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Identify and Define 

Teacher behaviour after school hours and off school premises is a complex issue that 

involves context, culture, intention, privacy and professionalism. “Teachers are held to a higher 

standard than members of the general public” (Alberta Teachers’ Association, 2018). If negative 

social behaviour is practiced outside of school hours, it can affect the classroom climate and 

transfer into the classroom unintentionally.  However, teachers are still people who have the right 

to be afforded their own personal lives. Teachers have a professional responsibility to protect the 

vulnerable on a daily basis, but the image of teachers has definitely been shaped and controlled 

by the evolution of what is now our education system. Therefore, the question becomes: under 

what circumstances should school jurisdictions be able to enact disciplinary measures on a 

teacher’s behaviour outside of school hours? 

When examining the issues of teachers’ behaviour outside of school hours, it is important 

to take into account all parties involved. Since “[t]eachers are intended by parents, citizenry, and 

lawmakers alike to serve as good examples for their young charges,” (Fulmer, 2002, p. 276) it is 

reasonable to say that students, parents, school jurisdictions and teachers are all involved when 

determining the extent to which teachers’ private lives should be subject to scrutiny. The 

importance is to balance teachers’ rights to private lives with their responsibility to be good 

examples to their students. To add to the complexity of the matter, determining what is a “good 

example” for students depends on societal context and is extremely ambiguous. 

Teachers in Alberta are bound to the “Code of Professional Conduct” by the Alberta 

Teachers’ Association (ATA), which lists standards in relation to pupils, school authorities, 

colleagues, and the profession. It additionally requires teachers to “act in a manner that maintains 

the honour and dignity of the profession” and to “not engage in activities which adversely affect 
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the quality of the teacher’s professional services” (ATA, 2018, p.1). These clauses are ambiguous 

and subject to the interpretation of the community in which teachers find themselves. 

 

Theoretical Analysis 

“Ethics is not about compliance but is about doing what is right, good, just, virtuous, and 

proper.” (Donlevy & Walker, 2010, p. 1) If ethics are not necessarily about being compliant, then 

a teacher who demonstrates ethical citizenship may be perceived as breaking the ATA Code of 

Conduct. For example, if a teacher is seen by students and their parents at a protest for climate 

change in a location where climate change is a contentious topic, the teacher could be seen as 

promoting a set of beliefs and becoming a polarizing figure. In doing what the teacher feels is 

ethical, it could be argued that they have breached the ATA Code of Conduct by engaging in 

behaviour that adversely affects the quality of their professional services, and does not maintain 

the honour and dignity of the profession. It is important to understand that acting ethically and 

following the ATA Code of Conduct can be contradictory since an individual's ethics may 

contradict the institutions values. 

Public education was indeed founded by Protestant principles, by virtue of Protestantism 

being the cultural norm during the inception of Canada (DeMitchell, 2011, p. 334). Since then, 

there has been a separation of church and state, however, the church’s influence on daily life is 

still felt today. If “the teacher does not engage in activities which adversely affect the quality of 

the teacher’s professional service” (ATA), then the schools and school boards should not have 

any say in those activities. This especially includes sexual preference and orientation, which 

many teachers in the past have been chastised for in various scenarios in our country.  In 

considering common ethical principles, teachers’ choices in behaviour beyond the classrooms 
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should be influenced by core ethical values that transcend cultural, religious and socio-economic 

differences: trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, justice, fairness, caring and civic virtue, and 

citizenship (Walker & Donlevy, 2006). 

Teachers must educate themselves as time permits, identify options beyond doing or not 

doing a particular action, and do a theoretical analysis of their options with regards to behaviour 

outside of school hours and off school property. A postmodern view on ethical implications 

involved with teacher behavior considers the commitments to “highly valuing self and the other” 

(Walker & Donlevy, 2006, p.230). This relational reciprocity demands the avoidance of 

selfishness and selflessness (Walker & Donlevy, 2006, p.229). The deontologist makes a 

decision based on the right thing for the common good; Teachers must be “aware and concerned 

about education, not only within [their] classroom but also in the broader arenas of school, 

jurisdiction and province” (Alberta Teachers’ Association, 2017).  

 If a teacher finds that a behaviour or activity may be scrutinized by society, or have moral 

consequences, they should be wary of engaging in these behaviours (Gereluk & Donlevy, 2018). 

There are certainly exceptions that can be argued to maintaining societal standards of behaviour 

and this is not a situation where a single consequence can be applied. Situations must be 

approached individually with all factors considered. Due to the position that teachers hold in 

society, they need to proceed with caution when engaging in behaviours that are subject to 

scrutinization by society. 

 

Teacher Considerations  

The information that students have about their teacher, whether obtained within school or 

outside (i.e. through social media, through their public display in events outside of school, etc.), 
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can influence how they perceive them in the classroom. In addition, teachers often take on the 

responsibility of being role models and their behaviour is seen as exemplary for their students. 

Considering this influence that teachers may have, it is important for them to adhere to the code 

set forth by the Alberta Teachers’ Association (2017) to ensure that they are professional and act 

“with integrity by role-modelling the positive behaviours that [they] would like [their] students 

to exhibit”.  

It is important for teachers to understand the difference between what is considered 

ethical or unethical professionally in schools and what is considered ethical or unethical 

personally (Gereluk & Donlevy, 2018, p. 30). If one decides to become a teacher in a public 

institution “and accepts the substantial benefits of that position: pension, association protections, 

etc.,” then one must also accept the roles and responsibilities that come with it, and “at least 

publicly espouse and act in concert with those ethical values as defined by the institution and the 

law” (p. 27). Teachers need to be attentive and be able to both “reasonably and effectively” 

backup their ethical judgements at all times (p. 36). Therefore, teachers must be cognizant of 

potential ramifications when engaging in after-work activities that could be construed as 

unethical behaviours such as: private tutoring for profit, commercial ventures that compromise 

the profession, conflicts of interest, and the inappropriate use of confidential information (ATA 

Representative, personal communication, October 17, 2019). 

 

Making a Decision 

“Is there sufficient consensus about what constitutes ethical conduct in today’s social world?” 

(Walker & Donlevy, 2006, p. 216) The fable about the miller, his son and their donkey is a 

metaphor for the diverse and contradictory value demands that teachers face (Walker & Donlevy, 
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2006). The people-pleasing miller responded to contradicting views on the correct way to use his 

animal. In the end, the miller’s inability to make a decision and stand by it with confidence, lost 

him his credibility as a leader, as well as his donkey. The metaphor of this story exemplifies the 

complexities in regulating teacher’s behaviour outside of school hours. There are significant 

links between how teachers behave outside of the classroom and their behaviour within the 

classroom, however not all behaviours outside of school hours impact the teacher’s ability to act 

as a professional (Fulmer, 2002). Fulmer (2002) suggests the use of a nexus where school 

jurisdictions are responsible for proving a connection exists between the teachers out of school 

activities and a negative impact on students or an impact on the teachers ability to provide 

professional services.            

When considering teachers ability to teach, it is both the responsibility of the teacher as 

well as the school jurisdiction to use the “common ethical principles, relational reciprocity, 

professional constraints or codes, personal conscience, and professional convictions” (Walker & 

Donlevy, 2006, p.228). This will ensure a fair and individualist approach when determining 

whether disciplinary action can or should be taken. 
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