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Abstract Developing a professional ethics is crucial towards amassing the 
ranks of high-quality teachers, which contributes to the improvement of national 
education. This study bases its analysis on the survey of humanistic qualities 
of Chinese citizens. 3348 teachers at three different levels from 31 provinces, 
autonomous regions and municipalities of China are investigated into their pro-
fessional moral conducts in terms of sense of responsibility and initiative. The 
result shows that the professional moral levels differ distinctly among teachers 
from universities, junior or senior high schools and primary schools. The results 
suggest that professional ethics is vulnerable to external factors. It is essential for 
the construction of teachers’ professional ethics to improve their moral culture.

Keywords teachers’ professional ethics, sense of responsibility, initiative, high 
quality

1 Question raised

The 21st century is a century with high competitiveness, in which the competition 
among countries is, basically competition of talents. The quality of education has 
become even more important, for it is a great contributor to the success or failure 
of a country. Global integration, information sharing and the development of 
science and technology promote the arrival of “the knowledge-based era” and “the 
learning era”, which calls for the building of a model to correspond with it (Chen, 
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2003). The new challenge to education, in the final analysis, should be taken on 
by our teachers. Constructing a contingent of trained teachers helps continue the  
development of China’s education. Without high quality teaching, the success of 
education and new curriculum reforms cannot be expected. Thus it can be 
seen that improving teachers’ quality plays an utmost role in the development of 
education and even long-range development of the nation. Professional ethics 
constitutes an important part of teachers’ quality, being the internal motive force 
for teachers. Good professional ethics is particularly important for teaching, as it 
is the key for teachers to successfully accomplish their teaching tasks. Currently, 
it has been an important question that the teaching profession becomes specialized 
(Tan, 2005). Under these circumstances, teachers’ professional ethics has newer, 
deeper connotations, and reshaping of the present professional ethics also 
becomes an internal requirement for constantly improving educational quality and 
promoting a broad perspective. In addition, deep changes in social environment 
pose a serious challenge to our teachers, bringing about great impacts on teachers’ 
professional ethics (Dou, 2005). Accordingly, it is still essential to strengthen the 
building of teachers’ professional ethics.

In this new era, analyses and thoughts on the status quo of teachers’ 
professional ethics should be made in order to achieve this goal. In this study, 
inves tigations are conducted on revealing teachers’ professional moral 
conducts in terms of responsibility and initiative. Through penetrating analysis of 
teachers’ professional ethics in China, this paper strives to discover the existing 
problems and provides some positive evidence for the development of teachers’ 
professional ethics.

2 Research methodology and subjects

This research selects 3348 teachers of all different levels in 31 provinces, autono-
mous regions and municipalities directly under China’s central government 
as subjects, including university, junior or senior high school and primary school 
teachers in Beijing, Shanghai, Heilongjiang, Guangdong, Qinghai, Xinjiang, 
Chongqing, etc. (Hong Kong, Macao and Taiwan were not included). A total 
of 3307 effective questionnaires were returned. The investigation tool is 
Questionnaire for Survey of Humanistic Qualities of Chinese Citizens authorized 
by the item group in charge of “Study on survey for humanistic qualities of 
Chinese citizens and the countermeasures.” The data used in the research on 
“teachers’ professional moral conducts in China” were adopted from the database 
“The survey for humanistic qualities of Chinese citizens” and analyzed using 
SPSS (ver.11.0) software.
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3 Results and analysis

3.1 Junior or senior high school teachers are prominently better than college 
teachers in terms of “sense of responsibility”; no marked differences are found 
in “initiative” between the two 

When asked about their attitude towards work, most of the teachers tend to choose 
“doing the best”, and in the choice of “doing the best” the number of junior or 
senior high school teachers who choose “doing the best” is prominently greater 
than that of college teachers (p<0.01); the number of college teachers who choose 
“being just up to standard” is prominently greater than that of junior or senior high 
school teachers (p<0.05); the number of college teachers who choose “being 
perfunctory” is prominently greater than that of junior or senior high school teach-
ers (p<0.01), and although in both groups only a few teachers choose “being 
perfunctory”, the number of junior or senior high school teachers who lack 
responsibility is even more than that of college teachers. On the whole, junior or 
senior high school teachers are stricter with themselves and more responsible than 
college teachers, indicating higher level of professional morality.

On the question of “how to deal with unfinished work”, the great majority of 
both college and junior or senior high school teachers are inclined to choose 
“working overtime voluntarily”, with no obvious difference between the two 
groups; as to those who are not willing to work overtime, the two groups represent 
great differences when asked to do so by their superiors, the former being more 
willing to obey (p<0.05), thus choosing “working overtime on demand”; some 
teachers choose “refusing to work overtime”, and no difference is found in the 
numbers of these teachers in two groups. These teachers with little initiative in 
their work seem to be lack of professional ethics (Fig. 1, Table 1).

Table 1 Contrast of professional moral conducts between college teachers and junior or senior 
high school teachers

Choice  M SD t p

Doing the best College teachers 0.693 0.461 −3.350*** 0.001
 Junior or senior high school teachers 0.757 0.429
Being just up  College teachers 0.275 0.447 2.401* 0.016
 to standard Junior or senior high school teachers 0.231 0.421
Being  College teachers 0.032 0.175 3.065** 0.002
 perfunctory Junior or senior high school teachers 0.013 0.112
Working overtime  College teachers 0.767 0.423 −1.950 0.051
 voluntarily Junior or senior high school teachers 0.801 0.400
Working overtime  College teachers 0.221 0.415 2.149* 0.032
 on demand Junior or senior high school teachers 0.185 0.388
Refusing to work  College teachers 0.012 0.108 −0.541 0.589
 overtime Junior or senior high school teachers 0.014 0.119

Notes: df = 2210; *indicates p<0.05; ** indicates p<0.01; *** indicates p<0.001.
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3.2 College teachers are prominently better than primary school teachers in 
terms of both “sense of responsibility” and “initiative”

On the attitude toward their work, college teachers are more inclined to choose 
“doing the best” than primary school teachers. The number of college teachers 
who choose “doing the best” is prominently greater than that of primary school 
teachers (p<0.05); the number of primary school teachers who choose “being just 
up to standard” is prominently greater than that of college teachers (p<0.05), 
which means that the former expect less from themselves than the latter; The 
majority of both college and primary school teachers do not tend to choose “being 
perfunctory”, with no significant difference between the two groups, although, 
in both groups there are some teachers who are perfunctory with their work 
(Table 2).

When work and study are not finished within the required time, college teachers 
take a more active attitude, being more inclined to choose “working overtime 
voluntarily” than primary school teachers and the difference in this item is 
significant (p<0.01); when asked to work overtime by their superiors, the two 
groups represent great difference, the number of primary school teachers who 
choose to obey is prominently greater than that of college teachers (p<0.01); pas-
sive teaching exists in both groups, as can be seen from their choice of “refusing 
to work overtime”. In this case, the number of primary school teachers is promi-
nently greater than that of college teachers (p<0.05). On the whole, primary 
school teachers are more passive than college teachers on their attitude towards 
work (refer to Fig. 1 for contrasts). 

Fig. 1 Different choices for different teacher groups in different items
Notes:
C = college teachers; J/S = junior or senior high school teachers; P = primary school 
teachers
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3.3 Junior or senior high school teachers are prominently better than primary 
school teachers in terms of both “sense of responsibility” and “initiative”

From the two comparisons above, we can safely come to the conclusion that junior 
or senior high school teachers are prominently better than primary school teachers 
in terms of both “sense of responsibility” and “initiative”. We can see the differ-
ence more clearly in Table 3. The data shows that in terms of the attitude towards 
their work, junior or senior high school teachers are more inclined to choose 
“doing the best” than primary school teachers (p<0.001); the number of junior or 
senior high school teachers who choose “being just up to standard” is promi-
nently smaller than that of primary school teachers (p<0.001); primary school 
teachers are more inclined to choose “being perfunctory” than middle school 
teachers (p<0.05). From the analysis above, it can be seen that junior or senior 
high school teachers are more earnest and serious with their work and more 
responsible than primary school teachers, indicating higher level of professional 
ethics. 

When asked about “how to deal with unfinished work”, most primary teachers 
as well as junior or senior high school teachers are inclined to choose “working 
overtime voluntarily”, indicating very high initiative in their work. In terms of this 
choice, the number of junior or senior high school teachers is prominently greater 
than that of primary school teachers (p<0.001), which means that primary school 
teachers, with less initiative, are obviously less inclined to choose “working over-
time voluntarily”. Nevertheless, when asked to work overtime by their superiors, 
the rest of primary school teachers who are willing to work overtime and more 

Table 2 Contrast of professional moral conducts between college teachers and primary school 
teachers

Choice  M SD t p

Doing the best College teachers 0.693 0.461 1.970* 0.049
 Primary school teachers 0.654 0.476
Being just up to standard College teachers 0.275 0.447 −2.385* 0.017
 Primary school teachers 0.322 0.467
Being perfunctory College teachers 0.032 0.175 1.005 0.315
 Primary school Teachers 0.025 0.155
Working overtime  College teachers 0.767 0.423 3.290*** 0.001
 voluntarily Primary school teachers 0.705 0.456
Working overtime on  College teachers 0.221 0.415 −2.617** 0.009
 demand Primary school Teachers 0.269 0.444
Refusing to work  College teachers 0.012 0.108 −2.387* 0.017
 overtime Primary school teachers 0.026 0.158

Notes: df = 2195; *indicates p<0.05; ** indicates p<0.01; *** indicates p<0.001
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inclined to obey than their junior or senior high school counterparts (p<0.001). 
Both groups do not tend to choose the item “refusing to work overtime” showing 
no marked differences (refer to Fig. 1 for contrasts).

4 Discussion

4.1 Differences among college, junior or senior high school and primary 
school teachers in terms of professional ethics

It can be seen from the above analysis that college, junior or senior high school 
and primary school teachers differ greatly in professional ethics, i.e. junior or 
senior high school teachers have the highest initiative and sense of responsibility, 
college teachers rank the second and primary school teachers have the worst 
performance in both aspects.

Working conditions and intensity, as well as teachers’ degree vary with teaching 
stages. In terms of working intensity, junior or senior high school teachers are 
under the greatest pressure, because in junior or senior high school, students have 
to face the heaviest tasks owing to senior high school or college entrance examina-
tions. In China, it is almost impossible to get rid of the exam-oriented educational 
model in a given period, so junior or senior high school teachers are confronted 
with comparatively intense competition, more responsibilities and greater pres-
sure. The results of investigation show that on the attitude towards work, they 
have the highest initiative and sense of responsibility. Since junior or senior high 
school is a long and important stage in a person’s life, teachers should be devoted 

Table 3 Contrast of professional moral conducts between junior or senior high school teachers 
and primary school teachers

Choice  M SD t p

Doing the best Junior or senior high school teachers 0.757 0.429 5.331*** 0.000
 Primary school teachers 0.654 0.476
Being just up  Junior or senior high school teachers 0.231 0.421 −4.795*** 0.000
 to standard Primary school teachers 0.322 0.467
Being  Junior or senior high school teachers 0.013 0.112 −2.095* 0.036 
 perfunctory Primary school teachers 0.025 0.155
Working overtime  Junior or senior high school teachers  0.801 0.400 5.252*** 0.000
 voluntarily Primary school teachers 0.705 0.456
Working overtime  Junior or senior high school teachers 0.185 0.388 −4.773*** 0.000
 on demand Primary school teachers 0.269 0.444
Refusing to work  Junior or senior high school teachers 0.014 0.119 −1.874 0.061
 overtime Primary school teachers 0.026 0.158

Notes: df = 2203; *indicates p<0.05; ** indicates p<0.01; *** indicates p<0.001
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to their job, and strong initiative and sense of responsibility are beneficial to the 
growth of students. As for primary school teachers, their average degree is lower 
than that of junior or senior high school and college teachers. Besides, with com-
paratively simple teaching content and less pressure from entrance examinations, 
primary school teachers have less working pressure and intensity. Corre spondingly, 
the result shows that they have much less sense of responsibility and initiative than 
junior or senior high school teachers.

College students have a different way to study, mainly depending on themselves 
in learning. College teachers are required to do a lot of research work besides 
teaching, and they do not assume any responsibility for students’ further educa-
tion. Accordingly, the result also shows that they have much less responsibility 
and initiative than middle school teachers.

4.2 Characteristics of professional ethics among college, junior or senior high 
school and primary school teachers in China

As mentioned above, teachers’ professional ethics varies greatly at different 
educational stages, in accordance with the teaching task and working pressure of 
each stage. It can been seen that teachers’ professional ethics is more related to 
external factors such as teaching task and working pressure than to the students 
they are teaching. In this way, professional ethics has not been totally founded 
on consciousness and not been internalized to their emotion and will. In China, 
teachers at various educational stages tend to adjust their attitude towards work 
according to their own teaching tasks and working pressure, which means that 
external factors are the cause of teachers’ professional ethics and that teachers are 
not willing to improve their professional morality consciously. As a result, the 
ultimate key to improving teachers’ professional ethics is to free professional 
ethics conducts from the astriction of objective factors and to stimulate the willing 
of teachers to improve their professional ethics.
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