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Teachers need socio-moral 
competencies to successfully 
address bias-based bullying: The 
case for promoting professional 
ethos
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This conceptual article proposes a contextualized view of teachers’ professional 
ethos in the area of school bullying in general and regarding bias-based 
bullying in particular. I argue that teachers need a contextualized or embedded 
professional ethos to successfully address bias-based bullying and promote 
positive social relationships among students. Three objectives relating to the 
improvement of educational practices in addressing school bullying, particularly 
bias-based bullying, are pursued. First, with a view to professionalizing teachers, 
this article attempts to make tangible the abstract concept of professional ethos, 
a concept largely neglected in contemporary teacher education. Secondly, the 
contribution synthesizes current knowledge on the phenomenon of bias-based 
bullying in schools and the role of teachers in the bullying dynamics, highlighting 
the link between empirical findings and pedagogical practice. Thirdly, I propose 
a contextualized model as a guide how teachers’ professional ethos in the area 
of bias-based bullying can be developed and fostered.
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1 Introduction

“My job is teaching, not parenting.” “We all had to go through this.” “A teacher cannot see 
everything that is going on.” “Actually, I can understand why they all pick on him. He is getting 
on my nerves, too.” “Well, she does have more body fat than the other girls in the class.” These 
are a few of the remarks primary and secondary school teachers attending my further 
education courses on bullying prevention have made, usually during the first few hours of 
coursework. As they learn more about the phenomenon, its social dynamics and contextual 
embeddedness as well as the role of the adults in the system, particularly teachers, their 
viewpoints start to shift, sometimes dramatically. Teachers start to realize that—through their 
very role, position, sphere of influence, and behaviour—they become “part of the game” and 
contribute to facilitating or preventing bullying. They begin to voice their concern that the 
social and organizational school environment play an important role in providing a culture 
and climate that is more or less conducive to bullying, thereby restraining the outreach and 
impact they as individual teachers can have. Many of them start to critically reflect on local 
school rules and power dynamics and perceive a need to promote a positive school culture and 
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climate actively and collaboratively. Finally, some take up actual 
collaboration to bring about change.

How do such changes come about? We can expect that learning 
about the specific characteristics of the bullying dynamics, its 
contextual embeddedness as well as the consequences bullying has for 
all involved, contributed to teachers’ understanding and attitude 
change. Implementing the prevention programme (an extended 
version of BeProx; original version by Alsaker and Valkanover, 2001) 
also led them to change some of their teaching practices. Thus, to put 
it simplistically, it takes some knowledge gain, some change of attitude 
and teaching practices for teachers to address bullying successfully. 
However, how are these levels of teacher professional competence 
reached? How can they be interlinked in such a way as to ensure they 
align and do not contradict each other, as is the case, e.g., when 
teachers implement programme elements in a way that reflects 
pro-bullying rather than anti-bullying attitudes or when a teacher 
knows bullying is wrong but does not feel responsible to address it? 
What does it take for teachers to embody holistically this stance of 
taking bullying seriously, address it, but also pro-actively work towards 
promoting positive social relationships in their classrooms and 
schools? These and other questions led me to the concept of teacher 
professional ethos. In this position paper I  propose a model of a 
contextualized view of teachers’ professional ethos in the area of 
school bullying in general and regarding bias-based bullying in 
particular. I argue that teachers need a contextualized or embedded 
professional ethos to successfully address bias-based bullying and 
promote positive social relationships among students (Gutzwiller-
Helfenfinger, 2021, 2024).

The basic tenets of the model proposed here are: (a) It takes more 
than pertinent knowledge, attitudes, and teaching methods for 
teachers to successfully tackle bullying, particularly bias-based 
bullying, this “more” pertaining to teachers’ professional ethos; (b) 
teachers’ professional ethos does not originate within themselves, only, 
nor can it be promoted by making it the individual teachers’ sole 
responsibility; and (c) teachers’ professional ethos needs to 
be conceptualized in relation to a specific domain rather than globally. 
A domain-specific conceptualization makes it possible to consider 
facets pertaining to that domain which cannot be fully recognized on 
a merely global level (cf. Latzko et al., 2018). The respective domain is 
that of social relationships at school, with bullying representing a 
specific area therein.

2 The role of teachers in the bullying 
ecology

Bullying at school is a targeted, long-standing negative behaviour 
against a less powerful person in a group (Olweus, 1993). It is 
increasingly seen as immoral in the sense that another person’s welfare 
is systematically harmed (Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger and Perren, 2022) 
and their rights are violated (Cornell and Limber, 2015; Ziemes and 
Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2019). Bias-based bullying—as one particular 
form—focuses on a person’s group membership as based on specific 
personal characteristics like ethnicity, nationality, race, culture, sexual 
orientation, gender, or disability and is often rooted in group-based 
prejudices (Earnshaw et  al., 2018; Mulvey et  al., 2018). In a 
developmental context, Earnshaw et al. (2018) refer to “youth living 
with socially devalued characteristics” (p. 178). Bias-based bullying 

represents an intergroup context; usually a member of a group with 
majority status targets a member of a group with minority status (cf. 
Palmer and Abbott, 2018). Intergroup processes like group 
membership and identity or adherence to group norms have been 
identified as relevant for understanding the reasons for children’s and 
adolescents changing attitudes and behaviours towards members of 
different groups.

An increasing body of research has documented the negative 
psychosocial consequences for children and youths experiencing bias-
based bullying, with the gravest consequences resulting when an 
individual combines more than one of these personal characteristics 
(so-called intersectionality) (Garnett et al., 2014; Xu et al., 2020). In 
the school context, all forms of bullying have been shown to have a 
negative impact on the social and learning climate in classrooms, 
impede classroom management, and entail grave psychosocial, health, 
and academic consequences for all students involved, as documented 
also in reviews and meta-analyses (Kowalski et al., 2014; Moore et al., 
2017; Montes et al., 2022).

Recent research has identified the critical role of adults, 
particularly teachers, in the bullying ecology (Burger et al., 2015; Van 
Aalst et al., 2022). Teachers’ perceptions, attitudes, beliefs, and related 
behaviours contribute to both the emergence and intensification of 
bullying. Teachers’ comments mentioned at the beginning of the text 
indicate that they can hold one-sided or even insensitive, uncaring 
views on bullying and particularly towards victims. Teachers who are 
not nor have been, involved in bullying prevention or intervention 
work often hold such views (Byers et al., 2011) and frequently do not 
intervene (Bauman and Del Rio, 2006). Among the factors preventing 
teachers from intervening we find, e.g., a lack of awareness, uncertainty 
or misunderstanding of the extent of bullying (Fekkes et al., 2004); an 
attitude of not seeing bullying as a problem or as normal behaviour 
(Hazler et al., 2001); a lack of sympathy/affection for the victim (Yoon 
and Kerber, 2003); a narrow view of violence neglecting relational or 
indirect forms (Bilz et al., 2016); or a lack of confidence that they can 
intervene effectively (Dedousis-Wallace et  al., 2014). Regarding 
teachers’ reactions to bias-based bullying, the research literature is still 
rather limited. However, findings from mostly qualitative studies show 
that students experiencing bias-based bullying reported that teachers 
were dismissive and sometimes even contributed to the perpetuation 
of prejudice and bias in their classrooms (Sapouna et al., 2023, p. 284). 
The recent meta-analysis by van Verseveld et al. (2019) indicates that 
components reinforcing teachers’ attitudes, subjective norms, self-
efficacy, knowledge, and skills towards bullying reduction enhance the 
effectiveness of anti-bullying programmes. Substantial evidence shows 
that systematic approaches, i.e., involving the whole school against 
bullying and where teacher interventions play a crucial role, are 
essential for successful prevention (Veenstra et al., 2014).1

If we consider teachers’ educational role and the moral and ethical 
basis of their professional practice (Campbell, 2003), it is very likely 
that the reactions they show in the event of bullying will have a direct 

1 However, while schools are increasingly competent in addressing general 

bullying incidents, policies used do not target bias and stigma, and the whole-

school prevention programmes implemented are not tailored to bias-based 

bullying nor have they proven to be effective in reducing such bullying (Ramirez 

et al., 2023).
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impact on the behaviour of their pupils (Hektner and Swenson, 2012), 
but also on their attitudes and beliefs. If teachers do not send a clear 
message that they do not accept this type of behaviour, students can 
only guess at their attitudes (Yoon and Kerber, 2003) and may assume 
that bullying is okay. This reinforces the negative behaviour, changes 
the group norms in favour of bullying (Salmivalli and Voeten, 2004), 
and thus leads to its intensification (Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger and 
Perren, 2022). Yet teachers are in a unique position when it comes to 
promoting healthy social relationships in their classrooms, both 
between themselves and the pupils, and between pupils (Farmer et al., 
2011), and thus acting towards preventing bullying (Dawes et  al., 
2023). A vast body of research indicates that the quality of children’s 
social relationships in the classroom is linked to their academic 
success (e.g., the meta-analysis by Bektas et al., 2015 or the review by 
Berkowitz et al., 2017). The same is true for positive relationships 
between students and their teachers, which have also been shown to 
be  linked to students’ social and academic adjustment, a positive 
classroom and school climate, and bullying prevention (e.g., the 
literature review by McGrath and van Bergen, 2015). Still, teachers 
often do not feel responsible for fostering positive social relationships 
between students, i.e., they do not recognize it as part of their mission. 
However, as Farmer et al. (2011) state, “[…] teachers have the often 
unspoken and perhaps unrecognized responsibility to establish an 
invisible hand that promotes students’ self-directed, autonomous, and 
developmentally productive peer experiences” (p.  249). Thus, 
considering teachers’ unique position and crucial role, they need 
relevant knowledge, associated attitudes and skills, and favourable 
conditions to be able to prevent and intervene against bullying. This 
brings us to the question of professional ethos.

3 Teachers’ professional ethos

Teachers’ professional ethos (also known as pedagogical ethos) 
represent a highly abstract, multidimensional, and global construct 
(intangible and elusive, McLaughlin, 2005), which is not normally 
directly visible to an outside observer. Rather, it is made visible in 
specific situations, for example when conflicts arise (Oser, 1998). 
However, teachers’ professional ethos should not be considered solely 
as a global and highly abstract construct. Rather, it needs to 
be conceptualized in the context of a specific domain to also consider 
domain-specific facets that cannot be  fully recognized at a more 
general level (Latzko et al., 2018). Such a conceptualization renders 
teachers’ professional ethos (more) visible since the domain-specific 
facets also offer anchor points for the operationalization of such ethos.

The New Shorter Oxford English Dictionary (1993) defines ethos 
as “the characteristic spirit of a culture, period, community, institution, 
etc., as manifested in its attitudes, aspirations, etc.; the character of an 
individual as represented by his values and beliefs” (p. 857). For a basic 
definition of teachers’ professional ethos, the first two elements 
referring to the social and individual levels, respectively, are especially 
relevant. The social aspect can be  related to the professional 
community of teachers and educators and its associated professional 
institutions, e.g., schools or teachers’ unions. Garz and Raven (2018) 
refer to a professional ethos in the social professional context, while 
Brezinka (1990) distinguishes a communal professional morality from 
an individual’s professional ethos. Whereas individual professional 
ethos encompasses the moral attitudes a person adopts towards their 

professional work and the associated tasks and obligations, community 
professional ethos refers to the set of moral standards that apply to all 
people in the profession (Brezinka, 1990, p. 17). Debates about the 
definition and dimensions of teachers’ professional ethos are manifold 
and ongoing. Based on earlier conceptual work, I define teachers’ 
professional ethos as “the profession-related character of an individual 
teacher as represented by his or her professional values and beliefs, 
condensed in his or her professional competencies, and manifested in 
his or her professional actions” (Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2021, 
p.  286). The aspect of manifestation in professional actions is 
particularly relevant in the context of bullying because students must 
also see that teachers take a stand, communicate that bullying is 
harmful and act accordingly. Mere lip service undermines teachers’ 
credibility and positive authority.

How does ethos relate to teachers’ professional role and why is it 
relevant in the context of social relationships at school? According to 
Oser (2018) ethos determines the very professionalism of teachers on 
a social/community/institutional and individual level and is therefore 
inextricably linked to the professional role of teachers, their 
competences, and their professional actions. The area of school social 
relationships represents a relevant domain of teachers’ professional 
ethos as social relationships underlie all teaching and learning in some 
way or other (Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2021). The dynamic, process-
oriented understanding teachers have of their professional role (what 
Kelchtermans, 2005, refers to as professional self-understanding) can 
be  seen as representing both the basis and outcome of ongoing 
professional competence development and behaviour. In the present 
conceptualisation, this self-understanding—encompassing self-image, 
professional motivation, future perspective, self-esteem, and task 
perception (Kelchtermans, 2005)—is seen as a less abstract stratum of 
teachers’ professional ethos. It is accessible through (self-)reflection 
and establishes a link between teachers’ goals and values (moral and 
non-moral), on the one hand, and their actions in concrete educational 
(teaching-learning) situations, on the other. This will be described in 
more detail below.

While there are a few studies on the role of school ethos in 
bullying (e.g., Modin et al., 2017), research to date does not seem to 
have addressed teacher professional ethos. Recent research has 
stressed the significance of teachers’ professional ethos for the 
development of positive and solid social relationships at school, but 
without addressing the topic of bullying. For example, Dolev and 
Itzkovich (2021) emphasize that teachers’ socio-emotional skills are a 
relevant part of teachers’ professional competence and consider them 
to be  a necessary component of ethos. They see these skills as a 
necessary prerequisite in teachers of showing care and concern for 
pupils’ emotions. Heinrichs et al. (2021) identify showing esteem for 
students as one of the social–emotional competencies that form part 
of teachers’ professional ethos. However, the abundant research on the 
relevance of positive social relationships in schools for healthy 
development and learning (e.g., Hamre et al., 2013) does not establish 
a link with teachers’ professional ethos. There is yet a gap in the 
research literature on teachers’ professional ethos in the domain of 
social relationships in schools and in particular in the context of 
bullying. The latter is even more surprising given that moral and 
ethical values such as caring, respect, or responsibility not only play 
an important role in preventing bullying (Alsaker and Valkanover, 
2001), but are also essential components of teachers’ professional 
ethos (Oser and Biedermann, 2018). The model of teachers’ 
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professional ethos in the area of bullying presented in the next section 
is an attempt to start filling this gap on the conceptual level. It has been 
developed bottom-up, based on my prevention and intervention 
practice, been enriched by significant research findings on bullying 
and bias-based bullying, and further elaborated top-down by 
including relevant conceptualizations of teachers’ professional ethos.

4 A model of teachers’ professional 
ethos in the area of school bullying

The (provisional) model presented here includes four perspectives: 
content, sources, layers, and locus (Figure 1). The model contains both 
descriptive and normative, i.e., prescriptive elements. The former are 
derived from established empirical findings on relevant factors 
contributing to the establishment and maintenance of bullying. The 
normative elements are based on saturated empirical findings 
concerning relevant factors that contribute to the effectiveness of 
prevention and intervention strategies in addressing bullying and/or 
promoting positive social relationships between students, in 
classrooms, and in schools.

4.1 The content of teachers’ professional 
ethos

Regarding the content dimension, four aspects of teachers’ 
professional ethos in the context of bullying can be  identified: 
knowledge, attitudes and mindset, professional identity and mission, 
and implementation. These aspects form a basis for empowering 
teachers in the context of bullying, namely their ability, as 
professionals, to both have and show ethos (cf. Oser, 2018). The 
aspects mentioned are supposed to build on each other, with 
knowledge representing the foundation and implementation 
representing the apex. The first aspect, knowledge, refers above all to 

knowledge of the role social relationships play in the classroom and in 
school as well as the relevance of the quality of social relationships, 
e.g., regarding the impact of negative social relationships on the 
teaching-learning process and on the outcomes of that process. 
Teachers also need to be aware of the forms and consequences of 
bullying in general and of bias-based bullying in particular, especially 
with respect to diversity and inclusion. Teachers should have a 
thorough understanding of the basic characteristics of bullying, 
including the systematic abuse of power over time, the group 
dynamics, the psychosocial consequences for victims, witnesses, and 
perpetrators (of bullying), and the role of adults, particularly teachers 
and school staff. Regarding bias-based bullying, this includes also 
firmly grounded knowledge about the nature of prejudice and 
discrimination as well as about basic intergroup processes and 
dynamics evolving in both society and their local school context. Such 
knowledge is especially relevant with respect to characteristics that are 
devalued in teachers’ respective social and societal context, like, e.g., 
minority sexual orientation, obesity, disability, or minority ethnic or 
racial background. Further, teachers also need basic knowledge on 
effective prevention and intervention strategies and of the necessary 
conditions for their successful implementation. E.g., teachers need to 
adopt an ecological systems perspective (Espelage and Swearer, 2010) 
when managing social relationships in the classroom and at school. 
Such a perspective acknowledges the interconnected nature of 
interactions and social relationships between stakeholders on (and 
between) all levels of a given school and extends to the educational 
system as a whole. It requires teachers to understand that bullying is 
not made up of discrete, isolated and unrelated negative occurrences 
between two students, but includes the whole classroom and is related 
to the culture and climate of the school. A solid, evidence-based 
knowledge base about bullying and bias-based bullying is one of the 
cornerstones of teachers’ professional ethos in this area.

The second aspect, attitudes and mindset, refers first of all to the 
moral dimensions of teaching, especially moral values such as caring, 
justice, truthfulness, commitment, or respect, all of which are part of 

FIGURE 1

Content, sources, locus, and layers of teachers’ professional ethos.
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the fundamental conceptions of teachers’ professional ethos (Oser and 
Biedermann, 2018). These moral values are conceptualized here from 
a universalist position in the sense of preserving the dignity, rights, 
and welfare of every human being irrespective of their personal 
identity, characteristics, attributes, or group membership. The moral 
dimensions of teaching are also linked to children’s rights and teachers’ 
attitudes towards their professional mission. Consequently, it is not 
enough, to know that it is important to foster positive social 
relationships and thus prevent prejudice, discrimination, and bullying. 
Positive, discrimination-free relationships and their promotion must 
also be fully recognized and treated as relevant professional values and 
appreciated as such. Professional values are perceived as meaningful, 
important, and achievable in the sense of personal commitment. They 
are anchored in teachers’ professional self-understanding and serve as 
orientation for professional action (Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger, 2021). 
Moreover, attitudes and mindset are also linked to teachers’ awareness 
of the hierarchical nature of the student-teacher relationship which 
places them in a position of responsibility. Therefore, the promotion 
of positive relationships should not be valued solely in its own right. 
The promotion of positive relationships must also be implemented 
from this position of professional responsibility, which encompasses 
leadership, agency, and accountability. A link can be made here with 
Latzko’s (2010) conception of the positive authority of teachers.

Professional identity and mission, the third aspect, transcend 
teachers’ professional self-understanding by focusing on the 
crystallized and stable side of the way teachers perceive themselves as 
professionals (identity) and on their raison d’être, i.e., the reason why 
they became teachers in the first place (mission; cf. Korthagen and 
Vasalos, 2005). In their onion-shaped model of reflection, Korthagen 
and Vasalos (2005) identify five levels that can influence teachers’ 
functioning: behaviour (the outermost layer of the onion), skills, 
beliefs, identity, and mission (the innermost layer of the onion). It is 
only when reflection also involves the core levels, i.e., identity and 
mission, that it can verily encourage professional development and 
therefore transformation. In terms of the content of teachers’ 
professional ethos, this means that it is not enough to accumulate 
sufficient knowledge and develop favourable attitudes and a 
corresponding mindset. Teachers must also recognize and accept both 
their professional role as (co-) educators, and their position of (shared) 
responsibility and accountability in the social ecology of their 
classroom and school to help create a safe environment for learning 
and development. Hence, the position of professional responsibility, 
as mentioned at the level of attitudes and mindset, needs to 
be  recognized and accepted for the promotion of positive social 
relationships to be  implemented. Teachers must accept the dual 
mission of Bildung and education and be prepared to promote pupils’ 
personal, social, and academic development. I postulate that only if 
this core is involved can we  be  sure that teachers genuinely (and 
reliably) care about pupils’ welfare and well-being and are able to 
integrate their own personal responsibility as professionals into their 
daily practice of promoting positive social relationships between 
their pupils.

The final aspect, implementation, refers to the important fact that 
intention can never replace real action. Implementation can be directly 
linked to the concept of moral character as described in Rest’s four-
component model of moral action incorporating moral sensitivity, 
moral judgment, moral motivation, and moral character (Narváez and 
Rest, 1995). Moral character refers to the fact that a person actually 

implements the action alternative they deem morally appropriate, 
even if this involves difficulties, obstacles, etc. Examples are a teacher 
helping one of his pupils find a pen she mislaid although this means 
that he will miss the bus or a teacher speaking up in the teachers’ room 
when a colleague makes a racist joke even though everyone else is 
laughing. In this sense, teachers need to take measures to prevent and 
intervene against aggression, discrimination, and bullying even if this 
involves obstacles, difficulties, and uncertainties. It is essential that 
teachers encourage positive social relationships between students and 
show care, respect, responsibility, and moral courage when bullying 
occurs. The three aspects presented here (knowledge, professional 
identity and mission, translation into behaviour) can be linked to a 
broader conception of teachers’ professional competence inspired, e.g., 
by Weinert (2001) or Baumert and Kunter (2006), where attitudes and 
motivation are seen as constituent elements of professional 
competence. However, it is not enough to reconstruct the individual 
side of teachers’ professional ethos in the context of bullying. Given 
the social-ecological nature of the phenomenon and the need for 
favourable contextual conditions for effective and successful 
prevention and intervention, additional sources and locations 
(localisations) of this ethos need to be taken into account.

4.2 Sources of teachers’ professional ethos

When presenting the sources of teachers’ professional ethos in the 
context of bullying in general and bias-based bullying in particular, 
I want to emphasize that such ethos does not automatically exist once 
a student teacher has completed their studies and enters the teaching 
profession. Ethos must be  developed. Furthermore, in line with 
Huberman’s (1989) view of differential pathways in teachers’ 
professional development, I  want to highlight the dangers of 
disengagement and cynicism that can result if teachers’ professional 
ethos is not nurtured sufficiently. This includes both individual factors 
on the part of teachers and contextual factors and resources at different 
levels of the educational system. At the individual level, teachers’ 
ongoing professional development and commitment is one such 
source. Development and commitment are complemented and 
co-determined by teachers’ professional identity and mission, as 
described in the section on content above. Professional identity and 
mission are mentioned separately here. First, because, they are not 
automatically and/or explicitly included in models of teacher 
professional development. Second, by representing the crystallized 
and stable side of how teachers see themselves as professionals and of 
their raison d’être, professional identity and mission provide a 
motivational fallback system in the context of difficulties and crises. 
This is essential, as a teacher’s work is fraught with inconsistencies, 
uncertainty, and tensions or antinomies (Helsper, 1996). In this way, 
identity and mission help sustain teachers’ professional ethos when 
they face the challenges and adversities associated with bullying 
prevention and intervention. Some of the key elements of effective 
prevention programmes as identified by Ttofi and Farrington (2011) 
can be  directly transposed to this individual level, such as 
classroom management.

At the level of the school context, both the professional community 
as lived in the school and the school’s philosophy and mission 
statement feed into teachers’ professional ethos by contributing to the 
lived culture of the school. Such lived culture includes all interactions 
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and relationships at school and refers to what is experienced, done and 
implemented. School culture is therefore linked to action and 
behaviour (cf. Schoen and Teddlie, 2008) and can be linked back to 
showing ethos. Given that bullying prevention and intervention are 
more effective when a whole school approach is used, teachers’ 
individual awareness and their ability to have and demonstrate a 
sustainable ethos cannot be maintained if they remain isolated and/or 
are not taken seriously by their colleagues and the management. 
Accordingly, another of the key elements of effective prevention 
programmes identified by Ttofi and Farrington (2011)—namely a 
whole-school approach to bullying—can be related to the level of the 
school context. Additionally, we can also link this element to the ethos 
of a school. Indeed, school ethos is often related to concepts such as 
climate, culture, atmosphere, ambience, or ethical environment of the 
school (see McLaughlin, 2005, for further discussion). Dolev and 
Itzkovich (2021, p. 262) define school ethos as follows:

School ethos refers to observed practices and interactions of 
school members, both formal and informal, that reflect the 
prevailing cultural norms, assumptions, beliefs, aims and goals of 
the school in its entirety (Donnelly, 2000) and impact pedagogical 
practice (Husu and Tirri, 2007), school atmosphere and 
pedagogical outcomes (Allder, 1993).

As in Schoen and Teddlie’s (2008) conception of school culture, 
this definition establishes a clear link with behaviour. It aligns well 
with the current understanding of “translation into behaviour” as an 
aspect of the content of the professional ethos of individual teachers.

At the level of the professional community, sources feeding into 
teachers’ professional ethos include ethical professional codes, 
institutions of teacher education and their associated professional 
standards, the legally defined educational and professional assignment 
of teachers, and—as a superordinate international legal framework—
the UN Convention of the Rights of the Child (UN General Assembly, 
1989) guaranteeing, among others, children’s right to protection from 
violence and discrimination. The latter is also included as a source of 
professional ethos for teachers because it offers guidance and advice 
independent of the directives within individual schools, educational 
institutions, and communities and thus represents a universal ethical 
stance. By conceptualizing teachers’ professional ethos as embedded, 
the model accounts for the fact that teachers’ sense of mission or 
purpose and the related ongoing ethical professional development 
cannot be kept alive in isolation. This brings us to the locus and layers 
of teachers’ professional ethos.

4.3 Integration: locus and layers of teacher 
professional ethos

When we  now combine the abovementioned considerations 
regarding the content and sources of teachers’ professional ethos in 
the context of bullying and bias-based bullying, we can argue that it is 
not sufficient to locate this ethos exclusively within an individual 
teacher. We need to conceptualise it as a contextualized and embedded 
professional ethic. Teachers are an inherent part of school, the 
community (professional and non-professional), and the social and 
communal system as a whole. Consequently, their professional ethos 
is embedded within the school and its framework conditions. It is also 

embedded in the locally prevailing, contextually bound understanding 
of teachers’ profession and their professional role (Gutzwiller-
Helfenfinger, 2021). Furthermore, their professional ethos is supported 
and nourished by various sources, some located within the individual, 
others at the surrounding levels of the school and educational system. 
As mentioned above, Aurin and Maurer (1990) describe teacher ethos 
as both an individual and a social phenomenon, while Brezinka (1990) 
differentiates between individual professional ethos and shared 
professional morality. Regardless which conception of ethos we use, 
the present conceptualization indicates that it is crucial to consider 
teachers’ professional ethos in the context of bullying as something 
that cannot be developed, implemented, and maintained in isolation. 
The best anti-bullying and anti-discrimination ethos can deteriorate 
and wither in adverse circumstances. This I learned from teachers who 
were highly interested in bullying prevention but who acted as lone 
fighters in their schools, striving to not give up, but often doing so.

In terms of the structure of such ethos, the onion model of 
Korthagen and Vasalos (2005) offers a potential starting point for its 
specification. Accordingly, we may assume that teachers’ professional 
ethos can cover (from surface to core) their behaviour, skills, beliefs, 
identity, and mission. Such a conception helps us to understand that 
the most favourable anti-bullying beliefs are not effective if they are 
not put into practice. Thus, in a movement from the center to the 
periphery, identity and mission feed beliefs, which in turn must 
inform skills and lead to action. At the same time, in a movement 
from the periphery to the center, behaviour can reflect professional 
skills, beliefs, identity and mission. As a result, teachers who respond 
quickly, sensitively, and appropriately to instances of bullying can 
be seen as demonstrating professional ethos. The onion model offers 
a promising avenue towards a more integrated conception of teachers’ 
professional ethos in the context of bullying and bias-based bullying. 
It can be related to the content, sources, and layers of such ethos, and 
thus allows us to consider both content and process at the same time.

5 Discussion and outlook

Teachers who have and display professional ethos in the context 
of bullying and bias-based bullying at school show responsibility and 
concern by taking action, by not looking away, by actively promoting 
positive social relationships particularly in the context of diversity and 
intersectionality, by mastering the necessary skills, and by having the 
necessary resources at their disposal. They care deeply. However, 
teachers need a safe and supportive environment in which to do so, 
because their ethos cannot be  developed, implemented, and 
maintained in isolation. They also need opportunities to reflect on 
issues of professional ethos at school and to interact and collaborate 
with colleagues and school leaders. This is why I  speak of a 
contextualized and integrated professional ethos.

An important concept in this respect is empowerment: to enable 
teachers to exercise their (moral-ethical) agency (cf. Bandura, 2018) by 
taking action. Exercising agency in bullying involves taking apparently 
simple measures such as pausing to take a closer look, sharing 
observations with colleagues, or talking to students. Agency is essential: 
one of the worst aspects of bullying is that the lack of reaction and action 
on the part of teachers and other adults in the system directly empowers 
those who bully and their entourage, i.e., the bystanders who directly 
and indirectly reinforce the abuse. The aggressors use bullying to 
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improve their social status. They are seen as “cool” and learn that they 
can use aggressive means to achieve their self-centred ends. “It’s easy, it 
works, and it makes me feel good” is a famous response from a student 
who was asked why he systematically bullied another classmate (Sutton 
et al., 2001, p. 74). Over time, social norms in the classroom change. 
Bullying and picking on weaker students is normalized. Even students 
who previously tried to help the victim and take a stand begin to 
approve of these new norms and help to establish a culture conducive 
to harassment. Teachers who allow it to happen turn a blind eye or even 
consider it a normal part of school life, thereby unknowingly supporting 
the vicious circle of moral corrosion (Gutzwiller-Helfenfinger and 
Perren, 2022). It seems that these teachers neither have or at least do not 
show professional ethos but betray their own professionalism, probably 
without realising it. This betrayal causes despair among victims, 
witnesses, parents, and many other stakeholders and reflects negatively 
on the entire professional community.

The conceptualization presented here is a work in progress and not 
yet fully developed theoretically. At present, we  can conceptualise 
teachers’ professional ethos in the context of bullying in general and bias-
based bullying in particular as follows: it belongs to the domain of social 
relationships at school and represents a multidimensional construct. It 
encompasses the dimensions of content, source, layers, and locus, each 
of which comprises several aspects. The relationships between and 
within the dimensions need to be  further clarified and subjected to 
empirical scrutiny. The same holds for its structure. Moreover, a clearer 
distinction between global (general) and specific (bullying-related) 
aspects and elements needs to be developed, especially regarding the 
specifics of bias-based bullying. This is relevant for promoting the 
professional development of teachers, both at the individual and the team 
and school levels, in the context of initial as well as in-service training. 
We need a better understanding of the very core of teachers’ professional 
ethos and the way it shows itself in all areas of teaching. Another issue to 
be addressed in the future relates to the notion of a whole-education 
approach in bullying (O’Higgins Norman et al., 2022) and how this is 
linked to promoting teachers’ but also schools’ professional ethos. 
We cannot put the “ethos burden” on teachers’ shoulders only. Due to the 
systemic nature of all education, ethical considerations regarding the 
kind of schools we want, the kind of social relationships and experiences 
we desire for our children, and the way we wish our societies to live 
diversity need to underlie our (re-)construction of educational systems. 
Laws, policies, regulations, and the like are helpful instruments. But they 
need to be used sensitively and responsibly by the respective stakeholders 
within the system, particularly principals and teachers.

From a perspective of teacher professionalization, the position 
assumed here fulfils at least three functions. First, it makes tangible the 
highly abstract concept of professional ethos, largely neglected in 
teacher education, and understands ethos as embedded within the 
systemic context of the school and educational system. Second, it 
summarizes current research on the phenomenon of bullying and the 
teacher’s role in the dynamic and thus establishes a link to evidence-
based or evidence-informed practice (cf. Nevo and Slonim-Nevo, 2011; 
Farley-Ripple et al., 2018). Thirdly, at the level of initial and in-service 
training, it proposes a contextualized, system-oriented model which 
can function as an orientation for developing and fostering teachers’ 
professional ethos. It focuses on (future) teachers as core agents in the 
proactive promotion of positive classroom and school social 
relationships. Teachers must be empowered towards using targeted, 
effective, and sustainable programmes aimed at preventing bullying 
and bias-based bullying and at promoting positive social relationships 

as part of a collaborative effort to foster the school’s development. This 
last objective is not yet included in the current form of the model.

The model presented provides a basis for more in-depth, practice-
oriented research on bullying prevention. For example, research can 
investigate what constitutes a teacher’s professional self-understanding 
in terms of promoting positive social relationships in the classroom 
and at school, and how this affects their attitudes and behaviour in 
everyday teaching practice. Such an approach makes it possible to 
operationalize different components of professional ethos and relate 
them to each other. In connection with this—and to counteract an 
individualized view—it is essential to study issues of fit between the 
teacher and the school context. E.g., the fit between teachers’ 
professional identity and the experienced school culture can 
be  studied to determine how this fit relates to the frequency and 
intensity of bias-based bullying and other social behaviour (aggressive 
and prosocial). In this way, important knowledge can be gained for the 
development (or adaptation) of bullying prevention programmes. 
Finally, the model can be used as a basis for communication between 
teachers (and other stakeholders in the educational system) on the one 
hand and researchers on the other hand to jointly identify core issues 
regarding the needs of educational practice in the context of bias-
based bullying, subsequent research, and the translation into initial 
teacher education, career long development and teaching practice.
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