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PROFESSOR-STUDENT RELATIONS 

Mary Anne Raywi d 
Hofstra University 

One of the reasons practical ethics 
need periodic review and rewri ting is 
that conceptions of our obligations to 
others change, along with notions of 
what constitutes doing good to and for 
them. Ours is an age that has brought 
considerable challenge to traditional 
conceptions of the morally obligatory 
and the morally prohi bited, in our deal­
ings with others. Much that was earlier 
recommended has now been questioned as 
paternalism or infantiliza~ion, or 
exposed as forms of social control. For 
example, there are, we have been told, 
definitive "limits of benevolence"--and 
"chicken soup can be poi sonous. ,,1 The 
changed perspective along with other 
changes, is important as we attempt to 
explore the ethics of professor-student 
relations in the contemporary scene. 

The first thing I want to note, 
which is presupposed in much that is to 
follow, is that we observe and educate 
into two fairly distinct ethics, one 
governing public interactions with in­
stitutions and strangers, and the other 
governing personal relations with family 
and friends. The former is the ethic of 
universals demanded by larqe-scale or­
ganization and impersonali ty; the latter 
is the ethics of particularity, which 
Carol Gilligan and Nel Noddings have 
suggested is the ethics of caring. The 

two have quite different orientations 
and make qui te different demands upon 
us. It is the public ethic and virtues 
that are represented in school s as the 
moral guides to student-teacher rela­
tionships. 

Public institutions owe their cli­
ents justice and equi ty, which call for 
impartial treatment based on universal 
principles for dealing with strangers. 
These principles relate to such matters 
as fundamental decency, civility, re­
spect. Collectively, they define the 
morality of impersonal relationships, or 
secondary associations--since in our 
dea 1 i ngs with fri ends, they seem some­
how superfluous, extraneous, or even 
wrong. 

School s have accepted thi s publ i c 
ethic and have taught teachers to act 
in accord wi th it: The school is the 
child's first extensive encounter with 
a public institution--and as rapidly 
as possible the relationship between 
teacher and pupil should reflect the 
seconda ry assoc i at ion pa t tern appropr i -
ate to the individual-to-institution 
relation. Of course, kindergarten tea­
chers can't treat five-year-olds as 
store clerks treat customers--but by 
the time a youngster is twelve, we place 
her in an educational institution so 



structured as to make primary asso­
ci ations between chi 1 d and teacher all 
but impossible: the teacher is expec­
ted to deal with 120-180 students a day, 
and the youngs ter is expected to cope 
with six or seven different teachers 
during the same time period. 

Now all of this pertains in two 
very important ways to the ethics of 
professor-student relations: first, 
it accounts for what appear to be the 
relationships currently sanctioned in 
principle and reinforced in practice 
within today's schools and colleges. 
For if we expect single-purpose asso­
ciations to suffice for twelve-year­
olds as they make their way within edu­
cational institutions, then such 
associations are certainly presumed ade­
quate for people ready for higher educa­
tion. 2 Second, the background with 
which I began seems relevant to the 
question of professor-student relations 
because almost everything' germane to 
the processes of educating teachers 
al so rel ates in some way to the sub­
stance of their preparation: in inter­
acting with our students we are al so 
instructing them as to what we believe 
to be a proper approach to st udent­
teacher relationships. And this is cer­
tainly a part of what they.need to learn 
and know as prospect i ve teach ers. 3 I 
want to separate these two consider­
ations for purposes of analysis, though, 
looking first at the ethics of professor­
student relations and then at the orien­
tation we ought to impart to prospective 
teachers regarding such relations. 

The individual dialogic relation 
which Buber urged is certainly one sort 
of ideal for professor-student relation­
ships. It is hard to contribute to an­
other's growth and development without 
some deta il ed knowl edge of that other. 
Di al ogue is a superi or way to generate 
the prel iminary understanding as well as 
a good way to pursue many kinds of knowl­
edge. I al so agree wi th Buber that the 
relationship, although personal and 
cari ng, is not one marked by the mutu­
al i ty of fri endshi p--and that the teacher 
abrogates his or her unique nurturance 
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function in seeking such mutuality.4 

What Buber recommendsi s a role 
that is highly demanding for the teacher. 
One who woul d teach must establ i sh an 
intimate connection--genuine human 
dialogue--not just with some stUdents 
but with every single one whom he or she 
is to affect. What Buber's dialogic 
account provides is an awsomely sen­
sitive rendering of what happens when 
two human beings make significant con­
tact. He has provided an inter-physic 
analysis of an education best structured 
in the mode of Mark Hopkins on one end 
of a log and the student on the other. 
But alas, such structural organization 
does not and cannot obtain in schools 
(as the mechanized procedures we auda­
ciously call "individualized instruc­
tion" attest); and Buber's account 
rarely seems to apply to the inter­
actions actually occurring in classrooms. 

There is, however, another sort of 
ideal that I believe is viable for class­
rooms--or at least could be. It is 
Dewey's notion of school and classroom 
as a community. Although Dewey did not 
stress this dimension of it, classrooms 
can become communities in the Gemein­
schaft sense of Tonni es. The secondary 
association patterns earlier described 
of course make most Ameri can cl ass rooms 
communities of the Gesell schaft sort. 
I have become convinced that such con­
tractual forms of association are not 
good for human beings in any sustained 
enterpri se; and they certa i n 1 yare no t 
good for them in classrooms. I find it 
morally obligatory, then, that we provide 
class rooms where the pri mary associ ati ons 
of Gemeinschaft are stimulated and abet­
ted. This means that the moral virtues 
we ought to seek wi thi n them are much 
1 ess those of the publ i c than of the 
private spheres: it is not so much 
justice, equity, and universality that 
we ought to be pursuing in cl assrooms; 
rather it is compassion, empathy, altru­
ism, help and cooperation. There is 
much evi dence--from research into pri­
vate schools and alternative schools, 
and from studies of alienation--to sug­
gest that such a shift in orientation 
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might prove as restorative to schools as 
to the individuals who spend their time 
within them.5 

What woul d thi s mean specifically 
for the ethics of the professor-student 
relation? The fostering of Gemeinschaft 
within colleges need demand little time, 
and it can even be nurtured to consider­
abl e academic advantage in cl assrooms, 
through joint cooperative assignments. 
If it is impractical to hope that an in­
structor can establish genuine human dia­
logue with each student, it does not ap­
pear visionary that within a class each 
student can make that sort of contact 
with someone. Beyond thi s, I want to 
recommend only a very few specifi cs-­
specifics easily recognized and widely 
accepted, but often violated. 

In thei r rel ationshi ps with stu­
dents, I think professors owe them the 
kind of deep fundamental respectful ness 
that permits the student's dignity as a 
human being to remain continuously in­
tact. This and an assortment of other 
obligations stem from the very consider­
able power of professors where students 
are concerned. They can wound and shri­
vel as well as infl ict more concrete 
forms of punishment. Students are en­
titled, I think, to compassion from 
their instructors--as protection from 
the various large and small cruelties of 
power at a professor's disposal. On the 
positive side, I think students are 
entitl ed to support from thei r profes­
sors: given the role we know this plays 
in human well-being and development, it 
seems to me a moral obligation of the 
professor's role. 

It would be a mistake, however, to 
interpret these obl igations as a call for 
the el imination of all that is negative 
or that coul d hurt. Negative judgments 
are an inevi tabi 1 i ty if a professor is 
honest, and honesty must for several rea­
sons be a part of that relation too. For 
the professor of education, the ultimate 
client must remain the students of his or 
her students: the classes a prospective 
teacher will eventually teach. Thus, the 
moral obligations of a professor of edu-
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cation are not identical to those of a 
professor of liberal arts, and the rela­
tionships must differ accordingly. Never­
theless, to a far greater extent than is 
true in preparing for other professions, 
li beral arts objectives--the develoj:XTIent 
of the teacher as a person--are integral 
to the individual's professional prepara­
tion. Thi sis so because as we ask the 
teacher at whatever level to mediate be­
tween the student and some aspect of the 
world, the mediator is never merely a 
funne 1. No matter how much the "teacher­
proofers" might wish it otherwise, the 
teacher herself or himself is, in a sig­
ni fi cant sense, a part of the curri cullJT1. 
Thus, it may be hard to separate the re­
qui sites of de vel opment as teacher from 
those of development as person--and the 
education professor must remain cognizant 
of both. 

I want to turn bri efl y now to a 
second matter all uded to earl i er: what 
we ought to teach our students about 
teacher- student re 1 at ions. I bel i eve 
this to be crucially important--not only 
to our students' relationships to their 
students, but to their relationship to 
tea chi ng as an endeavor and thei r con­
tinuing commitment to it. I am convin­
ced that we do our students a disservice 
when we lead them to orientations total­
ly at odds wi th the worl d of the school-­
that is, when the professional ethic they 
are taught is so inconsistent with the 
ethic the school reflects and imposes. 
For the professional ethics often con­
veyed in schools of education is not so 
exclusively a matter of the public 
ethi c of impersonal i ty. And the ethi cs 
of prospective teachers often lo~k a 
lot more 1 i ke the ethi cs of cari ng. I 
am continually struck by the fact that 
such an overwhelming number of young 
beginning teachers have such high goals 
and standards for themsel ves: they are 
never going to do to thei r stUdents what 
has been done to them. 

The time it takes for that kind of 
ori entation to depart is tragi cally short. 
It has been estimated that alienation on 
the part of teachers begins to set in be­
tween one and five years from the time 



of their entrance into the profession. 6 
A major part of the reason is the di s­
crepancy between the expectations begin­
ning teachers' ethics impose, and the 
possibilities which school s actually 
afford. Now if that is true, several 
approaches are possible: one would be 
to del i berately set out to lower the 
sights of prospective teachers and equip 
and dispose them only toward the ethics 
of secondary associations. This would 
have the advantage of constituting more 
realistic preparation than we typically 
provide prospective teachers, but we 
have already suggested that such an 
ethic is inappropriate. 

A far preferable alternative is to 
arm teachers with an understanding of the 
kinds of structural changes in schools 
necessary to providing a fair chance for 
realizing their high ideals. The struc­
tural changes I have in mind are those 
which Ted Sizer has urged in his DeGarmo 
Lecture. They are changes of a sort 
which has al so been recommended by John 
Goodlad in A Place Called School and by 
Ernest Boyer in his High School study. 
In essence, they are the changes essen­
tial to bringing about the necessary 
conditions for Gemeinschaft. Dr. Sizer 
urged professors of education to join in 
working toward such structural changes. 
He threatened them with mere ineffectual­
ity and irrelevance if they fail to do 
so. I woul d go even further by attaching 
to his recommendation the force of moral 
obligation. 

I cannot here present the full case 
for doing so, but I do want to cite one 
part of it particularly relevant to the 
question of relationships. Several theo­
rists have provided new understanding of 
the teacher's predicament by suggesting 
that we view teachers as "street-level 
bureaucrats." These are defined as work­
ers in public service agencies "who in­
teract di rectly with ci ti zens in the 
course of their jobs, and who have sub­
stantial discretion in the execution of 
their work •.. '" They are the 'line 
officers' who- are the immediate pro­
viders of the services public agencies 
are created to extend. They incl ude 
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social workers, police officers, health 
workers, public lawyers, as well as 
teachers. Studi es of these workers have 
documented the high ideals and the rela­
tion to the ethics of caring of the call­
ings they enter. Research has also shown 
the way in which the structure of their 
work then forces them to "develop coping 
mechani sms contrary to ••• [thei r] ••• 
agency's policy but actually basic to 
its survi va 1." 

Bui lt into the preparati on of street­
level bureaucrats is the ethi c of the 
private sphere: the human beings en­
trusted to them must be treated as indi­
vi dua 1 s, with the fl exi bil i ty and 
compassion thei r individual i ty demands. 
On the other hand, however, the way 
their work is structured--the case loads 
or, for teachers, the class sizes--makes 
this ethic totally impossible to carry 
out. What is more, to add to thei r dif­
ficulties, the supervisors of street­
level bureaucrats--whose work is not 
with the agency's clients--can afford to 
operate with the public ethic, and have 
been prepared for thei r admini strative 
calling to do so! 

Thus, street-level bureaucrats are 
caught in an impossible predicament. 
They have been taught to "regard cl i ents 
not as units to be processed but as 
peopl e. ,,9 Yet the way thei r jobs are 
defined, the scarcity of necessary re­
sources, the expectations of their 
superiors, the reward structures of 
their agencies--plus the sheer demands 
of their immediate situations--all serve 
to make this impossible. Thus, they 
devi se coping mechani sms that are com­
promises detrimental to their clients: 
they shortcut and they ration benefits, 
concentrating them on those most 1 ikely 
to succeed; they indulge in deceptive 
reporting and cover-ups; they retreat 
from discretionary decisions into ren­
deri ng everyth i ng in terms of S tanda rd 
Operating Procedures; or they modify 
their conceptions of clients so as to be 
able to live more comfortably with them­
sel ves. 
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And it is at this point, of course, 
that students and parents report that 
teachers just don't seem to care. I am 
convinced that so long as we maintain the 
present structure of the school, thi s re­
sult--with all of its toll on all con-

cerned--is inevitable. There is a way, 
however, to break the circle. A first 
step could be to take seriously the 
requisites of professor-student and 
teacher-student relations. I hope we 
will have the wi sdom to do so. 

Notes 

1. All usions are to a book titled Doing Good: The Limits 
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Resnick titled "Chicken Soup is Poison," mimeo unpub­
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2. Strangely, the only groups we seem to exempt are at the 
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3. This is by no means to suggest, as cartoons and carica­
tures have done, tha t the re 1 a ti on is i somorphi c an d 
professors ought to treat university students just as 
teachers ought to treat eight-year-olds. Nevertheless, 
very much the same categori es of concern must be ad­
dressed in teaching both groups. 

4. Madeline Grumet has recently suggested that the human­
istic teach"er pursuing mutuality "fails the pedagogical 
project" in three regards: because such a relation 
leads to a digression in the form of a mutual absorp­
tion abortive rather than facili tative of the search 
for knowledge; because it is dishonest in denying the 
asymmetry between the power of the two parties; and 
because "the ideal of equality fosters an eroticism 
that ensnares both teacher and student ••• " See "My 
Face is Thine Eye," Phenomenology + Pedagogy, 1:1 (July 
1983): 55. 
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