
wrong and putting them on right. But
he would have to wait a few years to learn
the right answer to 22 +97. What is true
of right and wrong in arithmetic may be
true of right and wrong in workplace
ethics too.

What do parents teach their children
about ethics? They generally teach them
the basics, of course, what we have call-
ed morality: Don't kill; keep your pro-
mises; don’t steal; don't cheat; and so on.
They also generally teach them more
local rules; for example, the ethics of
their family, such as: don’'t take money
out of the cookie jar without leaving a
note; or be home for dinner by six. Even
those who break such rules will general-
ly know of them and not treat them with
indifference. There are exceptions, for ex-
ample; the so-called sociopaths. Such per-
sons may well be beyond the help a
teacher can offer in the classroom. They
are, after all, often beyond the help psy-
chologists and social workers can offer.
Even a prison may not change them. A
teacher can only do so much. We must
focus on what teachers can do.

Lets then suppose (what I think is
true) that students enter your class
reasonably well informed about morali-
ty and about the ethics of their family,
neighborhood, religion, and school. And
let's suppose as well (what I also think is
true) that most of your students mean
well. They dor't want to kill, break pro-
mises, steal, cheat or otherwise do any-
thing they regard as wrong. What's left
for you to teach them? The answer is:
plenty.

A business is not a family, neighbor-
hood, church, or school. Though busi-
nesses differ much among themselves,
they are generally less personal than a
family, neighborhood, church, or school,
less interested in the individual, and
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more committed to an outcome to which
the individual has only an instrumental
connection. Businesses are, in short,
organized around “the bottom line” in
a way few other institutions are. Anyone
not raised in a business environment is
likely to underestimate the difference
between business and the institutions
they are familiar with. They are certainly
unlikely to know in advance the parti-
cular standards governing conduct in a
workplace. For example, how can a stu-
dent guess that promptness would be
more important in the workplace than
in his family, neighborhood, church, or
school? The workplace is a new environ-
ment with new standards of conduct.

So, teaching about the workplace, es-
pecially teaching a vocational course in
how to get and keep a job, is necessarily
teaching right and wrong of a sort most
students will find useful. Is teaching such
things also necessarily teaching work-
place ethics? The answer, I think, is no.
This may seem odd, given what I have
already said. But, in fact, it is not at all
odd—and understanding why is impor-
tant for understanding how to teach
workplace ethics. There are at least three
ways to teach right and wrong in the
workplace: the way of prudence, the way
of morality, and the way of ethics. Only
the last two teach ethics. Let me explain.

The first way to teach right and wrong
in the workplace is the way of prudence
(or selfinterest). You explain right and
wrong in terms of what the boss wants
and what he will do if one does not do
it. You might, for example, explain why
an employee should be prompt in this
way: “If you don't want to get fired, ar-
rive on time”

The second way to teach right and
wrong in the workplace is the way of
morality. You explain right and wrong in
terms of a moral rule For example, you
might say, “You should arrive on time be-
cause taking the job is an implicit pro-
mise to be prompt and you don't want
to break a promise, do you?”

The third way to teach right and
wrong in the workplace is the way of
ethics (in the narrow sense). You explain
right and wrong as determined by stan-
dards everyone involved wants everyone
else to follow, even if that means having
to follow them too. You might, for exam-
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ple, tell your students, “You should arrive
on time. Other employees depend on
you to do so and you depend on them
to do the same. You will all be better off
if you all arrive on time than if each ar-
rives at his own convenience. Do your
share since the others are doing theirs” -

You can, [ think, easily see that the
three ways are different. Each gives a
distinct interpretation of right and wrong
in the workplace, though only the second
and third are ways of teaching ethics in
the broad sense. You can also see from
this example that the three ways can be
consistent. Sometimes prudence, morali-
ty, and ethics all favor the same act.

You may, however, find the first two,
the ways of prudence and morality, more
familiar. You may also have realized that
the way of ethics is likely to be the
hardest to follow. So, for example, the way
of prudence required only that you know
what the boss wants (and what he can en-
force). The way of morality required
something more, that you know what is
implicit in the employment contract. But
the way of ethics required as well that you
know a lot about the workplace. Who
depends on whom? How much? What
would happen if someone did or didn't
do this or that?

Once you see how much you must
know to teach workplace ethics, even if '
you rely only on the way of morality, you
can see as well how you can teach right
and wrong in the workplace without
teaching workplace ethics. More impor-
tant now, you can see why teaching
workplace ethics (in the narrow sense)
can add something to your students’
understanding of the workplace.
Teaching workplace ethics stresses rela-
tionships among employees rather than
the relationship between the employee
and boss.

Still, you may wonder whether teach-
ing your students workplace ethics can
change their conduct. Here psychologists
have something to tell us. Thanks to
Lawrence Kohlberg and his successors,
we now have substantial empirical evi-
dence that discussing moral problems in
a classroom can change the moral judg:
ments students make’ Common sense
suggests that conduct should change
more or less as moral judgments
change'® Though I shall soon explain
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why that should be so, you should already
be able to see that you have no reason
to fear impotence.

5. Shades of Gray

So far (it might be thought) I have on-
ly shown that you can teach your stu-
dents some workplace ethics. I have not
shown that you can teach them much.
Problems of workplace ethics (it may
seem) are of two kinds: a) the black-and-
white problems, the ones for which only
a word or two of explanation is enough
to get even the least wellinformed stu-
dent to see what he should do; and b)
the shades-ofgray problems, the ones
likely to make even a philosopher scratch
her head. In short, you can only teach
your students the workplace ethics they
would pick up at work in a few minutes
anyway. So, why bother?

Such thoughts can bring on the last
fear, the fear of shades of gray. This fear
is, I think, founded in the actual experi-
ence of teachers. When you look over
ethics problems you might discuss, you

will probably find that they are exactly
as described. The answers to most will
seem obvious. The reast of the problems
will seem to have no consideration at all.
Consideration will weigh against consi-
deration, moral rule against moral rule.

While we must recognize this ex-
perience, we must not be too quick to
draw from it the conclusion that there
is not much workplace ethics to teach.
The experience is not uncommon else-
where in teaching Consider, for exam-
ple, what geometry looks like to an ex-
perienced geometry teacher. Most (if not
all) of the problems in her text have solu-
tions obvious to her. She could (as we say)
“do them in her sleep”’ Yet, each year a
new generation of students will find
them hard—until they get used to think-
ing in geometric terms, in the terms that
have long since become second nature
to her.

The same, I think, is true of workplace
ethics. What is obvious to an experienc-
ed teacher may well take a student a lot
of background knowledge and thinking
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to see at all. Teachers need not apologize
for teaching what they find obvious—so
long as experience has taught them that
their students do not find it so. My im-
pression from talking to vocational
teachers is that their students do indeed
find much about workplace ethics hard
to grasp.

But what of those problems so hard
that even an experienced teacher can on-
ly distinguish shades of gray? A few of
these problems may in fact be situations
in which even the best solution is bad.
Human life is not without tragedy. Stil],
even most of these hard problems will,
I believe, eventually yield to the careful
deliberation of someone familiar with
the actual conditions under which the
problem might arise. (Society has a low
tolerance for institutions with a tenden-
cy to produce tragic choices.) Problems
look easy only once we see how to solve
them. Until then, they are as dark as
caves and as crowded with fears. That is
no less true of problems in geometry
than of problems in ethics.




PART THREE—PENNY,S CASE

Let us now apply the foregoing analy-
sis to a possible classroom situation:

The reading you assigned for today

includes a discussion of pilfering,

You summed up the text in this

way, “Some employees think no-

thing is wrong with taking little, in-
expensive things. But that’s pilfer-
ing and pilfering is a kind of theft.

So, don’t do it” As you finish, Pen-

ny raises her hand. She is plainly

unhappy. Her question makes clear

why. “T work at Fat Boy Pizza” she
sais. “There are always too many Fat

Boy pencils around. Even the man-

ager wonders why we get so many.

Everybody takes a few home now

and then. That's not wrong, is it?”

How should you respond? The
simplest way is to appeal to prudence, for
example, by pointed out that Penny is
technically pilfering and that the
manager could use that fact as an excuse
for firing her any time he wanted to.
“Pilfering]’ you might say, “is a tactical
blunder in the game of keeping your job.

Though that is the simplest way to res-
pond to Penny’s question, it may not be
the most persuasive. You are asking Pen-
ny to think of her manager as an oppo-
nent, as someone who might any day
decide to fire her and then go looking
for an excuse. She might find this charac-
terization of her manager unrealistic
Even if she accepts the characterization,
she still might conclude not that pilfer-
ing is wrong but that pilfering doesn’t
matter. Once a manager wants to get rid
of someone (she might reason), he can
find an excuse; so, why worry about giv-
ing him one?

An appeal to ethics (in the narrow
sense) may also seem unlikely to succeed.
If everybody really does take home a few
pencils now and then and no one at Fat
Boy’s is inconvenienced, what ethical
standard could Penny be violating. If
Penny has her facts right, her pilfering
should be consistent with all the special
standards of conduct her co-workers ac-
cept. 1 will come back to Penny's facts
later. But, for now, let’s take them at face
value.

The Way of Morality
If Penny has her facts right, the way
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of morality is the only alternative left to
you—apart from silence. But you have
already pointed out that pilfering is theft,
and Penny’s question suggests that she
knows theft is morally wrong. What more
can you say? What about some question
like this?

“Penny, you agree, don't you, that theft
is wrong?”

Seeing her nod, you might continue,
“And you agree too that taking what does
not belong to you is theft?”

Suppose she answers, “Yes, generally’
Now you have a problem. The “yes”
shows she understands what theft is; the
“generally” that she thinks taking Fat Boy
pencils belongs to some category of ex:
ception. What now?

One approach is to try to bring the im-
plied exception out into the open. “Penny]’
you might say, “are you suggesting that
what you're doing isn't really theft, that
it's more like taking something given to
you, or like picking up something some-
one else has thrown away?”

Let's suppose Penny answers, “Yes, like
picking up something someone else has
thrown away’ Now all you need to deter-
mine is whether what she is doing comes
under that exception.

So, you might continue, “Okay, that’s
plain enough. Now, what makes you
think Fat Boy meant to throw away the
pencils? Did you check with the manag:
er?” If Penny did check with him and he
said she could take a few pencils now
and then, she is morally all right (though
the manager may have a problem).

But, if (as seems more likely) Penny
must admit that she did not check with
the manager, you can ask, “Penny, tell me
this: would you want a guest in your
home taking something of yours without
permission just because you left it out
where he could get it and he thought you
had so much you wouldn’t mind?”

Let's suppose Penny agrees she would
not want that. Then you might oy to
bring the discussion to a close with a
question like this, “Well, if that’s so, Pen-
ny, don't you think it would be a good
idea to ask the manager’s permission
before taking any more pencils?”

That might end the discussion. We can
easily imagine Penny nodding her head
in agreement. But what if, as students
sometimes do, Penny resists the argu-
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ment? What if she answers your question,
“No, I don't see why. What does what I
would want guests to do in my home
have to do with what I should do in a
business?” What do you say now?

You might try getting Penny to explain
how her moral status in a business dif-
fers from that of a guest in her home.
You might, for example, say something
like this, “Look, Penny, you must admit
that there are some similarities. You must
admit that your home is no more your
guest's home than Fat Boys is your
business. You must also admit that you
could have too much of something just
as Fat Boy's does. So, don't you owe us
an explanation of the difference between
your home and Fat Boy’s that could make
what would be theft in your home mere-
ly taking what Fat Boy’s has thrown
away?”

Perhaps Penny would think this last
question answers itself. But let’s suppose
she is still not convinced. Let's suppose
she responds, “Well, isn’t the difference
obvious? A business is a business; a home
is not” What should you do now?

You should not panic. Penny is simply
trying to distinguish between exceptions
that apply to businesses and exceptions
that apply to homes. There might be such
a distinction. But just because there might
be, Penny is not entitled to conclude that
there is. To show that she is not really
pilfering, Penny must show that everyone
would want (or at least would be willing
to allow) everyone else to treat taking
from a business like Fat Boy's as one
thing and taking from a home like Pen-
ny's as another.

One heavy-handed way to get Penny to
see that she probably cannot show that
is the familiar technique of asking her
to put herself in the other person's place.
“Penny’ you might say, “I can see why you
would want to have your things at home
treated differently from the way things
in a business are treated. You don't own
a business. But what if you did? Would
you still be willing to let business proper-
ty be up for grabs? Look at it from Fat
Boy's point of view!

Let's suppose Penny agrees that if she
owned a business she would want her
business property respected in much the
way she now wants her property at home
respected. You could then try to con-
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clude with the rhetorical question, “So,
don't you agree that the right thing to do
is to treat Fat Boy's property with the
same respect you would want a guest to
treat yours:”

2. Why Morality Can be

Taught This Way

We can, I think, still imagine Penny re-
jecting your conclusion for various rea-
sons. We must nonetheless end the dis-
cussion here. The reasons Penny could
now offer would be much like those we
have already imagined her to offer. You
could respond to them much as we have
imagined you responding to the others.
Penny’s case has already illustrated all it
can. I would stress three points:

The first is that the way of ethics and
the way of morality are not equivalent.
You may well be able to use the way of
morality when you can't use the way of
ethics. In Penny’s case, for example, we
had no trouble using the way of morali-
ty even though (assuming Penny had her
facts right) we could not see any obvious
way to use the way of ethics.

A second point I want to stress is that
you should not just assume you know
why a student has gone wrong Penny
might have pilfered because she wanted
to steal (“an evil will”); because she gave
into temptation (“weakness of will”); be-
cause she fooled herself into thinking she
wasn't stealing (“self-deception”); because
she didn’t put together what she knew
already (“mistake”); because she didn't
know crucial facts (“ignorance”); or
because of some combination of these
You could not know which without
investigation.

Penny's question itself tells us some-
thing. She probably would not ask it if
she were not concerned to do the right
thing. So, she probably has a good will.
Her question also suggests that neither
weakness of will nor self-deception
played much of a part in her pilfering,
A weak-willed person knows that what
she is doing is wrong and so would not
need to ask Penny’s question. A self-de-
ceiver probably would not want to ask
Penny’s question for fear of being told
what she is trying to forget. So, a ques-
tion like Penny’s is a good indication that
mistake, missing fact, or some combi-

nation of these is the cause of wrong
doing, This is just as well. Our method
is not designed to deal with an evil will,
weakness of will, or self-deception. In-
deed, it is, I think, an open question
whether the classroom is the appropriate
place to try to remove such barriers to
good conduct.

Though Penny’s question itself told
you much, it did not tell you the relevant
mistake or missing fact motivating her.
Io identify that, you had to ask questions
of your own. The first questions we im-
agined you to ask revealed that Penny’s
wrongdoing rested on a mistake. She sup-
posed that taking the pencils fit under
an exception to the rule against theft.
Your questions then identified the rele-
vant exception. We could imagine the dis-

cussion going on indefinitely because we
could imagine any number of possible
exceptions she might have had in mind.
While in theory the number of possible
exceptions is infinite, in practice there
are few and a few questions will ordinari-
ly allow you to identify the one the stu-
dent has implicitly assumed.

Once you have identified the excep-
tion, there are at least three possibilities.
I have illustrated two of them. One pos-

Michael Davis, Teaching Workplace Ethics

sibility is that the exception does not ex-
cuse the act. For example, the exception
might actually require Penny to check
with the manager first. The second pos-
sibility is that the identified exception
might not be defensible. It might not ac-
tually be an exception. For example, once
Penny put herself in the place of a
business owner, even she could see why
such a person would reject her distinc-
tion between property in the home and
property in a business. She could under-
stand why her exception could not be a
standard everyone wants everyone else to
follow.

Though I have not illustrated the third
possibility, it deserves mention. The same
questions that we imagined to help Pen-
ny put together the information she had
in a way that changed what she thought
about pilfering might instead have
changed what you thought. Penny might
have been able to identify a defensible
exception excusing what she did!' We
must always be ready to learn from our
students. Moral argument is no
exception.

The last point I want to stress is related
to this second and concerns what you
can hope to accomplish by a discussion

like the one we imagin-
ed. You are, 1 think,
justified in hoping to
change for the better
how someone like Pen-
ny will act in the
workplace. Penny’s
question showed that
she wanted to do the
right thing. If your
questions lead her to
see some act as caused
by a mistake, she will

. not want to repeat it.
You can actually
change the conduct
(and the moral views)
of a student like Penny.
There’s no magic about
it. You need only
understand her think-
ing well enough to
identify the mistake
that caused her to go
once you have made
her thinking ex-




plicit. But you may have to use all your
skill as a teacher to make it explicit.

This description of the method may
make it seem coldly intellectual. It need
not be We must remember how personal
an exchange between teacher and stu-
dent can be, even in a large classroom,
the pressure, the excitement. Logic and
emotion can run together in a wild
stream.

3. The Way of Ethics

So far we have been assuming that
Penny has her facts right. She may not.
And you, an experienced teacher, are
likely to know enough about Penny’s
workplace to know whether she does
have her facts right. So, let’s change the
problem a bit. Let’s assume that Penny
is not the first student to tell you about
Fat Boy pencils, that you first heard Pen-
ny's question some years ago (including
the part about even the manager won-
dering why he had so many pencils), and
that you then made suitable inquiries of
the manager and others. Here is what
you found out:

There is a problem with shrinkage in
the inventory of pencils. The primary
cause seems to be forgetting to return
pencils at the end of a shift rather than
employees actually taking them inten-
tionally. A few employees even accumu-
Iate them at home until they remember
to bring them back and then bring back
a handful all at once. Whatever the cause,
shrinkage is a small problem. According
to the manager, so few pencils disappear
that, even at the rate of one per employee
per year, no more than a quarter of the
staff could be guilty of keeping one pen-
cil a year The manager doubts very
much that “everyone does it”. He admits
that Fat Boy’s does have a lot of pencils
around, but he denies ever wondering
why. Company policy is to have enough
pencils out that no employee will ever
have to take time to hunt one up. The
company limits the number of pencils a
manager can order or have in stock. If
employees pilfered too many pencils, the
manager would have to check each
employee before letting him or her out
the door or risk a drop in productivity
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by making employees work with too few
pencils. Company policy does not allow
using pencils without the Fat Boy logo.

With this additional information, you
would be in a position to handle Penny’s
question in a very different way. If ig-
norance caused Penny's pilfering, just
reciting these facts should change her
mind or at least convince her to check
the facts before taking any more pencils.
But, let’s suppose these facts do not
change her mind. However unlikely, let’s
suppose that Penny simply shrugs her
shoulders and says, “Well, I still don't see
what’s wrong with taking a few cheap
pencils now and then”

You would have two options. One is
the way of morality we already discussed.
But the other is the way of ethics. By a
series of questions much like those we
already imagined, you would try to get
Penny to see that her having a pencil at
work when she needs it depends in part
on other employees not pilfering as she
does. If the other employees did what she
does, there would soon be a shortage of
pencils. Unless the manager then crack-
ed down, all employees would be incon-
venienced. So, everyone, including Pen-
ny, has an interest in a practice in which
employees abstain from taking pencils
the way Penny did. Penny’s pilfering is
ethically wrong. You can, I think, easily
imagine a series of questions that would
lead Penny to that conclusion.

4. Conclusion: Helping
Students Think
about Ethics

The approach sketched in this Part
depends on students asking something
like Penny’s original question. If you are
like many of the vocational teachers I in-
terviewed, you may be saying to yourself,
“But my students never ask questions like
that in class. How I wish they would!” So,
you might also be wondering whether I
have any suggestions for getting your stu-
dents to ask questions like Penny’s.

The answer is that I do have one Stu-
dents of engineering, law and other pro-
fessions generally seem to believe that
ethics, like sex, is a personal matter ir-
relevant to the workplace, Your students
may come into class with much the same
attitude. If so, you will have to do what
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teachers in professional schools have to
do if they want their students to raise
ethics questions in an ordinary course.
You will have to let them know that such
questions are legitimate. The simplest
way to do that is to raise such questions
yourself early in the semester, discuss
them with some care, and encourage the
class to participate. Once you break the
ice, you may be surprised at what hap-
pens next. Here are some problems I col-
lected that you might find useful ice
breakers.
PART FOUR:

FOUR PROBLEMS FOR DISCUSSION

1. Justin Major is the present holder
of a part-time job that has been available
to your students for a decade now, a
wonderful job compared to the usual
fastfood placement. Justin must work
two hours each evening painting indus-
trial steel to be used the following mor-
ning for construction. His hours are flex-
ible. He can start anytime after 3:30, so
long as he finishes by 7:00. His job is im-
portant. The paint requires almost eight
hours to dry. If Justin fails to do his job
on any day, the construction gang will
not be able to do its job the next day.

You thought Justin understood all this.
But that was last fall. Justin’s boss called
you a few minutes ago to tell you that
Justin didn’t show up last night. When
you asked Justin why he had not, he said
that he didn’t think he was getting paid
enough for the job he was doing, So, he
took off a little time. Is there anything
you can say to Justin that might change
his mind. If he misses work again, he will
be fired, but he is just six weeks from
graduation. [Ask your class for advice]

2. Most of your co-workers at Fishy-
Wishy's are drug-free. But some are, you
think, on one sort of drug or another.
You know for sure one of them is,
because you have seen him sniffing co-
caine in the kitchen during a quiet mo-
ment. While he was once pretty good in
the kitchen, he is increasingly prone to
confusing orders. That makes your job
up front harder. So far you and the other
staff have covered for him. But you're get-
ting tired of that. The manager doesn’t
seem to have noticed anything wrong;
You are tempted to tell him. Should you?
What if he asks?

3. When my friends come to King
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Fries, 1 like to show them that I ap-
preciate them. So, when they order a
large fries, I give them what they ask for
but charge them for the small. Sincere
there is no way to check the order sheets
against the cash for the day, no one is the
wiser. I save each friend a quarter or so;
but the fries really only cost the company
two cents and my friends probably would
only order small fries if they couldn’t get
the extra fries free. Really my friends
wouldn’t come in at all if 1 weren’t there.
So, where’s the harm? You can’t call that
stealing,

4. The first rule we were taught dur-
ing orientation was that you should never
leave the cash register without locking
your cash box. Never. Never. Never. If you
come up short, you will be fired. No
excuses.

a. One day my manager says to me,
“Please go into the backroom and get me
four boxes of No. 2 rolls” So, I say, “Sure,
as soon as I lock my cash box” But he
says, “No time, just do it. T'll watch the
register’ What should I do?

b. Suppose I did what the manager
said, leaving him with the unlocked
cashbox. Suppose too that that evening
my cash comes up $20 short, that I dont
have $20 to slip in, and that he says,
“You're fired” What should I do then?
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! A version of this paper was presented
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“The Moral Authority of a Professional
Code’, NOMOS XXIX: Authority Reuvisited,
ed. J. Roland Pennock and John W. Chap-
man (New York University Press: New
York, 1987), pp. 302-337.

5 For a full defense of analyzing morali-
ty in something like this way, see Bernard
Gert, The Moral Rules (Harper Tor-
chbooks: New York, 1973), esp. pp. 76-82.
¢ Tom R. Tyler, “What is Procedural
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Assess the Fairness of Legal Procedures”,
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7 Seg, for example, S.E. Merry, “Everyday
Understandings of the Law in Working
Class America’, American Ethnologist 13
(1986): 253-270.

8 See, for example, V. Lee Hamilton and
Steve Rytina, “Social Consensus on
Norms of Justice: Should the Punish-
ment Fit the Crime?”, American_journal of
Sociology 85 (March 1980): 1117-1145.

® See, for example, Moshe M. Blatt and
Lawrence Kohlberg, “The Effects of
Classroom Moral Discussion Upon
Children’'s Level of Moral Judgment’,
Journal of Moral Education 4 (1975):
129-161.

1* Though the connection between judg:
ment and action seems obvious, it is sur-
prisingly hard to prove. Real life tests of
the connection are hard to arrange
“Laboratory experiments” have their own
problems. For example, Blatt and
Kohlberg, in the work cited above, used
a paper and pencil examination to test
student honesty. The number of students
cheating on the exam increased from 47%
before the twelve weeks of classroom
moral discussion began to 61% at the
end. Blatt and Kohlberg quite plausibly
attribute this awkward result in part to
the fact that the students had realized
that cheating was not being discouraged.
Many who before had been afraid to
cheat, seeing that they had nothing to
fear, now joined the more daring. Blatt
and Kohlberg also attribute this awkward
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result partly, and less plausibly, to the fact
that only one student was at the highest
level of moral development, Kohlberg's
“universal ethical principle orientation”.

(I say “less plausibly” because many

moral philosophers might consider the
cheating to have been so widespread that
everyone was excused from the moral
obligation not to cheat. After all, moral
rules seem to presuppose certain
background conditions.) “The Effects of
Classroom Moral Discussiony, p. 149. The
literature on professional ethics and
business ethics also seems to suffer from
a lack of direct evidence that changing
what people think about conduct
changes what they do.

"' Radicals may find this approach to
teaching workplace ethics altogether too
smug, Why not raise questions about the
legitimacy of the boss’s wealth and
power? Why implicitly assume that steal-
ing from business is morally wrong? To
such radical questions, I have two res-
ponses. First, a course in how to get and
keep a job has a practical mission, to
help students get and keep their job. I
doubt the radical critique of education
is consistent with that mission. Second,
and more important, my method does
not rule out consideration of questions
a radical might raise. The method simp-
ly leaves it to the student to raise them
by, for example, denying that it's appro-
priate for Penny to try to put herself in
her boss’s place: “I'm never going to own
a business” My impression is that this is
not a time when students, especially
students like Penny, raise such questions.
As a philosopher, I miss the days when
students did raise such questions. But, as
someone trying to help teachers get over
their-fear of teaching ethics, I can't help
remembering the difficulty I had finding
a moral argument in Marx. I think the
radicals owe the rest of us a justification
of their enterprise that is not itself a form
of mystification. Until we hear that
Jjustification, we may, I think, teach ethics
as I have suggested in good conscience.
‘We might even remind the radicals that
showing students that morality is
something about which they can reason
is itself liberating in a society where far
too many people suppose morality to be
a fact like gravity, a god’s command, or
an inexplicable custom.



