
The Center for the Study of Ethics in Society,  Vol. 13  No. 1 

1 

 

Walking the Walk --- The Reality of Ethics in the 

University Presidency 
 

– Elson Floyd – 

President, Western Michigan University 

Presented April 3, 2000 for the Center for the Study of 

Ethics in Society 

 

The university holds an exalted place in our society.   Since the inception of higher education, the university has been seen as a place of morality and 

higher ethical standards. Because of the nature of our business -- that of learning, teaching, and gaining knowledge -- we place high value on rational 

thought, fairness, and principled behavior.  Colleges and universities are built on moral obligations, ethical responsibilities and principles and codes of be-

havior.  We are expected to encourage and promote ethical behavior and to exhibit such behavior in all of our actions. 

  A Carnegie study reinforced this ideal, stating that "universities have taught and practiced moral and civic virtues through our national history, have 

sought to advance the truth and have been devoted to public service. Their members often have served as the conscience of the nation. The academic virtues 

are a model for the conduct of society at large." 

While such high regard and expectations are quite a compliment and privilege, they also bear a burden of awesome responsibility.  As the president of a 

university, I am always critically aware of this responsibility and my own role in administering it.  A university president not only provides academic and 

administrative leadership for the institution, but serves as its ethical leader as well.  When hired to do this job, I was given a public trust and am held ac-

countable -- not only to the Board of Trustees, but to the taxpayers, parents, students, alumni, and community members who support this University.  I am 

accountable for the expenditures, activities, actions, and direction this University takes.  I am accountable for the character of this organization.  And I 

strongly believe that accountability can be a great motivator. 

  As former Suffolk University President Daniel Perlman said, "apart from a desire a president may have to build a more just, open, fair and moral com-

munity, self-protection and self-interest alone will motivate the president to monitor and elevate the university's ethical behavior. " 

It was not self-interest and self-protection I had in mind when I set out to chart a new future for our University.  But certainly at the heart of my impera-

tive was an ethical foundation.  In trying to balance the multiple responsibilities and accountabilities that come with this job, it is inevitable to run headlong 

into conflicting or competing values.  Certainly in my tenure thus far, I have had to weigh the desire to grow the University, with the knowledge that there 

are certain sensitivities and stewardship responsibilities that must be addressed regarding how we use our land.  Equally, I have  been challenged by the need 

to improve teaching and educational quality, while keeping college affordable and accessible in an era of advancing technologies, diminishing public funds, 

rising enrollment, and rapidly changing public expectations.  

While preparing this speech, I attempted to define my own ethical philosophies and those I employ in my day-to-day dealings on behalf of WMU.  Be-

cause I deal with more than 27,000 students, 2,000 employees, and a community of more than 80,000, the utilitarian ethic of always "doing the greatest good 

for the greatest number" may seem the way to go. 

  Unfortunately, it is not that easy, and most certainly it is not that cut and dried.  Ethics are a personal matter and are about means as well as ends. Moral 

action may not always yield good or even acceptable outcomes, because we all know it is possible to do the right thing for the wrong reasons and vice versa.  

What ethical action is ultimately about is decision making, reasoning, and acting out of a perceived responsibility.   We are responsible for what we choose 

to do, and what we do includes the way in which we choose to do things. 
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  The ethical tenets that most fit what I purport to be and what I encourage this University to embrace are those found in virtue ethics.  Integrity has to do 

with the relationship between what one says and believes and the actions one takes.  In the most simplistic terms, if you talk the talk, then walk the walk.  

This is a personal philosophy I staunchly stand by, and I strongly believe it goes for this University as well.  Our words and our actions are telling of our 

character.  It is my intention that this University will have a strong ethical character, be known for its integrity, and behave in a manner that reinforces those 

beliefs.  

I have made a commitment to make this ethical character inherent in every aspect of the University's mission.  I am determined to see that the University 

exhibits the most moral of character in the pursuit of our highest goals, three of which often tread on shaky ethical ground.  It is the University's role in these 

pursuits and the ethical nature behind them that I plan to address with you this evening. 

Western Michigan University is committed to being one of the nation's premier student-centered research institutions, a goal which often raises the ques-

tion of whether teaching and research are mutually exclusive.  I argue that ethically they cannot be; the University has a fiduciary responsibility to pursue 

excellence in both. 

Improving community relations and making sure the University acts as a good citizen are mutually beneficial goals the University is ethically bound to 

strive for.  Sometimes the needs of the University and the needs of its community seem to diverge, but we have the responsibility to make sure they come 

closer together in a way that is mutually beneficial.    

The last area I will address is that of public-private partnerships and the ethical questions that come from academe aligning itself with the for-profit 

world.  It is a relationship that no University can afford to neglect, but at the same time these relationships can present some moral challenges.  

 

A student-centered research institution 

From my first moments on campus, I have sought for Western Michigan University to be one of the nation's premier student-centered research institu-

tions.  This involves a commitment to scholarship, research, and teaching which I have heard from many people are goals that are simply incompatible.   It 

has been said that resources -- both in terms of time, money, and human capital -- cannot be equally committed to quality scholarship and quality teaching.   

I beg to disagree.  The University is morally bound to fulfill these dual roles and must do so without diminishing one over the other. 

More and more, America's universities are looked to for the cutting-edge research that is saving lives, changing technology, and making advances in all 

aspects of our world from medicine to mechanical engineering.  Donald Walker, the author of The Effective Administrator, points out that "the university is 

established by society to serve society's purposes. The campus is a service institution in the highest sense of that terminology and is established by society 

because it provides needed and worthwhile services."  In today's increasingly complex landscape, the university has found that the worthwhile services it 

provides includes teaching, scholarship, and research. 

From the standpoint of research, the changing economic landscape means that fewer corporations are willing to take on the burden of intensive research 

on products, goods or services that may prove to be limited in potential profitability.  One needs to only look at the lack of development for treatments of 

"orphan diseases," those disorders that impact only a small proportion of a population, such as progeria, which is a rare progressive disorder of childhood 

characterized by premature aging and shortened life. This disease, while devastating, affects only about 100 children in the United States.  

Because progeria affects so few, does this make this disease unworthy of being investigated with the hope of finding a cure or treatment?   Utilitarian 

ethics would advocate that spending research dollars on such a disease is not in the interest of the greatest good for the greatest number, and those dollars 

would be better spent studying heart disease or obesity.  However, I believe that academia has a responsibility to further knowledge.  We are uniquely posi-

tioned to be able to do so without regard to profit.  We have a moral imperative to continue that process, not only because it could save lives, but also be-

cause there is no certainty on where such research could lead.  Research on progeria could result in innovative findings on how humans age, leading to 

knowledge that can affect us all. 
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We cannot forget, however, that universities were established by societies to educate.  And it is the educating, or teaching, that can often suffer in the in-

terest of pursuing research.  We will not allow this to be the case at Western Michigan University.  Teaching is an enterprise that is afforded the highest 

ethical expectations; and once again, we have a fiduciary responsibility to provide education that is of high quality.  A student-centered research institution 

is one where the student is not secondary to grants and scholarly pursuits but, instead, is at the center of all we do.  We are here to teach more than knowl-

edge based on the achievements of previous generations of scholars.  As educator Charles Chambers noted, a significant number of young persons get their 

first chance to learn about the world on a university campus.  It is at a university that students frequently develop the mental capacities that will allow them 

to accept and initiate social change.  

As we learn more from the research and scholarship that is pursued, we have an obligation to pass that knowledge on to our students.  Knowledge should 

never be hoarded. For this reason, teaching, scholarship, and research truly go hand in hand.  The quality of the education we provide increases as the quality 

of the research and scholarship of our faculty increases.  Students will undoubtedly learn more from experts who are continuing to learn more themselves in 

the pursuit of scholarship.  And as Kalamazoo College President James Jones recently pointed out at our Presidential Scholars convocation, the university 

also has the responsibility to teach students how to use that knowledge wisely. 

 

In the community 

As one of the largest employers and landholders in this community, Western Michigan University has an ethical obligation to be a good neighbor.  I am 

committed to improving the University's relationship with the community.  This is where the practice of virtue ethics is the most critical and the most visi-

ble.  Our character is defined by what we say and believe and the actions we take.   If we want to be perceived as a good neighbor, we must act like one. 

As an example, the decisions we make on how we develop the land we own cannot be made in the isolation of the ivory tower.  This community has a 

vested interested in developments at Asylum Lake, the Arboretum project, and Lee Baker Farm.  We are a member of a community and region and without 

their support, our progress and success are severely limited.  The decisions we make about the University's future facilities will affect traffic flow in residen-

tial neighborhoods, services provided for the citizens of Kalamazoo, and the economic development of not only the city of Kalamazoo, but also the entire 

region.  That is why it is critical that we actively listen to our neighbors and civic officials and then act in good faith to address their concerns, all the while 

moving the University forward.  And we will continue to do so.  We cannot ask a community to listen and understand our concerns, if we do not do the 

same.  

 

Public private partnerships 

Perhaps one of the higher education issues most fraught with the potential for ethical conflict is a university's pursuit of private-public partnerships. 

I strongly maintain that universities and private industry must form strong collaborative relationships and we must strengthen our curricula to prepare 

our students to meet the needs of businesses and corporations.  Many times corporate-educational linkages are opposed on the grounds that the University 

should not be corrupted by the influences of the for-profit sector.  However, the University is not immune to the impact of the health and growth of our 

economy and plays a viable role in its vitality.  Public-private partnerships are innovative means to meet the mutual needs of the educational and corporate 

sectors.  More and more universities and corporations team up to share capital and operational costs in an effort to find and commit to common research 

goals. 

  Just last week, Procter & Gamble gave our Paper Technology Foundation the rights to a significant number of global patents for new technology that our 

University researchers will develop and commercialize.   That donation, which recognized the quality of our paper science and engineering programs, pro-

vides examples of the very best benefits that accrue from University/industry cooperation. 
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The technology Western Michigan University will develop has the potential to bring huge savings to the packaging industry and decrease the number of 

trees required to produce pulp for shipping containers.  It also may lead to a number of improved consumer products and it could significantly increase the 

market for Midwest farmers. 

Not only will our researchers be involved in developing technology that will positively impact the economy and quality of life for the people we serve, 

but also they will be enhancing the knowledge base that they pass on to their students.  Our students will gain experience in working with new technologies 

that will make them highly sought after by industry and other graduate programs.  And if all of that is not enough, commercializing the technology will 

bring revenue that will be turned into scholarships that will dramatically increase student access to our paper engineering programs. 

As I said, these are examples of the very best possible outcomes 

for a university/industry partnership. 

The argument has been posed, however, that corporate influence can quell academic freedom and the free flow of information that is a hallmark of the 

university setting. Certainly, some collaborations are of a proprietary nature, and that raises issues about secrecy.  In other cases, the university is asked to 

venture into ethically murky waters regarding the content of research efforts.  Recently, Virginia Tech teamed up with PPL Therapeutics, the same organiza-

tion that cloned Dolly the sheep, to produce cloned piglets.  And while they celebrate the medical advances that can be made by their success in cloning the 

pigs, the ethical questions of cloning and its human implications loom large.  

How does a university, in partnership in such controversial endeavors, not take a stand?  Does it not make its position clear by participating in the re-

search?  Universities, by their nature, are committed to the pursuit of truth.   In his 1979 Jefferson Lecture, Edward Shils pointed out that "although universi-

ties are often regarded as the means of providing for society's economic, scientific and technological needs, they have an existence independent of that as a 

purpose far higher.  Their primary justification is, quite simply, the search for the truth." 

By examining the implications of cloning and developing the methods to do so, the university researcher is seeking the truth about the implications of 

such revolutionary procedures.   Those in opposition of such research on ethical grounds could argue that the ethical tenet of "first do no harm" is applicable 

to research of this nature.  However, from a utilitarian standpoint, it can be said that potentially more good than harm will come from these endeavors.  The 

organ and tissue transplant possibilities afforded by the development of this research can save up to more than 60,000 lives in the United States alone.  But 

at the same time, animal and moral activists can argue that the potential for harm is great especially if you are the pig whose organs are to be harvested. 

To be honest, these are ethical dilemmas that are still being negotiated within our society.  There are no right or wrong answers.  It is, however, incum-

bent on both leaders of the university and the private sector to find a comfortable common ground.  Universities can pledge neutrality in some cases, but the 

fact remains that the worlds of higher education and corporations have become interdependent.   A university that ignores these developments is not meeting 

its fiduciary responsibility to the society that supports it. Society depends on the pursuit of truth from the university community; if we walk away from is-

sues because of their controversial or questionable ethics, then we are not pursuing truth, only cowardice. 

There is hardly an aspect of higher education that does not have a moral component.   As this University moves forward in its agenda of progress and 

growth, ethical concerns will be dealt with on a daily basis.  As a university president, my task as the ethical leader for the campus is not to try to achieve 

sainthood, but to mediate and arrive at creative solutions.   A university's president plays a fundamental role in setting the attitudinal tone of a campus.  It is 

my commitment and determination that this campus will have the kind of character and integrity that I expect of myself.  No less.  As I go, so goes the Uni-

versity. 

It works in reverse as well; the University must engage in the kind of moral and ethical conduct that has been its historical role.  As the University goes, 

so goes each and every one of us. 
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BIOGRAPHICAL PROFILE 

ELSON S. FLOYD 

 

Dr. Elson S. Floyd became Western Michigan University’s sixth president August 1, 1998. Dr. Floyd brings a wide range of administrative experience to 

WMU as well as a systemwide and statewide perspective on higher education issues and policies. 

For the three years prior to joining Western, Dr. Floyd served as executive vice chancellor of the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill.  In that role he 

served as UNC-Chapel Hill’s chief administrative and operating officer and the senior official responsible for business and finance, human resources, auxiliary en-

terprises, student affairs, information technology, university advancement and development, and enrollment management. 

Dr. Floyd began his career at UNC-Chapel Hill, one of the nation’s leading research institutions, in 1978. He subsequently spent a total of 13 years with the 

university, in positions that included dean posts in the Division of Student Affairs, the General College and the College of Arts and Sciences. 



The Center for the Study of Ethics in Society,  Vol. 13  No. 1 

6 

From 1988 to 1990, he was assistant vice president for student services for the UNC system office, helping develop and articulate policy in student affairs and 

academic affairs for the 16-campus university system. 

From 1990 to 1993, he served at Eastern Washington University as vice president for student services, vice president for administration, and executive vice 

president. In the latter capacity, he was the university’s chief operating officer. 

Before returning to UNC-Chapel Hill in 1995, Dr. Floyd spent two years as executive director of the Washington State Higher Education Coordinating Board.  

This agency is responsible for statewide coordination, planning, oversight, policy analysis and student financial aid programs for Washington’s post-secondary 

education system. 

A native of Henderson, N.C., Dr. Floyd has three degrees from UNC-Chapel Hill, a bachelor of arts degree in political science and in speech, a master of edu-

cation degree in adult education, and a doctor of philosophy degree in higher and adult education.  He is a tenured faculty member in the Department of Counselor 

Education and Counseling Psychology and in the Department of Teaching, Learning and Leadership in WMU's College of Education. 

Dr. Floyd is active in a number of civic and professional associations including Rotary International, United Way of America and Greater Kalamazoo, Borgess 

Health Alliance Board of Trustees, the Kalamazoo Symphony Board of Directors, the Michigan Economic Development Corporation Corporate Board, the Re-

gional EDGE Board of Directors, and The Economic Club of Grand Rapids.  He is actively involved in fund raising for Western Michigan University and select 

community projects and continues to write, present, and speak professionally. 

Western Michigan University is a vibrant, nationally recognized student-centered research institution with an enrollment of more than 28,000. 
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ETHICS IN ACADEMIA 
 

– Diether Haenicke – 

President Emeritus, Western Michigan University 

Presented April 4, 1986 for the Center for the Study of 

Ethics in Society 

 
Over the last decade philosophy departments in the United States have witnessed an amazing renaissance in one of their teaching areas: ethics.  Courses 

have been sprouting up in business ethics, medical ethics, and ethics and the legal professions, and this topic has drawn students back to our philosophy de-

partments some of which had, for a long time, shown considerable disdain for such “applied” aspects of their discipline.  The renewed focus on ethics in the 

professions was essentially established by members of the academic professoriate, not by business people demanding business ethics courses in the aca-

demic curriculum, nor by doctors or lawyers.  This is not amazing.  It has, in my observation, been a longstanding practice of the academic professoriate to 

lecture others, but to refrain from lecturing its own membership.  Although we have begun talking about ethics, I have not yet seen any of our colleagues 

lecture about ethics in academia.  If there is a need for reconsideration of ethical questions in the professions, why spare our own?  After all, through well-

established processes judges get removed from the bench; lawyers face disbarment by their peers and judicial commissions; police officers have internal in-

vestigation procedures that may lead to dismissal; and medical doctors can, and do, lose their licenses for violations of the ethical canon of their profession.  

This “self-policing” is executed through established boards of professional peers, through peer review mechanisms that view the practitioner with critical 

eyes, and which have the power to stop the practitioner from practicing. 

 It is unfortunate that a similar process or mechanism does not yet exist in our profession.  Who has ever seen tenured university professors removed 

from their positions in the university as a result of a peer review process or by action of their professional association?  If we are to consider the AAUP as 

the professional organization that represents the interests of American academe, then we can state that this association has never removed any one of its 

members from the profession nor has suggested that this be done.  The AAUP, traditionally, has seen its role rather as defending its members against public 

scrutiny and disciplinary action.  This has become even more evident in recent years when the AAUP developed into a collective bargaining agent, a faculty 

union for the professoriate.  There is, to the best of my knowledge, not a single case known in the history of the AAUP that involves even a reprimand of 

one of its members for ethical of professional misconduct, not to speak of disbarment.  In this regard we, as a professoriate, look very different from other 

professions. 

 Why this striking difference from other professional organizations?  Do we not have colleagues who abuse their positions?  Are we more ethical than 

other professions?  Or are we able to hide too easily behind the shield of academic freedom? 

 The answers to all these questions are relatively easy.  Everybody in academia knows that we are as fallible, as subject to temptation, as capable of un-

ethical behavior as all other professions.  However, we have not, as a profession, developed the concept of malpractice.  While other professions certainly 

are not always as vigilant and as self-regulating as one would wish them to be, we, as a professoriate, are viewed by outsiders as excessively self-indulgent 

and willing to tolerate the most bizarre behavior in our colleagues.  In addition, our profession has not developed a stringent code of ethical standards, and 

we currently find ourselves in the position of drafting ethical codes for many other professions without taking a look at the situation in our own house.  It is 

my contention that we would be a much more respected profession if we were tougher on ourselves; if we were more critical vis-à-vis our own practices 

and, in general terms, less self-indulgent. 
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 I would like now to point to some particular areas where, I think, ethical standards for our profession need to be developed. 

 According to my experience, ethics cases in the academic profession typically deal with three basic problem areas: sex, money, and personal power. 

 

I.  Sex.   A recently published book, The Lecherous Professor, (Dziech and Weiner, 1984) claims that 30 percent of all graduate students experience sexual 

harassment from their professors.  As a matter of fact, the sexual harassment policies adopted by most American institutions of higher learning were adopted 

fairly recently, in many cases not without considerable opposition and only because of strong pressure brought upon the academy by the feminist movement.  

Fortunately, the question of what constitutes sexual harassment is, by now, fairly well defined; although in some quarters this definition is only reluctantly 

accepted and then not adhered to in every respect.  But beyond the question of what constitutes actual sexual harassment, another equally fundamental ques-

tion is still being debated.  This question is:  Should professors have sexual relationships with their students at all?  The medical profession has answered 

this question for itself:  Physicians are not to have sex with their patients, although one observes with some astonishment that there are psychiatrists who 

consider sexual relationships with their patients as part of their “treatment.”  But we must state that, while some few practitioners in medicine seem to have 

divergent opinions on this matter, the profession as a whole has taken a clear stand. 

 Not so in the academic world.  True, some universities have developed papers and policies on this question.  These policies correctly point out that any 

assumption of truly “consensual” sexual relationships between students and their professors is always, at best, questionable.  Even if a student consents to a 

sexual relationship, the student remains throughout this relationship dependent on the professor, whose role and influence as mentor very possibly are used 

for seduction.  In many situations professors are idolized by their students, are taken as role models and their behavior is often emulated by those whom they 

are educating.  It appears therefore obvious that in practically all such sexual relationships a significant imbalance prevails in which their usually younger 

and less experienced partner cannot make fully rational, and thus, consensual decisions.  Nevertheless, I observe a great reluctance on the side of the profes-

soriate to rule on this particular question. 

 Even the consensual sexual agreements have their highly knotty aspects.  A case from my own experience:  A department chairman, a bachelor, regu-

larly engaged in sexual relationships with female graduate students in his department.  All these relationship appeared to be entirely voluntary and between 

consenting adults; no complaint was ever received from the women engaged in these relationships.  However, those female graduate students in the depart-

ment who were not having sex with the chairman brought a complaint of sexual harassment to my office.  The complaints maintained that those women who 

engaged in these relationships with the chairman were getting more agreeable time slots for their teaching assignments, more frequent renewals of the teach-

ing contracts, more positive performance reviews and so on.  Their claim was that since the entire department knew about and condoned the situation, the 

complainant might be treated unequally with regard to their professional duties and assignments when compared to those female members of the graduate 

student population who had sexual relationships with the chairman.  The department which, by the way, taught ethics courses, refused to act on the com-

plaint. 

 

II. Money.   By and large, university professors are underpaid in comparison to other professions in which the years of training and the intellectual chal-

lenges of such training are comparable.   Therefore, the lure of additional income is great for academics and, in many cases, a simple economic necessity.  In 

recent years, universities have been challenged by legislatures and the business community to become more helpful in developing economic opportunities 

for the regions in which they are located and beyond.  As a consequence, large segments of university research have taken a more applied, practical bent.  

Research in many of the emerging “promising” fields, is now strongly oriented toward applicable results with the attendant economic benefits to the re-

searcher.  While the general trend to assist economic development is quite commendable, one has to be aware of the considerable pitfalls accompanying this 

trend. 

 Universities and industry work for different motives and purposes, all proper and honorable, but often at odds with each other.  Universities, in their pur-

est form, seek truth; industry seeks profit.  The university seeks new knowledge objectively and should share it openly and freely.  Industry seeks new 
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knowledge for commercial application and exploitation and will treat new knowledge as private property.  From these differences result all other questions.  

If the university and its members become too much oriented toward developing marketable products and, as a by-product, profits for the inventor (i.e., the 

professor), it might happen that our faculty begin to lock their laboratory doors because formerly collaborating colleagues are now doing work for compet-

ing companies.  Collegial inquiries about work done in other labs might be eventually considered “industrial espionage.”  Similarly, research done for indus-

try in university labs might have limits on publication.  University researchers, because of the financial disadvantages doing so might pose, might not dis-

play in their reports to the scientific community the methods and the techniques used to achieve certain results, unless these methods and techniques are first 

patented.  It is further possible that graduate students working in university research labs would not be able to talk to their peers but would be sworn to se-

crecy by their advisors.  Already we hear occasional rumors from leading research institutions that graduate associates are advised not to share their findings 

with others.  There are other reports that claim university researchers put their graduate assistants on research projects only after they have been cleared with 

particular industrial firms.  A graduate student known to me recently claimed she was ordered to change her thesis topic after she had put two and half years’ 

work into it because it did not lead to a commercially applicable product.  All these instances, and these may be the most crass, raise, of course, significant 

ethical questions about the relationship between professors and their students, and about collegial relationships in general. 

 Furthermore, we might easily find research interests of the university determined by industry.  It is easily conceivable that a particular industry might tell 

a university professor what kind of product to develop for marketing, and the university research (plus the employment of GAs depending on this research) 

would then follow that direction.  I know, for instance, of the development of computer games as a master’s project in a computer graphics department.  

Needless to say, computer games are highly marketable; whereas a more basic research question might not have been.  Because of financial considerations 

the findings in our labs might not be shared with the public, although they are of benefit to the public.  Former Yale President Giammatti stated correctly 

that we have the right to be sure that patentable solutions will be fully and beneficially used, and that knowledge with a potential benefit to our society at 

large will reach the public in a timely and useful fashion.  I have heard fears raised by professors of pharmacy who predict that the current trend might lead 

to the neglect of research for remedies that address the disease of “only” 5,000 persons and the results of which are, therefore, commercially not exploitable. 

 The basic and unanswered question before the academy with regard to outside income is not only that of conflict of interest but also that of conflict of 

commitment.  The dollar-influenced research interest for personal gain has its inherent dangers.  Graduate research associates and university facilities can 

easily be, and will be, used for private profit purposes by individual members of the university.  In addition, the time pressures that industries may put on an 

academic researcher may easily lead to the neglect of other professional duties.  Research started (with GAs dependent on it) might be abruptly ended, as 

often occurs in industry when the executive staff decides to drop a particular development line.  All these situations are, of course, incompatible with tradi-

tional academic standards, since they produce conflict of interest situations, which must be strictly avoided. 

 Let us consider conflict of commitment.  The university recognizes and vigorously states that the faculty, individually and collectively, are at the core of 

the university.  The university commits itself to the position that faculty are central to the university enterprise.  This means, conversely, that each faculty 

member recognizes that his or her primary commitment of time, of attention, of interest, and of intellectual energy is to the university.  Any professor who 

builds his own company diverts his energies from the university, neglects the students and concomitant service commitments.  Most universities have a 

“consulting policy” which states that one out of seven days the university member can engage in outside work.  This policy is intended to keep the profes-

sor’s skills honed in practice so that the university instructor becomes a better teacher of his or her discipline.  However, this policy should not be interpreted 

as a license to pursue profit and business interests unrelated to the university.  The best remedy for this potential for conflict of commitment is a full disclo-

sure of all outside activities and disclosure of income generated from research/consulting relationships with industry. 

 However, most universities have not adopted such rigorous disclosure plans; but, there are already cases, notably that of Walter Gilbert, noble laureate at 

Harvard, who had become CEO of his own biogenetic research company and was asked by the university to resign his tenured faculty position.  A 1974 

California law considered professors public officials who must disclose personal financial information if they receive funds from a company in which they 

have a financial interest.  Predictably, many of these disclosure statements show potential for conflict of interest and commitment.  William Smith, the 
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president of Stanford’s GA association (in 1983), stated (in The Chronicle of Higher Education), “I and my peers are very concerned about professors who 

split commitments between campus and company; who follow, in their research, not the exciting intellectual interests but who choose research topics for 

which they know industry dollars are available.  Having research directly connected to a company’s needs make us students feel used.  This is a problem 

that universities, by default, are ignoring.  To protect the interest of students, I suggest full disclosure of faculty members’ outside commitments, grievance 

procedures students can follow when they sense something wrong in a research arrangement that affects them, and university guidelines that make a strong 

distinction between industry and university research.” 

 

III.  Personal Power.   A third and often-neglected area in the ethics in academia discussion deals with the considerable power a professor wields over a stu-

dent.  The instructor gives grades; designs and evaluates the tests; writes letters of recommendation; decides on admission to programs, to fellowships, to 

Fulbright grants.  In other words, we influence in a significant way the careers and, therefore, the future lives of our students.  All students are, of course, 

very much aware of this fact; and they realize that this fact puts them in a state of dependency.  While questions relating to sexual harassment and potential 

economic gain, as discussed above, remain relatively rare and restricted if one looks at the professoriate as a whole, this latter complex of personal power 

relates to every individual professor’s position with regard to his or her students.  Since we traditionally grant ourselves unlimited freedom in our classrooms 

and on our grading techniques, this area demands of us enormous awareness of the ethical questions relating to this complex.  Our judgment in these areas 

should be guided by the highest ethical standards; although they are, of course, difficult to define. 

 Another area that leads to many questions stands out: that of course content.  It is here that I have experienced most legitimate concerns regarding ethical 

questions in instruction.  The course content is usually entirely controlled by the classroom instructor.  This is how it should be; however, occasionally aca-

demic freedom is perverted into academic license.  It is not as uncommon as one would wish that a course in botany or geography turns into a course on po-

litical analysis of the situation in Nicaragua or El Salvador.  Most students do not have the courage to oppose outright political indoctrination in the class-

room.  Those who have the courage often have the wisdom to realize that the instructor will give them a grade at the end of the course.  Similar situations 

prevail where instructors regale their students endlessly with wartime memories or “personal experiences” that have little, if any, relation to the course title.  

Industry is subject to a “truth in packaging” standard; the academic world is not.  Unfortunately, it occurs in our profession that package labels promising 

sugar contain salt.  In contrast to industry we can intimidate our “consumer” with the fact that we are grading him or her at the end of the course.  To make 

matters even more difficult, well-established university procedures require that any student with a complaint must carry this complaint first to the instructor 

who, in practically all cases, is the reason for the complaint.  It is hard to believe that the person who is the accused in a complaint will be the best judge of 

the case. 

 Many examples could be added, but those listed may suffice to characterize the three areas that concern me the most.  This paper is not to create the im-

pression that, in my opinion, much is rotten in the state of academia.  I firmly believe it is not.  In fact, I think that with very few exceptions our profession is 

committed to the principle of high ethical standards like most other professions; however, reputations are easily lost and they have to be guarded carefully.  

This is all the more so since universities have, over time, become highly complex organizations; and many of the new research questions and academic de-

velopments pose new ethical challenges for our community.  We have given significant attention to ethical problems in other professions, and I think it is 

time to turn our critical abilities to our own affairs.  We have to begin defining ethical standards for the university and its members, and we must develop not 

only the mechanisms but also the courage to hold all practitioners of our profession to these standards. 

 

 

This article was originally published by the Center for the Study of Ethics in Society in 1988.   
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Mike Pritchard asked me last year if I would make a presentation to this group on the occasion of the fifteenth anniversary of the Center for the Study of 

Ethics in Society.   He said I could talk about most anything I wanted to, related to higher education or not.  I said, “Of course; I would be delighted,” think-

ing somehow that I would put together a little scholarly paper, something more or less literary, I guess.  But I have been an academic administrator for going 

on nine years now, and the ethical issues raised in my day-to-day business are what keep me awake at night.  It became obvious to me as I set to work on 

what I might say that those issues were what I have to talk about. 

Prior to becoming an administrator, I had spent my career primarily in the English Renaissance, doing scholarly work and teaching on literature and mu-

sic.  It was an "arts and humanities” career, and my subject was sufficiently in the past (in the 16th and 17th centuries, to be exact) that I never had to worry 

much about the impact of my research on life decisions today.  Nor did I have “human subjects” to be concerned with.  I had, of course, discussed ethical 

issues as they came up in works of literature I had assigned to my classes, but overall, you might say I had the quintessential ivory tower job and I did not 

think much about ethics per se. From my present perspective, however, it is patently clear that every faculty member and every administrator faces ethical 

issues all the time, and I am going to muse on some of those situations this afternoon.  

But let me pause here to point to a few people who have tackled this subject before me.  Last Spring, President Floyd spoke to this group, highlighting 

some ethical issues that face a university president (such as conflict of interest in dealing with a donor).  Former Dean of Arts and Sciences Douglas Ferraro 

spoke on the occasion of the tenth anniversary of the Ethics Center in September 1995, talking primarily about the place and role of ethics centers; I will 

want to return to his comments briefly at the end of this talk.  And Former President Diether Haenicke addressed the Center in April 1986 on “Ethics in 

Academia” (in the typed copy of this address that Mike Pritchard kindly dug out and sent to me, it was headed “Ethics is Academia,” a title that seems to 

have been incorrect but that might make good sense after all).  Diether, in his inimitable fashion, spoke very directly about ethical issues as they affect fac-

ulty members under three bold subheadings:  Sex, Money, and Personal Power.  His remarks are worth repeating, and I hope the Ethics Center will consider 

re-issuing his paper.  Finally, I note that ethics in academe is a current hot topic in the Chronicle of Higher Education.  Just last week, the “Chronicle Re-

view” section published some excerpts from The Academic Ethicist by Lawrence Douglas and Alexander George, both faculty members at Amherst College.  

In the mode of a “Dear Abby” column for troubled academics, they attempt to answer letters such as this one: 

 

Dear Academic Ethicist:  Though already in my late 50’s, I consider myself still in the prime of life, as both a scholar and a man, if you know what I 

mean.  Unfortunately, my marriage has been deteriorating for years.  Recently, I have been conducting a clandestine affair with a first-year student in 

one of my courses.  She wants to “go public,” but I know that would destroy what’s left of my marriage, not to mention my job and reputation.  So I 

told this girl I’d flunk her if she opened her mouth.  Was this the proper thing to do? 

 



The Center for the Study of Ethics in Society,  Vol. 13  No. 1 

13 

The Academic Ethicist responds in the negative, advising that the professor should never threaten but should, instead, promise the student an A if she 

keeps her mouth shut.  [The other two excerpts are actually more interesting, though no less outrageous.  I did not want to take the time to read them to you, 

but they are worth looking at.] 

Obviously, we in academe are ripe for parody on a number of fronts.  But I want to spend my remaining time with you this afternoon considering some 

concerns for the ethical practice of the academic enterprise in a more serious way.  I am not an ethicist.  But in my years in academic administration I have 

now had many opportunities to consider the ethical nature of my own decisions as well as to ponder the choices some of us make that get us into trouble. 

The first part of my title is an allusion to Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice.  That play, to my mind, is so fraught with questionable actions and 

ethical dilemmas as to be nearly incomprehensible from that perspective.  Fortunately for you, I am not doing a literary paper and therefore will not try to 

untangle those dilemmas today.  The quotation, however, does serve as an overarching motto for my comments.  These familiar lines are spoken by Portia, 

disguised as a judge, in her effort to secure the release of Antonio—the real merchant of Venice—from his unusual and potentially lethal bond to Shylock.  

(The situation is that Antonio has had to borrow money from Shylock against the successful return of his merchant ships.  Shylock has, as if in jest, required 

a bond of a pound of flesh.  When the ships appear to have been wrecked at sea, Shylock reveals that he will exact as payment of his bond a pound of flesh 

“nearest the heart.”)  The full passage is as follows: 

 

  The quality of mercy is not strain’d; 

 It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 

 Upon the place beneath.  It is twice blest: 

 It blesseth him that gives and him that takes. 

 ‘Tis mightiest in the mightiest, it becomes 

 The throned monarch better than his crown. 

 His sceptre shows the force of temporal power, 

 The attribute to awe and majesty, 

 Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings; 

 But mercy is above this sceptred sway, 

 It is enthroned in the hearts of kings, 

 It is an attribute to God himself; 

 And earthly power doth then show likest God’s 

 When mercy seasons justice. 

 

There is no particular reason for Shylock to be merciful, except that he has been pretty mean-spirited.  He has not broken the law, but most of us would 

probably say that it would be ethical, all the same, for Shylock not to take Antonio’s life just because the law entitles him to do so.  The point of Portia’s 

statement is that ethical action, unlike legal action, is freely determined.  It cannot be coerced.  If the judge were to order Shylock to release his bond, it 

would be a legal action, not an ethical one.  The granting of mercy, then, is an ethical decision, as I understand the term.   

In the environment of higher education, of course, many decisions are not simple nor simply made, and a “free” decision is not always possible.  What is 

legal is not always what is ethical, and establishing laws or rules does not always determine the ethical course. Furthermore, we are subject to any number of 

forces that lead us to compromised positions.  As educators, we make daily decisions that will affect the lives of our students.  Some of these are individual 

decisions; some are collective decisions that set academic policy.  And it is sometimes questionable whether the principal factors affecting those decisions 

are ethical ones.   Too often, I suspect they are based on other, less laudable, factors such as expediency, popularity, or personal aggrandizement or gain. 
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The second part of my title, “the public trust,” refers to something that I consider another essential component in ethical decision-making in higher edu-

cation.  Particularly as employees of a public institution, we are all, faculty, staff, and administrators alike, “entrusted” with the future of the nation.  It is no 

longer fashionable to talk about educating for the “common good,” but it seems to me that we should remind ourselves occasionally that a commonweal re-

mains, and must remain if we are to sustain a healthy society, a basic goal of the philosophy of “education for all” that has shaped this country.  Without a 

commitment to fulfilling the public trust placed in us, we fall prey to caving in to what is easier or contains personal gain as the basis for decisions in the 

workplace of academe. 

But how do we define the common good?  Precisely what has the public entrusted us to do?  Does the public trust refer to what the public wants, or are 

we entrusted also to decide what is best for society?  My guess is that it is questions like these that underlie the widespread distrust that we often feel from 

other segments of society.  In the very decisions we make every day (Johnny gets an A; Charlie gets a C; and Michael gets an E) we throw ourselves directly 

into such questions. 

Let me invent an example here. Suppose a student has received a failing grade and comes to the professor to plead for mercy.  What will it hurt the pro-

fessor to give this student a passing grade?  Probably nothing other than a blemish on her academic integrity which no one but she is likely to know about.  

He’s a nice kid; he deserves another chance.  But she has undertaken a trust that the grades she assigns are duly earned and testify to what the student has 

learned.  That trust is given not only by the institution she works for but by a “public” comprised of parents; future employers, legislators, and others who 

have a stake in the credibility of the degrees we grant; and certainly not least of the students themselves.  So while it might be easier, facing our pleading 

student, to say okay to a passing grade, even this everyday sort of decision for a faculty member cannot meet Portia’s test for mercy, let alone professional 

ethics. 

The academic mission, in other words, is complicated and ethically charged at almost every turn.  We educate—we instruct—but we also certify, and we 

cannot easily shirk that responsibility.  Furthermore, in our professorial wisdom, we also determine what will be taught and what we will certify has been 

learned. 

In my opinion, one of the most serious ethical dilemmas we face in higher education is the one occasioned by the shift in our business toward what has 

been called a consumer—or customer—mentality.  I know you are all familiar by now with what this means, and I trust we can agree that there are many 

areas in which we have not, historically, thought seriously enough about our students and their needs, focusing as we often have on our needs as faculties 

and institutions.  For the moment, though, I want to pass over all that to the essence of this shift in institutional culture (and I mean “institutional” here in the 

very broadest terms—that is, not WMU as an institution but the social institution of academe or higher education).   

As soon as we think of our students as customers, rather than, say, clients, we put the power to purchase—or not to purchase—in their hands.  Students, 

and their parents, would of course argue that that’s where it has been all along.  But we have not behaved as though that were the case.  At least not until 

fairly recently.   

Some other things have changed, however, that have made this position more viable.  For one thing, the real cost of a university education has escalated 

dramatically due to the infusion of technology into virtually every aspect of what we do, higher costs of maintaining buildings and facilities, demand for 

more “amenities,” the need for faculty and administrative salaries to keep pace with salaries in other professional areas, and a host of other factors.  In that 

atmosphere, the coin of the realm is students.  Universities across the country are competing ferociously for students, because it is students who pay the bills, 

not only through their tuition dollars, but in the case of public institutions, through per-student state allocations as well. 

At the same time, as employees and agents of the state, it is incumbent on us to provide our service at the lowest possible cost.  In the competitive envi-

ronment, we also need to keep the cost to students as low as possible. 

In other words, we have become a big business like any other.  Our bottom line is students, translated into dollars.  We must now compete for them and 

that means we must attract them and please them as well as educate them and certify that they have been duly tested and have, in fact, learned. 
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Let me go back to my earlier example.  Suppose this student says to the professor that he just couldn’t do any better in the class because it was at an in-

convenient time for him; he has a strange condition that makes it impossible for him to think clearly before 10:00 a.m., and the fact that this required class is 

only offered at 9:00 a.m. means that, well, he just couldn’t hack it. He tells her further that if he does not get a C in the course he will not be able to continue 

in his major, causing him to lose his financial aid.  Then, he tells her, he would be forced to transfer to another institution so he could live at home to save 

money.  Now she has a real ethical conundrum before her. 

The professor’s dean and department chair have made a big issue of retention and of not, at all costs, sending students away without going out of her 

way to help.  She could, she figures, give him an incomplete, even though technically he does not meet the University’s criteria for an incomplete, and then 

she could ask him to sit in on her class the next semester (i.e., take the course again without paying for it—also technically not allowed); she could give him 

special help outside of class if he needs it and arrange special exam times for him after 10:00 a.m.  Her student-customer would like it; probably his parents 

would like it; her chair and dean would like it because it would keep this tuition-paying student on the books and in good standing; his major department 

would like it because it would keep their number of majors up; institutional research would like it because it would keep the retention rate high without add-

ing to average class size (since he would not be registered for her class), and that would make the provost and the president happy because then our rankings 

in U.S. News would stay higher. 

  But what about the public trust?  What will our professor be certifying at the end of the semester?  Will this student be ready to go out into the world and 

hold a position of responsibility in his job and in society?  Has our professor, or indeed the university, given up any notion of guardianship?  Here is the 

ethical dilemma:  If our public tells us it does not want us to be guardians of academic integrity, should we say, “Okay, tell us what you want and we’ll give 

it to you, so long as you spend your tuition dollars here.” 

But, of course, it’s more complicated even than that.  The public does want us to guard academic integrity.  The public wants that very much.  And they 

want it to start with us. 

The fact is that faculty and administrators, despite that we all feel increasingly hemmed in by rules and restrictions, have an enormous amount of latitude 

in many, many areas, and consequently are bearers of an unusual amount of public trust.  Academic ethics, I believe, begins with acceptance of the burden 

of that public trust in every aspect of our professional lives.  We must all consider, every day, with every real decision, just what that trust entails and en-

deavor to act accordingly. 

Make no mistake:  I am an academic administrator.  As my faculty friends and colleagues have ceased to remind me (having by now given up), I have 

sold out to the enemy.  I think and act like an administrator; I pursue the bottom line.  But I believe there is an ethical conundrum implicit in the “student as 

customer” mode that we have only begun to fathom.  Pursuit of the bottom line may not always be consistent with acting in the interest of the common 

good. 

And there are other ethical issues we need to consider.  What should we be doing about affirmative action?  The courts are telling us that we should not 

have programs and quotas.  What would the ethical solution be?  To return once more to Portia, the ethical choice, at this stage in our history, perhaps needs 

to be the free volitional option.  We make the effort—the special effort—to include underrepresented groups in our student recruitment or hiring pools not 

because we have an affirmative action program in place but because, simply, it is the ethical thing to do. 

Distance education.  How will we manage that without betraying the trust placed in us by the public that we do our very best to educate?  The ethical 

choice, in my opinion, will require much discussion and very careful planning.  There are, without question, many courses that will serve many students ex-

ceptionally well through the internet.  But not all courses, and not all students—and that would include some students who think they can take a web-based 

course, never come to campus, and learn everything they need.  Do we adopt the attitude that it’s their problem?  I don’t think so.  Not if we are principled in 

our academic decisions. 

For better or for worse, an enormous amount of power and influence is entrusted to institutions of higher education and those who operate them, both 

faculty and administrators.  In my present position, I have many opportunities to witness the best of this system—faculty who take these responsibilities very 
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seriously indeed.  Unfortunately, I must occasionally tend to the worst as well.  Faculty members and administrators are, after all, mere mortals and subject 

to the same lapses of wisdom and judgment as other mortals.   

On those rare occasions when such behavior violates a law or an institutional rule or policy, choices are limited and my course of action is relatively 

clear.  Far more often, however, I am confronted with a situation in which someone has made a questionable decision and a complaint about it comes to my 

office.  Then I am forced to make an ethical decision too, and believe me, the complications are no less puzzling.   

I would like to conclude by referring again to the comments of two of my predecessors at this podium, Diether Haenicke and Douglas Ferraro.  Diether 

closed by noting that “it is time to turn our critical abilities to our own affairs.  We have to begin defining ethical standards for the university and its mem-

bers, and we must develop not only the mechanisms but also the courage to hold all practitioners of our profession to these standards.”  Douglas took this 

call directly to the Ethics Center itself, asking “Will it be enough that ethics centers support discussion and scholarship about professional ethics or will they 

need to be more affirmative in generating ethical codes of conduct?  Could we challenge our Ethics Center, for example to draft a detailed code of ethics for 

professors and administrators at WMU?” 

Our profession is governed by a code of ethics.  It is far less explicit and detailed than comparable codes developed by some other professions (such as 

the medical profession, or psychological/psychiatric professions), yet it does provide guidelines for professional conduct.  I am referring to the AAUP code 

quoted in our faculty contract.  [see reprint at end of article]  In my opinion it is a good statement, and as a starting point, it would be good for all of us, fac-

ulty and administrators, to re-read it occasionally and think about its implications.  A code like this, however, refers to personal, individual conduct and will 

not answer the ethical questions that face the broader practice of higher education such as those I have raised here. 

On this fifteenth anniversary of the Center for the Study of Ethics in Society, I would like to thank the Center members and their guest speakers through 

the years for thought-provoking and enlightening presentations on any number of ethical issues; their accumulated force goes a long way toward leading us 

to the refinement of ethical judgment that is asked for.  Would a fully-developed manual or code of academic ethics take care of the wide range of ethical 

issues in academe?  My guess is that it would not (as much as such a code might simplify my life).  For one thing, a decision to violate a rule or code is not 

usually an ethical choice; it is a willful violation, most often for some unethical purpose.  But more fundamentally, I think it is in the nature of many of the 

ethical dilemmas surrounding the academy that they are not subject to codification.  They will remain judgment calls, which I hope we will make freely, 

without inappropriate constraints, and ever mindful of what is entailed in the public trust in our enterprise. 
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AAUP Code of Ethics 
 

Article 21 

Professional Conduct 

 

21.§1  Statement on Professional Ethics.  Professors, guided by a deep conviction of the worth and dignity of the advancement of knowledge, recognize the special 

responsibilities placed upon them.  Their primary responsibility to their subject is to seek and to state the truth as they see it.  To this end professors devote their 

energies to developing and improving their scholarly competence.  They accept the obligation to exercise critical self-discipline and judgement in using, extending, 

and transmitting knowledge.  They practice intellectual honesty.  Although professors may follow subsidiary interests, their interests must never seriously hamper 

or compromise their freedom of inquiry. 

 

21.§1.1  As teachers, professors encourage the free pursuit of learning in their students.  They hold before them the best scholarly and ethical standards of 

their discipline.  Professors demonstrate respect for students as individuals, and adhere to their proper roles as intellectual guides and counselors.  Professors 

make every reasonable effort to foster honest academic conduct and to assure that their evaluations of students reflect each student’s true merit.  They respect 

the confidential nature of the relationship between professor and student.  They avoid any exploitation, harassment, or discriminatory treatment of students.  

They acknowledge significant academic or scholarly assistance from them.  They protect their academic freedom. 

 

21.§1.2  As colleagues, all those holding academic rank at Western Michigan University have obligations that derive from common membership in the com-

munity of scholars.  Professors do not discriminate against or harass colleagues. They respect and defend the free inquiry of associates. In the exchange of 

criticism and ideas professors show due respect for the opinions of others. Professors acknowledge academic debt and strive to be objective in their profes-

sional judgment of colleagues. Professors accept their share of faculty responsibilities for the governance of their institution. 

 

21.§1.3  As members of an academic institution, professors seek above all to be effective teachers and scholars. Although professors observe the stated regu-

lations of the institution, provided the regulations do not contravene academic freedom, they maintain their right to criticize and seek revision.  Professors 

give due regard to their paramount responsibilities within their institution in determining the interruption or termination of their service, professors recognize 

the effect of their decision upon the program of the institution and give due notice of their intentions. 

 

21.§1.4  As members of their community, professors have the rights and obligations of other citizens. Professors measure the urgency of these obligations in 

the light of their responsibilities to their subject, to their students, to their profession, and to their institution. When they speak or act as private persons they 

avoid creating the impression of speaking or acting for their college or University.  As citizens, engaged in a profession that depends upon freedom for its 

health and integrity, professors have a particular obligation to promote conditions of free inquiry and to further public understanding of academic freedom. 

 

 

 


