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An Ethical Appraisal of Higher Education:
Assessing Teacher-Student Friendship and Autonomy
of Students in the Classroom
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Abstract — We present in the paper an ethical appraisal of
higher education focusing majorly on relevance and
requirements of practicing democratic principles in higher
education. We assess in this endeavor two ethical issues, namely
teacher-student friendship, and autonomy of students in the
classroom and argue for ethical infeasibility of teacher-student
friendship and need for protection of autonomy of students. In
connection with the latter, we argue for ethical restrictions on a
teacher’s advocacy of views because advocacy of views may
unjustifiably lead to maintaining one’s own position to elicit
students’ agreement in a topic of academic study in humanities
and social sciences.

Index Terms — Autonomy of Students in the Classroom;
Democratic Principles; Ethics in Higher Education; Teacher-
Student Friendship.

I. INTRODUCTION

We begin with an ethical appraisal higher education and go
on to elaborate relevance and requirements of democratic
principles in higher education to justify various practices of
higher education. And in continuation, to enhance our
understanding of democratic principles and thereby of
working teachers in higher education, we focus upon an
assessment of two ethical issues, namely teacher-student
friendship, and autonomy of students in the classroom.

Il. AN ETHICAL APPRAISAL OF HIGHER EDUCATION

Ethics is a study of values to live a good human life and
such a study of values usually takes place in the building of
or extending the limits of an existing ethical framework. The
ethical framework, for example, of virtues to live a good
human life, or of fundamental moral principles of human
conduct, happens to justify the presence and application of
values in a human action, rule, or policy. It incorporates a
moral outlook, which helps an individual human being to be
able to take morally justifiable decisions in his or her life.
“Ethics deals with values, with good and bad, with right and
wrong” [8]. Thus, it helps to rationally justify the applications
of various values in an individual’s life such as integrity,
discipline, honesty, truth, respect and so on to live a good
human life.

Further, it may be argued that ethics influences behavior of
individual human beings so that morally defensible choices
may be made. Without ethical deliberations it is impossible
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for individual human beings to regulate their lives and act
responsibly whether that is concerned with personal life or
public life as there are many areas of public life for example,
life of a citizen or life of a professional. In the field of
education, which is a well-known example of a profession, it
goes without saying that ethics plays an important role
because a value-oriented approach is necessary to acquire
information, skills, and knowledge.

It may be noted that education, in a great measure, forms
the moral character of men [9]. Moral character is formed in
an individual with a significant help from the pursuit of
education if that is made available to him. Education provides
better access to opportunities, resources, and power to an
individual. However, there is an urgent need to move
education from memorization of facts to creative thinking,
from techniques of passive to active learning, from
fragmented knowledge to contextual knowledge, from
mechanistic to organic or ecological knowledge, from
abstract to life-centric experiences, from discipline-specific
to inter-disciplinary perspectives, from abstract principles to
spiritual and ethical and lastly from subject to person and
personality-centered education, if we want holistic benefits of
education for all human beings.

The aim of education is to make an individual aware about
everything such as man-made world and natural world and
then the intricacies of relating values of human life in the two
and in the relation among the two. To fulfil this aim,
education is regarded as a process of developing individual’s
personality in physical, intellectual, spiritual, and social
ways. It is also regarded as a way to facilitate learning,
knowledge, skills, values, beliefs and habits of an individual.
It is referred to as a comprehensive technique of overall
development of an individual [4].

Ethics in education develops human sensibilities and an
ability to make rationally correct judgements in one’s life. It
also develops the character of an individual and for this we
need the working of democratic aspects in education in which
free exchange of information and knowledge is required
between a teacher and his students for the sake of holistic
learning and growth of students. We need this to work at all
levels of education especially at higher level of education
because afterwards an individual human being comes directly
in contact with the society and the world to live through his
life [2].

Higher education is regarded as an important phase of
training for an individual’s identity formation in his life. It is
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considered as a process of balancing global and contextual
perspectives in building identities of individuals through
teaching, research, and training. Higher education should also
be taken as a process to strengthen democratic virtues, such
as tolerance, truth, accountability etc. among the individuals
as students by way of providing platforms to think and reflect
upon issues in order to build a morally justifiable human
identity [4].

I1l. A REVIEW OF DEMOCRATIC PRINCIPLES IN HIGHER
EDUCATION

To establish democratic environment in education,
teachers are required to uphold the principles of freedom of
expression and equal access to students to freely express their
opinions. The principle of freedom of expression creates
conducive conditions under which teachers are able to
cultivate and develop the capacity among students to analyse
and critically reflect upon various democratic aspects of
interacting people in the world.

We need to understand that academic freedom in this
whole democratic process of academic environment is
regarded as the holistic freedom of thought and speech to
grow and help others to grow, which ought to be equally
granted to both teachers and students. Through academic
freedom both teachers and students tend to follow their own
autonomous judgments in their pursuits to live good human
lives. We may quote Gutmann in this regard, “To the extent
that a participatory approach builds upon students’ interests
and elicits their commitment to learning, it may be considered
more democratic than a disciplinary approach [5].”

The aim of higher education is to develop and protect
individuality of students and teachers so that freedom of
thinking and speech may prevail, and a better communication
may build up between the teacher and the students. This leads
to the flow and exchange of ideas without any fear. Ethics
in Higher education becomes a vehicle to make people’s
thought and belief original and transparent. It may also be
argued that a principle of non-discrimination, which treats
everyone as equal and also provides respect to everyone, is to
be followed in higher education. On the basis of caste, creed
and color, no discrimination may take place in any institution
or university admissions. So, it is required to maintain the
democratic environment in education and to achieve this we
need to infuse democratic freedom in education.

The democratic freedom in education is also required
because students are expected to be critical thinkers. They
need to reflect on certain issues particularly in humanities and
social sciences. They observe, question, synthesize their
learning and try to demonstrate their learning and
understanding to others [5]. They give academic feedback to
their teachers while critically examining their own behavior
as both teacher and students are regarded as equal members
of academic community. In such an academic environment, a
question may arise: should they become friends?

IV. AN ASSESSMENT OF TEACHER-STUDENT FRIENDSHIP

It is maintained that the teacher should not become friends
with his students [7]. The reason being it is not possible for a
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teacher to become a friend of every student of his class. And
if a teacher becomes friend with one or two students, then
there is a possibility of partiality or favoritism. It can be
claimed by a student that the teacher may give more marks or
grades to his student-friend even though he may not deserve
those marks [7], [3].

If a teacher is a friend of his student, then the problem of
teaching impartially in the classroom may also arise. A
teacher may not be able teach his student-friend in a manner
that is fair to all students in the classroom because of the fact
that the particular student is his friend. Markie maintains,
“professors who become friends with their students, become
friends with only some of them, and thus adopt a special
attitude of concern for, and a special commitment to, the
welfare of some of their students but not others. They are then
likely to give those students who are their friends extra
opportunities in instruction, advising and evaluation, even
though being a friend is not a characteristic relevant to the
distribution of these opportunities. They are likely to violate
their moral obligation to give all students equal consideration
[71.”

In continuation, we contend that there is a possibility that
a teacher may provide more study material to his friend. As a
teacher, it is his moral duty to teach each and every student of
his class in the same manner. It is the duty of a teacher to
maintain equal level of teaching and evaluation. If a teacher
is providing extra help to only one student, then that is
considered an act of partiality, which is apparently wrong.

If a teacher does not follow the principle of justice as
proportional equality that like cases should be treated alike,
and unlike cases should be treated differently in proportion to
the relevant differences [1] then, he violates his moral duty of
being a professional teacher. The argument continues that the
teacher-student friendship limits a teacher’s ability to be just
to all students in the class.

Detachment instead of attachment ought to be the guiding
principle between the teacher and student for the sake of a fair
treatment. We may assume that a teacher is a friend with one
student and may not be providing special course material to
his friend, but still other students may not feel comfortable
and raise the issue of favoritism in the class [3]. The issue of
favoritism affects teacher’s credentials and ability. However,
it may be noted that if a teacher is not a friend of any student
in the class, then it does not mean that he does not care for
students. Rather, he maintains a rationally balanced caring
approach towards all his students in the class [7]. He works,
moreover, to protect the autonomy of his students in the class.

V. AN ASSESSMENT OF AUTONOMY OF STUDENTS IN THE
CLASSROOM

Autonomy of a student plays an important role in the
overall growth of a student in the classroom. It implies that
there should be no advocacy of a teacher in the classroom,
which means, as if a teacher presents certain academic views
and positions as his own that may elicit students’ agreement
[6], for example in regard to the topic of abortion or the topic
of euthanasia because if he does so, it affects the development
of students’ autonomy. It may be argued that there can be no
single ultimate objective truth of any worldly phenomenon.
Discussions and critical reflections on a specific topic are
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possible in the classroom particularly when the issues are
socio-political and part and parcel of courses of humanities
and social sciences. The student ought to be given autonomy
to critically think and analyze on any given particular topic in
the classroom. Kupperman contends, “Ideally, higher
education will give us graduates who can think for themselves
on moral, political and social issues and on issues that arise
within academic disciplines, even if this takes time and even
if there are no easy answers [6].”

Advocacy in the classroom by the teacher on the issues
related to moral, social, economic or political domains is
considered to be questionable because such issues are
dependent upon real life experiences of individuals and
societies and such experiences remain dynamic in nature.
Students in the classroom should not be considered as robots
who need to be programed for any future course of action.
Instead, students are thinking human beings and it is the
responsibility of a teacher to help students to think
independently in a critical and logical manner.

It is the duty of a teacher to give right answers to the
students. Sometimes, it is possible that there is no answer to
a specific problem. In such a condition, both the teacher and
the student may reflect on the specific problem for
discovering an answer. This leads to the encouraging
development of the student’s critical thinking. This is why; a
teacher needs to appreciate the student’s own independent
reflections on a given specific issue in the classroom. There
may be more than two positions, which are supported by valid
arguments on a given specific issue, so a reasonable
comparison is always possible to make in the classroom. The
teacher can try for a desirable balance between personal
independent thought and appreciation of the ideas of others
[6].

And it goes without saying that autonomy is regarded as an
ability of making rational judgements. It comes with the
responsibility of being answerable for our own actions. It
varies from person to person. It leads to the self-determining
factor of an individual. If a student is trained to be
autonomous then it will be difficult for the world to
manipulate him in future. On the other side, coercion of any
sort is regarded as a threat to autonomy of the student in the
classroom. Advocacy in the classroom is considered as a form
of coercion and it can affect the autonomy of the students,
which is why, it is considered to be morally impermissible
[6]. We sum up the point in Kupperman’s own words, “The
skills of autonomy — especially in relation to moral, political
and social issues — are part of what should learned in college.
To engage in advocacy in the classroom can undermine these
skills, and a good general rule is ‘Don’t’ [6].”

VI. CONCLUSION

We have presented an account of ethics in higher education
by way of projecting democratic aspects of education in
general and in the assessment of ethical issues of teacher-
student friendship and autonomy of students in the classroom
in particular. We have conclusively noted that a teacher plays
an important role in maintaining a democratic environment in
the field of higher education. And the democratic
environment, it is argued, gets promoted if a caring attitude is
spread around but still a teacher avoids friendship with
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students in order to behave in an impartial and fair manner
and the teacher works responsibly to protect students’
autonomy while discussing contentious socio-political issues
in the classroom.
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