Online issues carrying ethical implications
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These examples come from the experience and concerns of colleagues in Canada and beyond. Thank you!

Liz Burge     Oct 27, 2008 
Teaching & learning

Imposition of mono-cultural values/expectations underlying learning design, technology selection, student support

Use of part-time teachers without ongoing quality assurance & support procedures

Preference for freely accessible online material for course readings, rather than a balanced collection (including classic chapters) that would require time and detailed attention to legal copyright procedures 

“Effective teaching” workshops that focus on how to use a particular online software per se, with almost no attention to underlying learning principles or student diversity data 

Students expecting high ROCI (Return On Cognitive Investment), i.e., maximum return (high grade)  on any investment in online discussions (limited), despite teacher’s work toward a learning ‘community’ 

Students expecting detailed comments on their written work but not taking a few minutes to give their instructor some feedback on her/his course leadership 

Non-negotiated expectations of teacher that students fully and consistently participate in all discussions, and that such contributions per se are grade-determining

Students reneging on taking the time and depth of thought to give constructive feedback to peer contributions; instead, reading only or giving minimal effort for any activity not directly grade-related  

Technologies that create marketing advantage and reduced delivery costs, but deny access for some adults 

Struggles with establishing the boundaries of professional obligations to ‘high-maintenance’ students who are intellectually able but affectively risk-averse 

Increased outsourcing of teaching (saving money / enabling grant-rich academics to buy time for research) 

Part-time tutors whose rates of pay and/or psychological ‘distance’ from the institution and global networks may eventually threaten their commitment to long hours of online work 

Grade inflation to avoid unpleasant student reactions or maintain high course enrolments 

“Avoiding feeling cynical may have to be found in defining for oneself what it means to behave with moral character as [an online] course leader.  Such defining may be helped by a preference for ‘professional virtues, such as duty to learners and genuinely critical self-reflection’ over restrictive and ‘prescriptive solutions’. As the tutor, [Denis Haughey’s] personal focus lies in his ‘being’, a large part of which is the conduct of ‘moral leadership’. How is that constituted? Starratt is invoked here: he argues that moral leadership depends on exercising responsibility (caring via relational behaviours), authenticity (reciprocally interacting) and presence (leaving a centre stage position to attend fully to another). Such exercise is deliberative and proactive, rather than prescribed and passive. In using Starratt to analyse his own course experience, to reach beyond safe descriptions or prescriptions, Denis articulates some uncomfortable realities; for example, ‘the 

failure of students to recognize, let alone accept, their responsibility to move beyond self-interest … constitutes a betrayal of their own integrity.’ ” (Burge, 2007, p. 112).

Technology applications 

Recording a live presentation and student Q & A in a city location, then sending it out later for rural learners. How could the original design have been geographically inclusive?

Technology-based course design may not meet cultural diversity issues (producing “cultural imperialism” and digital divides (Huijser, Bedford & Bull, 2008) or equitable access issues (girls/women cannot get consistent and private access to internet; denied access to courses with male students) 

Uncritical signing of technology service contracts; transfer any legal liability to university/users (Bugeja, 2008) 

A high profile, part-time online teacher is expected to pay for the paper and ink and high- speed home printer for assignment reading. The university policy is to charge students for one only course text, but she has other readings. No good placing them on the website because her students lack effective access to high speed Internet. So, not wanting to “make waves”, she decides to place the readings on a CD and airmail it to each student—at her own expense.

Information dissemination & Library services 
Students’ overall right to privacy and confidential treatment of her/his learning statistics or library use versus institution’s right to data for cost effective administration and competitive marketing edge

Credibility/self-interest issues in collaborative production/collation of information: the limits of Wikipedia and the rise of en.citizendium.org

Presenter anxiety: a Power Point presentation -- used earlier in F2F conference (narrowcast) --  is then required for placement on open internet (broadcast) for unknown audiences and critics. Presenter fears plagiarism, peer critique, and changing the text without consultation or permission. 

Database providers’ requests for login detail, thus enabling ongoing covert data capture 

Institution’s library purchases prioritize funded researchers over generally-balanced collection building

Librarian does not admit lack of discipline area expertise; relies on generalist knowledge to advise students 

Conflict of interest & disclosure, accuracy of references, and information given as fact; where are the ethical issues for bloggers and their online ‘journalism’ (Spinello, 2006)?

Copyright restrictions: overworked staff want to use material for class use only but are running scared that their institution will be fined by the owners of intellectual property needed for courses. So bosses decide that nothing can be used except that which is clearly out of copyright or is home grown.

Research 

Too-briefly reported or justified research methods; inadequate use of known literature

Assumption that students are research ‘fodder’ in times of publish or perish and MS-needy journals 

Inadequate attention given to consent, right to withdraw, anonymity, confidentiality.  No explanations of the  underlying reasons for gathering personal/transcript data in the first place

Breaches of student privacy in tracking online learning contributions or use of transcripts without detailed, prior & project-specific information given and written consents obtained for such scrutiny

Little or no evidence in research reports of what researchers offered or gave back to their research participants. 

Course management data
In course management systems, dept chairs/admin can, technologically, get access to much usage data.  But should everyone use the access to do anything?  In investigations of issues such as student conduct or student complaints about faculty, just because we have access to recorded work, is it fair to subject the online classroom to scrutiny at a higher standard than we would for a ground-based classroom? What are the alternatives? “Should students be told that their behaviours are being tracked? How much [course management system] information should be provided to students or faculty? … [and how might that information prejudice attitudes toward students?] …What amount of resources should the institution invest in students who are unlikely to succeed in a course?” (Campbell, Oblinger and Colleagues, 2007, p. 21). 

Marketing and quality assurance

PR material promises very positive conditions & outcomes for students re online study. 

Effective pilot projects build hope in their participants but cannot be sustained after the funding ends. 

No or minimal institutional follow-up to early-in-course student complaints about teaching problems 

Reasoning in ethical situations 
“One … [may] reason predominantly within a deontological or duty-based approach, calling on either universalized rules or institutional regulations. Another person [may usually] reason within a teleological or ends-based approach (secure the greatest good or happiness for the greatest number of people). … Social contract theory calls for thinking by equally rational and autonomous people to produce a fully consensual contract that would govern everyone’s behaviour and facilitate the distribution of ‘goods’ across all sectors of society. Using an ethic of care locates a professional’s moral value and focus in the human relational issues attending specific contexts (as distinct from abstract rights or duties for universalized contexts, for example).  Another professional might adopt someone else’s set of principles; for example, Rowson’s four ethical principles: ‘to seek the best [and least harmful] results, to treat individuals justly and fairly, to respect people’s autonomy [bearing in mind the needs and rights of other citizens], [and] to act with integrity’ [professional congruence]. (Burge, 2007, p. 110-111)

Consider our own set of values that guide our behaviour. Which ones are ‘bottom-line’?  

Then look at others’ sets:  
Beneficence (helping others), nonmalificence (doing no harm), autonomy, veracity, justice, fidelity and caring  (Sork, 2005, p. 224), 

“integrity … nonmalificence … respect … beneficence … prudence … compassion … justice ... self-reliance… fidelity …excellence … sound judgement (Johnson & Ridley, 2008, p. xvi)

“honesty, trust, fairness, respect, and responsibility”  (Hinman, 2005, p.57)

“three families …Goods … Rights … Virtues”   (Weston, 2001, pp. 68-82)  
For leaders: Responsibility, authenticity, presence   (Starratt, in Haughey, 2007, pp 141-1146). 

Consider framing issues as opposing needs/conditions: e.g.,  “justice versus mercy; short-term versus long-term; individual versus community; and truth versus loyalty.” (Kidder, 1995, 112-113.)

Should course descriptions explicate the ethical underpinnings of their design and delivery? 

Which ethical issues command your attention right now? Do we need a Code of ethical practice?
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