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The Question of Conscience in
Higher Education: Exploring David
Watson's Bedford Way Papers
David Watson's 2014 Bedford Way paper, "The Question of Conscience: Higher
Education and Personal Responsibility," offers a compelling exploration of the
evolving relationship between higher education, individual moral development,
and societal expectations. This article delves into the key arguments
presented in Watson's work, examining its implications for universities,
students, and the broader societal context. We will explore the core themes of
conscience formation, ethical reasoning in higher education, personal
responsibility, and the role of universities in shaping ethical citizens.

Introduction: Navigating the Moral Landscape
of Higher Education
Watson's paper challenges the traditional view of higher education as solely
focused on intellectual development. He argues that universities have a crucial
role to play in fostering moral reasoning and cultivating a strong sense of
personal responsibility among students. He contends that simply imparting
knowledge is insufficient; higher education must actively engage students in
grappling with ethical dilemmas and developing a well-informed conscience.
This is particularly relevant in an increasingly complex world facing
multifaceted challenges such as climate change, social inequality, and
technological disruption. The core question, as Watson frames it, is how higher
education can best equip students to navigate these moral complexities and
contribute meaningfully to society.



The Question Of Conscience Higher Education And Personal Responsibility
Bedford Way Papers By Watson David 2014 02 06 Paperback

The Question Of Conscience Higher Education And Personal Responsibility Bedford Way Papers By Watson David
2014 02 06 Paperback

2

Conscience Formation and the University's
Role
A central theme in Watson's work is the active role universities play in shaping
students' consciences. He doesn't advocate for indoctrination but instead
emphasizes the importance of critical thinking and exposure to diverse
perspectives. Watson argues that the curriculum, the learning environment,
and the very structure of the university should all contribute to fostering
ethical reflection. This includes:

Promoting critical engagement with ethical theories: Rather than
simply presenting moral pronouncements, universities should facilitate
discussion and debate around various ethical frameworks, allowing
students to critically evaluate different perspectives and develop their
own reasoned moral stances.
Integrating ethics across the curriculum: Ethics shouldn't be
confined to philosophy courses. Watson suggests incorporating ethical
considerations into all disciplines, encouraging students to reflect on the
ethical implications of their chosen fields of study. For example, a
science student might consider the ethical implications of genetic
engineering, while a business student might grapple with issues of
corporate social responsibility.
Creating spaces for ethical dialogue: Universities should provide
forums for open discussion of ethical issues, allowing students to engage
in respectful debate and learn from one another's perspectives. This
could involve ethics debates, student-led forums, and opportunities for
community engagement.

Personal Responsibility and the Development
of Ethical Reasoning
Watson's paper stresses the importance of cultivating personal responsibility
alongside intellectual development. He argues that universities have a
responsibility to help students develop the capacity for ethical reasoning and
self-reflection, enabling them to make informed moral choices. This involves:

Developing critical thinking skills: The ability to analyze information
critically, identify biases, and evaluate arguments is essential for
responsible moral decision-making. Universities should prioritize the
development of these skills throughout the curriculum.
Encouraging self-reflection: Universities should create opportunities
for students to engage in self-reflection on their own values and beliefs,
helping them to understand their own moral frameworks and the
implications of their actions.
Promoting empathy and social justice: Watson emphasizes the
importance of fostering empathy and a commitment to social justice.
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Universities can achieve this through service-learning opportunities,
engagement with local communities, and exposure to diverse
perspectives.

Higher Education and the Formation of Ethical
Citizens
Watson’s work ultimately links individual conscience formation with the
creation of a more ethically responsible citizenry. He posits that universities,
by fulfilling their role in cultivating personal responsibility and ethical
reasoning, contribute significantly to the betterment of society. Graduates
equipped with a strong moral compass and the ability to engage in ethical
deliberation are better positioned to address societal challenges and
contribute meaningfully to the common good. This translates to:

Responsible leadership: Universities can equip future leaders with the
ethical frameworks and critical thinking skills necessary to make
responsible decisions in positions of power.
Active citizenship: Students who develop a strong sense of personal
responsibility are more likely to be active and engaged citizens,
contributing to their communities and advocating for positive change.
Global citizenship: In an increasingly interconnected world,
universities have a crucial role in fostering a sense of global citizenship,
encouraging students to consider the ethical implications of their actions
on a global scale.

Conclusion: A Call for Ethical Engagement in
Higher Education
David Watson's "The Question of Conscience: Higher Education and Personal
Responsibility" provides a timely and important contribution to the ongoing
conversation about the role of higher education in shaping individuals and
society. His work underscores the need for universities to move beyond a
purely intellectual focus and embrace their crucial role in fostering ethical
reasoning, promoting personal responsibility, and cultivating a strong sense of
conscience among their students. By actively engaging with these issues,
universities can contribute significantly to the development of ethically
responsible citizens and a more just and equitable world.

FAQ
Q1: How does Watson's work differ from traditional approaches to
higher education?

A1: Traditional approaches often prioritize the transmission of knowledge and
the development of specific skills without sufficient emphasis on moral



The Question Of Conscience Higher Education And Personal Responsibility
Bedford Way Papers By Watson David 2014 02 06 Paperback

The Question Of Conscience Higher Education And Personal Responsibility Bedford Way Papers By Watson David
2014 02 06 Paperback

4

development. Watson's work challenges this, arguing that higher education
should actively engage students in ethical reflection and the development of a
well-informed conscience. He emphasizes the interconnectedness of
intellectual and moral development.

Q2: What specific pedagogical strategies can universities employ to
foster ethical reasoning?

A2: Universities can implement various strategies such as incorporating case
studies of ethical dilemmas into various courses, promoting debate and
discussion on ethical issues, fostering opportunities for service-learning and
community engagement, and integrating ethical considerations into research
projects. The creation of dedicated ethics courses and the integration of ethical
frameworks across disciplines are also crucial.

Q3: How can universities assess the effectiveness of their efforts to
promote ethical development?

A3: Assessing the effectiveness of ethical development initiatives is complex.
Universities could use surveys to gauge students' moral reasoning skills and
ethical awareness, analyze student participation in ethical discussions and
activities, and track alumni engagement in ethical leadership roles. Qualitative
methods like focus groups and interviews can provide richer insights into
students' moral development.

Q4: What are some potential challenges in implementing Watson's
recommendations?

A4: Implementing Watson's recommendations might face resistance from
some faculty members who may not see the value of integrating ethics into
their teaching or who may lack the training to effectively facilitate ethical
discussions. Assessing student ethical development effectively is also
challenging. Furthermore, balancing academic freedom with the need for
ethical reflection requires careful consideration.

Q5: Does Watson advocate for a particular ethical framework?

A5: Watson doesn't advocate for a specific ethical framework but rather
emphasizes the importance of exposing students to a range of perspectives
and encouraging them to develop their own reasoned moral stances through
critical reflection and engagement with diverse ethical theories. The process of
critical analysis, rather than adherence to any single ideology, is central to his
argument.

Q6: How does Watson's work relate to the broader societal context?

A6: Watson argues that the ethical development of students is not simply a
matter of individual growth but is crucial for the betterment of society. He
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emphasizes the role of universities in producing ethically responsible citizens
who are equipped to address complex societal challenges and contribute to
the common good. The work implies a direct link between higher education
and a more just and equitable society.

Q7: What are the long-term implications of Watson's ideas for higher
education?

A7: If widely adopted, Watson's ideas could lead to significant changes in
higher education curricula, pedagogy, and assessment methods. It could see a
greater emphasis on developing critical thinking skills, ethical reasoning, and
personal responsibility among students. The long-term implications could
include a more ethically conscious and responsible citizenry and a
strengthened societal commitment to justice and equity.

Q8: Are there any criticisms of Watson's work?

A8: While largely influential, some might criticize the lack of specific,
universally applicable implementation strategies in Watson's paper. The
assessment of ethical development remains a complex challenge, and critics
might point to the difficulties in measuring its effectiveness consistently across
diverse educational contexts and student populations. Furthermore, the
balance between fostering ethical reflection and respecting academic freedom
remains an ongoing area of debate and requires careful consideration.

Delving into the Moral Compass: Exploring David Watson's "The Question of
Conscience: Higher Education and Personal Responsibility"

David Watson's 2014 publication, "The Question of Conscience: Higher
Education and Personal Responsibility," probes a essential intersection
between individual ethics and the impact of higher education. This thought-
provoking work, part of the Bedford Way Papers collection, isn't simply a
academic exercise; it's a persuasive call to re-evaluate the interplay between
intellectual advancement and the nurturing of moral character.

Watson's argument concentrates on the perceived disconnect between the
imparting of knowledge and the cultivation of conscience. He suggests that
while higher education strives to widen cognitive capabilities, it often omits to
address the equally essential task of cultivating ethical reasoning and
accountable behavior. This neglect, he suggests, leaves graduates under-
prepared to navigate the complicated moral dilemmas inherent in
contemporary society.

The book’s force lies in its ability to illustrate this disconnect with concrete
instances. Watson doesn't merely present abstract philosophical discussions;
he examines defined cases from higher education – from controversies
surrounding academic freedom to matters of plagiarism and academic
integrity. By doing so, he produces the theoretical concepts understandable
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and pertinent to a broader group.

Watson's approach includes a combination of philosophical analysis and
empirical study. He references upon numerous ethical models, including virtue
ethics, to organize his discussion. However, the book is not overly complex,
making it readable for those without a expertise in philosophy.

A central argument that emerges is the importance of cultivating a
“conscience” that goes beyond simple compliance with rules and regulations.
Watson advocates for a more dynamic approach to ethical cultivation, one that
promotes critical thinking, self-reflection, and a dedication to personal
responsibility. This entails not just following to codes of conduct, but also
actively searching to comprehend the ethical consequences of one’s behavior.

One of the most contributions of Watson's work is its practical implications for
higher education. He suggests particular strategies for integrating ethical
consideration into the curriculum and campus activities. This entails creating
courses dedicated on ethics, embedding ethical examples into existing
courses, and promoting opportunities for dialogue and consideration on ethical
issues.

In conclusion, "The Question of Conscience" is a valuable resource to the
ongoing conversation about the purpose of higher education. Watson's
compelling analysis probes us to consider not only what we train our students,
but also how we cultivate their moral compass and prepare them to be
accountable members of society. The book's usable recommendations for
incorporating ethical evaluations into higher education make it a important
resource for educators, administrators, and anyone involved in the fate of
higher education.

Frequently Asked Questions (FAQs):

Q1: Is this book only for academics?

A1: No, while it draws on academic theory, the book's central idea – the
importance of personal responsibility – is relevant to everyone. It's
comprehensible even without a thorough knowledge in philosophy.

Q2: What are some practical steps individuals can take after reading
this book?

A2: The book encourages self-reflection on personal ethical frameworks.
Consider journaling about ethical dilemmas, engaging in discussions with
persons, and seeking out opportunities to contribute to ethical behavior in your
own existence.

Q3: How does this book relate to current events?

A3: The issues raised – personal responsibility, ethical decision-making in
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complex situations – are acutely relevant to numerous current events, from
political controversies to environmental challenges, making it a timely and
vital read.

Q4: What makes this book stand out from other works on ethics in
higher education?

A4: Its effectiveness lies in its power to bridge the gap between theoretical
ethical frameworks and practical applications within the context of higher
education, offering applicable examples and proposals for improvement.
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