Professional Autonomy: Discretion and
Responsibility in K-12 Public Education
Perspectives in Practice is a series of briefing notes to promote discussion on select employment
matters at issue in the K-12 public education sector. Each ends with a question to get the
conversation started. Let us know what you think at contact.us@bcpsea.bc.ca.

The power or right to decide or act according to one's own judgment at work has been the
subject of much discussion over the years. Traditional professions — such as medicine and law
— uphold the autonomy of their members to make independent decisions, exercise their
professional judgement, and provide services largely free of external supervision.
Should the same degree of professional autonomy apply to teachers?
In most jurisdictions, the phrase ―professional autonomy‖ rarely appears in discussions of the K12 teaching profession. The exception is BC, where it was first used by the BC Teachers’
Federation (BCTF) in 1984 when the union sought legislative recognition for professional
autonomy. Since then, the union has expanded the scope of what is meant by professional
autonomy in the K-12 public education context. While collective agreement language generally
limits teachers’ autonomy to choosing methods of instruction and planning and presenting
course materials, the union has broadened the definition to encompass ―the ability of members
to make decisions about the work they do‖ and ―to exercise their judgment and act on it.‖1
Professional Autonomy: Discretion and Responsibility in K-12 Public Education discusses the
concept of professional autonomy as it applies to both the education and other professions. It
examines how teachers’ professional autonomy is necessarily more limited than that of other
professions given the regulated environment in which teachers work. And finally, it looks at the
responsibilities inherent in any discussion of autonomy and discretion — responsibilities to the
profession, the employer, the public, and students.
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Professional Autonomy: Freedom and Responsibility
in the Workplace
Doctors, lawyers, accountants, nurses, teachers, and other professionals enjoy varying degrees
of autonomy. However, all professions impose limits on the extent of this autonomy and
freedom. Self-regulating professions are governed by standards and codes of conduct that bring
with them the ethical obligation to place the interests of the public ahead of the profession’s
interests. Professional autonomy is also limited by the rules of the profession and the fact that
many professionals are also employees.
An independent lawyer or accountant, for example, is governed by conduct requirements and
standards defined by their professional regulatory body. Many lawyers, accountants, and
doctors are also employees and, as such, they are subject to the same common law legislative
rights and obligations as other employees. This means that while they have the autonomy to
exercise their professional judgement, they must also comply with the requirements of their
employer, and failure to do so can result in discipline or termination.
Employers — of both professionals and others alike — have considerable authority to direct the
workplace, including the authority to direct their employees on the ―manner‖ of performing the
work. The employee’s right to exercise judgment about how he or she performs the work may
be limited by an employer’s directive or rule to the contrary.
Nurses and teachers are examples of professionals who are also employees and who generally
work within a unionized environment. These professionals are subject to the standards defined
by their regulatory colleges and the employment considerations defined within their collective
agreements.

Professional Autonomy in Public Education
Do teachers have professional autonomy? Of all the criteria that are said to define a profession
(which generally include shared standards of practice, monopoly over service, long periods of
training, etc.), a high degree of professional autonomy is the one criterion that is most at odds
with the education profession.
By the very nature of their position, teachers have less autonomy than other professionals.
Educators work in a regulated work environment, must generally follow a prescribed centralized
curriculum, and are often asked to administer specific assessments of students on behalf of
their school, district, or ministry of education. As Arbitrator James Dorsey wrote in a leading
arbitration decision:
The highly regulated structure of public education limits the extent to which teachers can
negotiate and be contractually guaranteed freedom from control and direction by their
employer and others.2
The teaching profession in BC is also very different from other professions in the province.
While the teaching profession — like the professions of law, medicine, accounting, nursing and
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many more — has been granted the privilege of self-regulation by statute, the complicated
nature of the relationship between the BC College of Teachers and the union means that the
education profession does not have the same structures and policies in place to regulate the
professional autonomy of its members. This is seen most starkly in the College’s lack of
oversight of educators’ professional development, compared to the rigour brought to this area
by other self-regulating bodies. As Dorsey wrote:
Some other professions are self-regulating within a regulatory regime and maintain and
reinforce their professional autonomy through an effective system of self-regulation that
imposes and enforces standards, ethics, quality service, professional development and costcontainment for the public being served. Teachers do not have this.3
Public school teachers also have less professional autonomy than their counterparts in the postsecondary environment. While some writers suggest that professional autonomy for teachers is
comparable to academic freedom for university professors, the very different contexts of the two
educational environments mean that they are not comparable. Students in public schools are a
captive audience and they may not have the choice or capacity — depending on their age and
maturity — to deal with controversial discussions in the classroom. Further, teachers in public
schools are not engaged in the research and scholarly endeavours required at the postsecondary level, and therefore cannot lay claim to the same requirements for academic freedom
or professional autonomy.
Teachers are also employees who generally work in a unionized setting and are therefore
bound by provisions in the collective agreement. Their dual status as both professionals and
employees brings with it added obligations as they perform their duties. These duties, whether
statutory or implied, require teachers to provide teaching and other educational services and
they limit and/or restrict a teacher’s ability to exercise professional autonomy.
By virtue of their status as unionized employees, teachers ―must negotiate the scope of their
right of individual professional autonomy to provide services independent of supervision within
the highly structured regulatory regime in which they work.‖4
Ninety-five percent of teacher–public school employer collective agreements5 contain clauses
that define the limits of teachers’ professional autonomy. The following example is typical:
While it is recognized that the Board has the responsibility to exercise instructional
leadership through its Administrative Officers in order to promote effective educational
practise, teachers shall, within the bounds of the prescribed and locally developed
curriculum, and consistent with effective educational practice have individual
professional autonomy in determining the methods of instruction, evaluation and the
planning and presentation of course materials in the classes of pupils to which they
are assigned.6
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As professionals, teachers exercise their autonomy in planning, instruction and assessment as
they create high quality learning environments that meet the individual needs of their diverse
students. They are expected to act in a manner ―consistent with effective educational practice,‖
which requires a commitment to ongoing professional development and growth.
Given the context within which they work, however, there are limits on teachers’ professional
autonomy. The Ministry of Education is ultimately responsible for setting policy, establishing the
curriculum and defining educational practices. Boards of education employ teachers to
implement the ministry’s vision, policies and goals.
Teacher autonomy is therefore limited by the ministry’s authority over the curriculum, the
obligations and rights of management (in particular, to evaluate and supervise teachers), and
the teacher’s obligation to operate consistently with effective educational practice.

The BCTF View: Limits — or Threats?
In a discussion of professional autonomy, the BCTF states:
Professions that have professional autonomy are characterized by the ability of
members to make decisions about the work they do and by a work environment that
encourages such decisions. Most of the current threats to teachers’ professional
autonomy are not direct attacks on the ability of teachers to make decisions about the
work they do, but rather erosions of the work environment that effectively limit and
discourage the exercise of those decisions.7
As summarized from content on the BCTF website, these threats include:
1. The School Act and Regulations, Ministry Orders and Ministry policies. Two specific
examples of limits to professional autonomy include teaching the curriculum as defined
by the educational program guides (Integrated Resource Packages or other curriculum
guides) and assessing student performance. BCTF publications do conclude that other
than these two limitations, teachers have professional autonomy about how to assess
students and what instructional and assessment strategies to use. Many of the clauses
in the collective agreements do not mention assessment, and references to evaluation
are usually linked to specific courses.
2. Board of education decisions, policies and motions that curtail teachers’ professional
autonomy. Examples include mandated local report cards that exceed provincial
requirements, and school-wide ―writes‖ using BC performance standards to collect data
for the school planning council or the district’s accountability contract in the absence of
any provincial requirement. The BCTF suggests that board of education decisions,
policies, and motions that limit professional autonomy are open to challenge.
3. Decisions by principals. Teachers are advised to seek assistance from school union
representatives and local unions ―to determine if something is truly a requirement and by
whom, or if teachers in the local have professional autonomy in the matter in question.‖
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4. Colleagues’ decisions. Decisions by school staff or departments can threaten an
individual teacher’s professional autonomy. The BCTF advises that professional
autonomy is ―an individual right we have under the collective agreement‖ and that the
majority decision of colleagues does not rule on matters of individual professional
autonomy. The examples cited are a school staff decision to implement ―Effective
Behaviour Support‖ school-wide or a department’s decision to include a final
examination in a course.
5. Public pressure and the “lighthouse” syndrome (that is, the pressure to look good or
conform to educational trends) also limit a teacher’s professional autonomy. These
limitations are described more in terms of pressure issues rather than legal
requirements.
The BCTF often refers to professional autonomy when it strongly disagrees with government
policy. For example, in December 2008, teachers were asked to vote on the BCTF Annual
General Meeting (AGM) decision that teachers ―exercise their professional autonomy and not
prepare for, administer, or mark the provincial FSA.‖8
The leadership report of the 2009 BCTF AGM identified the following as one of the BCTF
priorities for 2009-2010:
To enhance the professional lives and ensure the professional rights of teachers by
strengthening and supporting professional autonomy, professional development, and the
influence of teachers on education policy and practice.
This priority has led to a series of grievances and arbitrations that test the limits of current
collective agreement language and attempt to broaden the interpretation of professional
autonomy provisions through litigation.
Issues in dispute include:


objections to provincially mandated programs, such as the Foundation Skills Assessment
(FSA)



objections to district-mandated assessment or efforts to promote district goals in
accountability contracts (including the FSA, district-wide assessments, school-based goals
related to achievement contracts, control of professional development and district guidelines
regarding student participation in a specific course), and



objections to collegial school-based decisions to promote achievement in goals outlined in
the approved school plan for student success.

Many of these issues stem from the difficulty in reconciling what it means to be a professional
operating as an employee in a regulated system accountable to the public. Teachers, seeing
themselves as autonomous professionals, take issue at having their authority limited by what
they perceive to be a bureaucratic, regulated, accountability-driven and assessment-focused
education system.
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Arbitration Decisions on Teacher Professional Autonomy
The alleged breach of professional autonomy rights has been the subject of several grievances
and is often cited as a defence for less-than-satisfactory evaluation reports. Despite the
frequency of grievances, there have only been three arbitrations on the issue of professional
autonomy. These arbitrations established that professional autonomy is not a defence where
the evidence establishes that the misconduct alleged against the teacher offends a standard of
professionalism that all teachers can be expected to know. Grievances are generally resolved at
the local level or withdrawn by the union prior to or during the arbitration.
In April 1999, Arbitrator Allan Hope considered whether a two-week suspension of a teacher for
making inappropriate comments in the classroom was justified. The teacher challenged the
suspension as an infringement on professional autonomy. Arbitrator Hope rejected the attempt
to link professional autonomy to the content of discussion in the classroom. He concluded that
neither professional autonomy nor freedom of expression applied to the facts of the case:
…teachers remain subject to express direction with respect to how they will approach
the task of teaching. The authorities invite the view that there are few subjects in
public education that are as politically charged as classroom content. Content is a
matter of fundamental interest to parents. It is also the subject of public policy
initiatives in legislatures and provincial administrations. Finally, it is a significant topic
with boards of school trustees. In this environment, teachers are subject to controls
with respect to what they may teach and how they may teach it.9
In September 2009, Arbitrator James Dorsey ruled on the professional autonomy grievance of
grade three teacher Kathryn Sihota in School District No. 62 (Sooke). Sihota refused to
administer a district-wide reading exam (the DART assessment) because she felt it was not a
useful assessment tool, and she was subsequently disciplined for insubordination by the board
of education for her refusal to follow the principal’s direction.
The union argued that the employer (principal) had no authority to ask the teacher to administer
the assessment and that the board of education did not have just and reasonable cause to
discipline Sihota. It relied on the professional autonomy clause in the collective agreement,
which provided for "individual professional autonomy" exercised "within the bounds of the
prescribed curriculum and consistent with recognized effective educational practice."
In his decision, Arbitrator Dorsey held that the employer had the right, through the principal, to
direct the teacher to administer the DART assessment. He stated:
The direction to administer a DART assessment, in the context of the statutory
scheme regulating public education and the Board of Education's responsibilities and
obligations under the accountability framework, is an assignment of duties the
employer has the exclusive authority to make. It is not an infringement of the individual
professional autonomy guaranteed in Article F3 of the collective agreement.10
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Arbitrator Dorsey also stated that Sihota did not have the right to refuse the lawful direction to
perform an administrative task as an exercise of her individual professional autonomy. He
stated:
…teachers do not have unfettered discretion to comply with or refuse to comply with
employer policies or directions on all matters that relate to teachers' duties and
responsibilities. Teachers work and are employed in a bureaucratic professional
educational enterprise. The nature and extent of their contractually guaranteed right of
individual professional autonomy must be interpreted in this context.11
Whether or how the teacher chooses to use the DART assessment activity and its
results in discharging the teacher's responsibility is a matter within the teacher's
individual professional autonomy. The teacher can choose to embrace and integrate
DART assessment into the planning, instructing, assessing and evaluating cycle or
can choose to simply treat it as an additional administrative and bureaucratic burden.12
The Dorsey decision is the first arbitrated grievance between a school district and the BCTF on
the district’s rights versus the individual teacher’s professional autonomy rights based on district
decisions that promote the district’s mandate to improve student achievement and the methods
they choose to assess the effectiveness of their goals.
This decision upholds the rights of a board and its administrators to determine the overarching
framework of assessments, materials, and processes to be used by teachers in meeting the
specified mandate. Teachers may be required to perform such duties as administering districtand school-based student assessments, including all aspects of the testing process. Such
directives do not infringe on teachers’ individual professional autonomy as defined in the
collective agreement.

Autonomy and Responsibility
Professional autonomy lies on a continuum. As Ron Sherman wrote in an article on the issue in
Teacher magazine, autonomy ―is a matter of degree and extent, not absolutes. It is an issue of
choice and control. When we discuss the concept, we invite all kinds of qualifiers; are we talking
about autonomy over curriculum, pedagogy, assessment, professional development, student
discipline, and classroom environment? And if we are, how much, when, and where?‖13
Teachers are not independent contractors or self-employed consultants. Like other
professionals, they operate within an environment where they can exercise a certain amount of
autonomy. And like other professionals, they are constrained by the nature of the employer–
employee relationship, the standards of the profession, and expectations of quality practice.
Even more so than other professions, teachers’ professional autonomy is also limited by the
nature of their work within a highly regulated and controlled work environment and in service of
our society’s youngest and most vulnerable members.
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For Reflection and Discussion
In practice, how far does a teacher’s power or right to decide or act according to one's own
judgment extend? In real terms, what does this mean at work?

