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Abstract
This article aims to explore the moral ideas and experiences that students at Dutch
universities of applied sciences (UAS) have of being a professional with an ‘ethical
compass.’ Semi-structured interviews were held with 36 fourth-year Bachelor students
divided over four institutions and three different programmes: Initial Teacher Education, Business Services and Information and Communication Technology. Findings
show that students say they strive to be(come) moral professionals, but that they have
difficulties recognising and articulating the moral aspects of their professional roles.
They seem to lack a moral vocabulary and the moral knowledge to verbalise their
aspirations and to provide arguments to explicate or legitimise their moral behaviour.
While most students were critical of the support they received from their universities,
they indicated that various other role models and (work) experiences did have a strong
and positive influence on their moral development. In this article, we reflect on the
findings in relation to international empirical research on students’ moral development
and highlight the characteristics of UAS students.
Keywords: Higher education, University of applied sciences, Moral development,
Moral professionalism, Ethical compass

Introduction
Recently, there has been a renewed interest in and discussion about the role of higher
education in stimulating students’ moral development (De Ruyter and Schinkel 2017;
Sullivan and Rosin 2008). This interest has emerged during a time when higher education has become more competitive, international, and has attracted larger numbers of
students (De Wit 2017; Lynch 2015; De Ruyter and Schinkel 2017). These developments
raise the question whether higher education institutes are still in a position to realise
and to fulfil their (legal) duty to stimulate the moral development of future professionals
(Judson and Taylor 2014; Kromydas 2017; De Ruyter and Schinkel 2017).
Those who answer this question affirmatively have explored how higher education
institutes can accomplish their moral task and can guide students in their development
towards moral agents (Collier et al. 2018; Evans et al. 2009; Mayhew et al. 2016). In order
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to better stimulate students’ moral development, it is important to know their moral
ideas and experiences to understand the gaps in their formation.
This article reports on an explorative empirical study among Dutch students at universities of applied sciences (UAS) about whether and, if so, how they see themselves
as a moral professional with an ethical compass. The reason for focusing on the latter
metaphor is that Dutch UAS have set themselves the explicit task to equip students with
a moral compass that can guide students’ thoughts and actions (Vereniging Hogescholen
2015; Ministry of Education 2015, p. 6). The ‘ethical compass’ has become a buzz word in
educational theory and practice. To our knowledge no empirical studies have attempted
to clarify this concept. Therefore, an empirical clarification is valuable in order to build
new knowledge and theory and to give content to the UAS moral aims (Christen et al.
2014). One goal of this study is to empirically investigate students’ ethical compass to
understand the gaps in their moral development.
Therefore, this article presents the results of 36 semi-structured interviews with
fourth-year BA students from four Dutch UAS and three different programs: Initial
Teacher Education (ITE), Business Services (BS), and Information and Communication
Technology (ICT). The study adds to research into students’ experiences and understandings of being a responsible professional (Fitzmaurice 2013; Solbrekke 2008; Solbrekke and Karseth 2006; Wilson et al. 2013) and contributes to previous findings that
professional responsibilities are renegotiated in the transition from education to work
(Solbrekke 2008), that novices are critically influenced by their work environments (Fitzmaurice 2013), and that internships provide access to the values and norms that define
the moral order of the respective professions (Solbrekke and Jensen 2006) and which
appear to have a significant influence on the construction of students’ professional identities (Fitzmaurice 2013).
This study addresses two research questions: (1) to what extent and in what ways do
students regard themselves as a responsible professional with an ethical compass? and
(2) how do students think their ethical compass has been formed? These questions are
based on the terminology of the Dutch UAS strategic agenda, which states the goal of
helping students develop into responsible professionals with an ethical compass. We
consider this to be synonymous with developing moral professionals.
In this article, we use ‘ethical compass’ to include both ‘morality’ understood narrowly
as deontic considerations concerning rules and obligations (Gert and Gert 2017), and
ethics, understood more broadly as aspirational considerations about ideals, well-being,
happiness and flourishing (De Ruyter and Steutel 2013; Kultgen 1988). First, we guide
the reader through the conceptual landscape of the ethical compass and give an overview of existing empirical research on students’ moral development. This is followed by a
description of the research method and the results of the data analysis. Finally, we reflect
on the findings in relation to international empirical research on students’ moral development, highlight the characteristics of UAS students and answer the research questions
described above.1

1

UAS is a collective term for higher education institutes that can be found in various countries, such as the so-called
‘polytechnics’, the ‘Fachhochschule’ represented in Germany, Austria and Switzerland, the ‘Haute École’ in France, and
the ‘Scuola Universitaria Professionale’ in Italy (www.uasnet.eu d.d.9/8/2019).
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Theoretical background
Most scholars agree that professionals must be moral (Brint 1994; Freidson 2001; Kultgen 1988; May 1996; Oakley and Cocking 2001). Professionals characteristically do not
pursue financial gain or fame but aim to do good with their work. They are characterised
by a personal mission related to their work (Gardner et al. 2001; Freidson 2001; Kole and
De Ruyter 2009; Kultgen 1988; Oakley and Cocking 2001) and are expected to be aware
of their (shared) responsibilities, and how their work affects others (May 1996). Moreover, because of these responsibilities, they do not choose the path of least resistance
when confronted with conflict (Gardner et al. 2001). Even though we may assume that
professionals have good intentions, their good work may be hindered by institutional
conditions, by the economic market situation of the organisations they work for, and the
expectations of society (Freidson 2001; Brint 1994).
In this light, and fuelled by malpractices of professionals that grabbed the headlines
and led to scandals and crises, academics have explored the idea of the ethical or moral
compass in various professional disciplines such as law (Foley et al. 2012; Rothenberg
2009), accountancy (Sunder 2010), health care (Peer and Schlabach 2010) and medical
specialists (Bercovitch and Long 2009; Webster 2013). Furthermore, the metaphor is frequently mentioned in passing in articles on the moral development of professionals (see,
for example, Ferguson and Louder 2018; Gibbs et al. 2007; Gill 2012) or in relation to the
curriculum of higher education institutes (Natale and Libertella 2016).
Our previous study of the different types (and names) of elaborated ethical compasses
showed that there is no consensus in the academic literature regarding the content,
form or use of the concept (Van Stekelenburg et al. 2020, submitted for publication).
Some derive the content of the ethical compass from a philosophical theory (Costello
and Donnellan 2008; Harris 2010; Marques 2017; Stephany 2012), for example, Levinas’s metaphysics or ‘the end justifies the means’ approach defended by Machiavelli.
Others propose a value like freedom (Pettit 2014), or a (group of ) virtue(s) like moral
courage (Gierczyk et al. 2017; Lachman 2009; Nakken 2011; Visser and Van Zyl 2016).
Some scholars understand the form of the ethical compass as a moral identity (Bell
2011; Daniels et al. 2011; Moore and Gino 2013; Schultz 2011), while others see it as
a tool or framework for managing moral challenges and problems (Bowden and Green
2014; Brunello 2014; Thompson et al. 2010), or as an environment that enhances a moral
(corporate) identity (Donnellan 2013; Sullivan 2009; Wilcox and Ebbs 1992). Our own
definition is in line with interpretations of the ethical compass that focus on the virtuous character and moral identity of professionals. We understand the ethical compass of
professionals as (a) the intrinsic motivation of professionals to act morally (b) particularly when they are confronted with an ethical dilemma (c) according to moral standards
and specifically the standards of their profession (ideals and norms) (Van Stekelenburg
et al. 2020, submitted for publication).
There is to our knowledge no empirical research on professionals’ ethical compasses
as such, so we will discuss a broader body of empirical research about students’ professional moral development. Specifically, we highlight three existing perspectives that are
relevant to our research. First, we examine studies focusing on how higher education
students and novice workers understand the state of their profession and related moral
responsibilities (Arthur et al. 2009; Fishman et al. 2004; Fitzmaurice 2013; Solbrekke and

Page 3 of 20

Van Stekelenburg et al. Empirical Res Voc Ed Train

(2020) 12:11

Jensen 2006; Solbrekke and Karseth 2006; Solbrekke 2008; Wilson et al. 2013). These
studies show that students in higher education have considerably different (and limited)
understandings of their moral professional responsibilities and behaviour. For example,
students mainly describe their professional responsibilities as (following) the formal
standards and rules defined in professional codes, despite a ‘moral purposefulness’ in
their thinking (Fitzmaurice 2013, p. 620) and an awareness of moral responsibilities in
their speaking (Solbrekke and Karseth 2006). They restrict their moral responsibilities
to their specific occupation without considering the wider societal context (Solbrekke
2008; Solbrekke and Karseth 2006).
Second, scholars have investigated students’ moral development (during higher education). An empirical approach, strongly influenced by Kohlberg’s (1981) work on cognitive development, has been to measure the level of moral reasoning in higher education
students (Auvinen et al. 2004; Coleman and Wilkins 2004; Craig and Oja 2013; Jagger
2011; Myyry et al. 2013; Thoma et al. 2008). These studies showed that students’ moral
judgment can develop significantly during their studies provided that they are actively
involved in learning environments that promote students’ thinking, critical reasoning
skills (Auvinen et al. 2004; Coleman and Wilkins 2004; Craig and Oja 2013; Myyry 2003;
Myyry et al. 2013) and ethical sensitivity (Jagger 2011). After all, young adults often reason out of personal interest but are not always able to recognise ethical dilemmas and
the moral characteristics of situations, which may hinder their ability to make a moral
judgment (Thoma et al. 2008). Another approach is to identify and measure character
strengths (e.g., love, hope, curiosity and gratitude) across the lifespan using the Values
In Action (VIA) classification (Ruch et al. 2010) to understand which are the primary
character strengths (that are also called ‘signature strengths’) that enable moral conduct
(Park and Peterson 2006, p. 904).
Third, empirical studies have focused on how students become moral professionals.
For example, VIA research has focused on how student teachers (Arthur et al. 2015)
and medical students (Arthur et al.2015) perceive their character and how this plays a
role in professional practice. Sanderse and Cooke (2019) found that most (primary and
secondary) British teachers at school thought that ITE had not prepared them well for
becoming a moral teacher. These teachers relied more on their own moral compass than
on what they had learned in teacher training, which was mainly focused on subjectspecific training. Research has shown that becoming a moral professional requires that
students have room to experiment with new roles, images and aspects of themselves
(Bowen 2018; Ronfeldt and Grossman 2008), are able to practice these roles and images
in professional life (Reid et al. 2008), and have the opportunity to reflect on new experiences (Hatem and Halpin 2019; Jackson 2017). Students are then able to develop moral
character (Arthur et al. 2009) and build a moral (professional) identity (Bowen 2018;
Hatem and Halpin 2019; Jackson 2017; Krettenauer and Mosleh 2013; Reid et al. 2008;
Ronfeldt and Grossman 2008). Role models have turned out to be decisive in providing potential moral professional identities (Byszewski et al. 2012; Han et al. 2017; Ibarra
1999). They create and confirm a viable self-concept (Gibson 2003) and have a strong
influence on the choice of a profession and career (Bosma et al. 2012; Vinnicombe et al.
2006). Furthermore, research has shown that it is important to develop students’ ideals.
Such ideals reflect values and help to set goals and to achieve them in a meaningful way
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(Poom-Valickis and Löfström 2019). Aligning students’ internal ideals (moral identity)
and external ideals (perception of professional values) reduces emotional and cognitive
dissonance, resulting in less inner conflicts (Thompson et al. 2010). Therefore, educational institutions should not only help students to articulate and refine their personal
and professional ideals (Beauchamp and Thomas 2010; Poom-Valickis and Löfström
2019), but also to develop their own educational, moral and religious ideals (if present)
and to interweave the person and the profession in their education programmes (De
Ruyter et al. 2003). As different types of higher education seem to produce a variation in
moral judgements (Maeda et al. 2009), higher education institutions can make a difference, for example by creating workplaces and learning environments in which students
can discuss and evaluate the dilemmas of professional responsibility in relation to the
core values of the profession (Dahlgren et al. 2014; Karseth and Solbrekke 2006; Myyry
2003; Sockett and LePage 2002).
Thus, there is a body of empirical research within higher education about students’
understandings of being a responsible professional, their moral development and the
influences on becoming a moral professional. However, we are particularly interested in
the concept of the ethical compass, how (UAS Bachelor) students perceive their own
ethical compass and the formation of this guide. Therefore, this study invited UAS students to share their associations, feelings, thoughts and actions related to the notion of
the ethical compass. This resulted in authentic stories in students’ own vocabulary about
their moral ideas and experiences, and the role models and ideals they adopted in their
education, internship and personal lives.

Method
Respondents

Our findings are based on 36 semi-structured interviews with 24 males and 12 females,
all fourth-year Bachelor students at UAS with an average age of 23. Students gained considerable work experience during their Bachelor programmes in which internships were
systematically woven into the curriculum. They were random selected in equal numbers
across three different programmes: Initial Teacher Education (n = 12), Business Services
(n = 12), and Information and Communication Technology (n = 12). Where random
selection did not succeed, purposive sampling was used to complete the research group.
Students were chosen from four Dutch UAS, which were selected according to the highest enrolment rates in 2016 and are situated in the cities of Amsterdam, Rotterdam, Eindhoven, Arnhem and Nijmegen. Informed consent was sought in writing and anonymity
was guaranteed.
Interviews

The first author, a senior teacher from a Dutch UAS, conducted the interviews at the
students’ own institutions between September 2017 and February 2018. The semistructured interviews lasted around 60 min, were audio-recorded, transcribed verbatim
and were conducted and evaluated in sets of three until saturation was reached. As we
had anticipated that students would find it difficult to formulate their moral ideas and
experiences, the interviews were based on a concrete interview protocol (Appendix 1).
The interviews addressed three topics: students’ perceptions of being a responsible
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professional with an ethical compass; students’ ideas on how their ethical compasses
have been formed; and students’ experiences with ethical dilemmas during their internships. Given the richness of the acquired data and in order to present these data in a
meaningful way, we divided the results over two articles, which is common practice in
qualitative research (Levitt et al. 2018). This article presents the analysis of the students’
responses to the first two topics, where the second topic is divided into two part-topics,
namely (a) their ideas about how their ethical compass has been formed, and (b) students’ experiences at their UAS institutes in relation to what was both most and least
useful in their professional education.
First, all participants were asked to rate themselves on a scale of 1 (not at all) to 10
(excellent) with regard to being a responsible professional with an ethical compass. Second, follow-up questions invited students to say more about the ethical compass in their
own terms, and how they thought their compass has been formed. To further explore
and deepen their ideas and experiences, we asked them which role models inspired
them, which ideals they had in their own lives, and which plans and actions they wanted
to pursue. Considering the complexity and level of abstraction of an ethical compass,
we expected that students might have difficulty in verbalising their ethical compass.
Therefore, students were asked halfway through the interview to select and reflect on
one of three questions: What should I do? How should I live? Who do I want to be?
Because they can be attracted to and challenged by different questions (Appendix 2).
As these questions were solely used to elicit and elucidate students’ perceptions of their
ethical compass, the answers were not coded separately. Finally, the moral self-scale was
repeated at the end to check whether students’ perceptions of being a responsible professional with an ethical compass had changed during the interview.
Data analysis

Data were analysed using the Qualitative Analysis Guide of Leuven (QUAGOL)
described by Dierckx de Casterlé et al. (2011), a method inspired by the Grounded Theory approach (Glaser and Strauss 2017). The first author summarised every interview in
a brief abstract which provided an understanding of the respondent’s experiences and a
general narrative view of the essence of participants’ stories. Next, the researcher coded
the interviews in an open way, drew up a list of the preliminary codes, filtered the most
important data and clustered these codes in categories. To increase interrater reliability, an interdisciplinary research team—two philosophers of education with experience
in qualitative research and an experienced field researcher—joined the researcher in
iterative dialogue on the findings. Drafting concepts to categories was performed using
paper and pen, no software was used. Each step in the coding process was monitored
by the research team using a random sample comparison of the coding with a focus on
the content, meaning and characteristics of the narratives. Since the analysis was performed as an interdisciplinary team process, evaluation sessions were added after every
six interviews and after every new step in the coding process. After each member of the
research team independently coded a random subset of interviews, any inconsistencies
were discussed until consensus was reached. This facilitated constant comparison by
digging deeper and constantly moving within-case and across-case analysis to grasp the
complexities of the research data. The evaluations led, for example, to a distinct category
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‘UAS experiences’ as students spontaneously started to share what they valued most in
their vocational training and UAS context. The extraction of essential phenomena by the
research team led to the storyline and conceptual framework from which essential findings could be described (Miles et al. 2014).

Results
Students’ ideas about the ethical compass

Most students turned out to have difficulties explaining their views on the notion of an
ethical compass. Two students (ITE27, ICT5) indicated that, prior to the interview, they
had searched the internet for the meaning of the metaphor because they had no idea
what it meant. Some students spontaneously associated the ethical compass with a sort
of ‘gut feeling’ or ‘intuition’ that changes depending on the situation.
It also turned out that the term ethics (and ethical) was personal for most students, as
indicated by a student:
“Yes, ethical is of course a very flexible concept, there is no standard for it: what
is ethics or what is ethically responsible and what is not? That is very personal…”
(BS28)
When invited to describe their personal ethical compass, in all three professional disciplines respondents mentioned having values, referred to a rule (of life) or a choice to
do right or wrong. Although a majority of students claimed that navigating on values
such as respect, honesty and kindness was most important to them, they had difficulties
explaining how these values or rules were explicitly reflected in their behaviour. As an
ITE student said:
“Uh, yeah, what’s important to me.. that’s how I treat other people, too. And of
course that differs per situation […] I may deviate from my course in order to, uh,
yes, then… I don’t really know how to put that into words.” (ITE36)
In order to be a moral professional, the majority of students in all three professional
disciplines indicated that they navigate on their ‘gut feeling’ and try to align their (difficult to articulate) internalised belief and value framework with external sources and
standards for professional conduct (see Table 1). Most BS and ICT students sought
support in external laws, rules, or professional codes transmitted by their professional
domain, as indicated by one student:
“Uh, of course, say if you have a gut feeling, as you usually do with issues like where
you wonder whether something is allowed – then of course you can go and find out:
is this actually even legal.” (ICT13)
Due to the lack of formalised professional codes of conduct or laws, ITE students
mainly referred to unwritten moral duties and to school protocols that provide structured guidelines for collaboration and communication (e.g., in relation to parents, colleagues and other stakeholders).
Nevertheless, most students saw themselves as a moral professional with a sense of
right and wrong. When asked at the start of the interview to rate themselves on a scale
of 1 (not at all) to 10 (excellent) with regard to being a moral professional, the average
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Table 1 Examples of students’ (external) moral guides
Students align their (implicit) internalised belief and value framework with:
Laws
e.g., the Financial Supervision Act: “That sets out all the standards you need to meet, and the guidelines. So, that, to
me, is basically the training bible for anyone wanting to become a financial consultant.” (BS19)
Rules
e.g., rules of life: “Treat everyone the way you want to be treated.” (ICT5)
e.g., online rules: “Don’t do things in the digital world that you wouldn’t do in the real world; breaking in, sending child
pornography.” (ICT4)
Unwritten moral duties
e.g., the duty to report: “That it’s the teachers’ responsibility too to report instances where they suspect something. The
problem is, how do you distinguish between what you should and shouldn’t report?” (ITE18)
Protocols
e.g., school protocol: “A lot of primary schools do have protocols […] but those deal mostly with people’s and children’s
personal details for example and, indeed, not so much with how to handle certain situations.” (ITE17)
An oath or professional code
e.g., a non-disclosure agreement: “What’s it called again? Right, a non-disclosure agreement, you’re simply not
allowed to share information with people outside your work; sensitive information […] that’s strictly prohibited.”
(ICT6)

was 7.5. Two students rated themselves with a 10 and scaled back to an 8 (BS10) and a 5
(ITE16) at the end of the interview, when they realised that they did not always act as the
kind of professional they wanted to be. Two students rated themselves with a 5 (ICT22,
ITE26), arguing that ethics had not received sufficient attention in their professional
training in order to qualify as a moral professional. In all three professional disciplines,
the majority of students explained that they had acquired a body of general (rather than
moral) professional knowledge and skills during their training, although their internships made them aware that they still had to learn to apply this knowledge and these
skills in the real world of work. Furthermore, most UAS students realised that daily practice is often at odds with theory. They indicated that they could only make their knowledge fruitful by using technical skills (e.g., communication skills, critical thinking skills)
rather than moral skills.
In short, most students found it difficult to reflect on the ethical compass even though
they recognised its relevance for their life and work. All students had the drive to be
a moral professional, but most lacked a moral vocabulary and the moral knowledge to
explain or legitimise their moral behaviour. Students’ moral professional conduct mainly
relied on what is morally required or prohibited, as laid down in external laws, protocols
and professional codes rather than on their virtuous character and moral identity.

Students’ ideas about the formation of their ethical compass

There was hardly any variation in the way students outlined how their ethical compasses
had been formed. All students in this study first emphasised that (grand) parents, family
members and later school, sports and peers play critical roles in gradually building their
value framework and attitudes. For example, one student (ICT14) gave examples of how
his parents intentionally aimed to promote his moral development by offering books
by Homer and Dante. Others explained that they had unconsciously incorporated the
observed behaviour of their parents and that they began thinking about their own moral
standards at approximately the age of 18. Around that time they evaluated their attitudes
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towards life which sometimes led to a revision or sometimes rejection of the standards
they had acquired. As one BS student explained:
“I wasn’t exactly an endearing kid. I was a difficult teenager. Smoked weed sometimes, things like that. […] I think it wasn’t until I was 18 that I really started to
realise what being good means. And that I started acting extra nice to people just
to cancel out the way I’d misbehaved in the past, or, well, clean the slate for myself.”
(BS11)
One-fourth of the respondents explained that their moral awareness had been triggered by negative experiences from the past. They indicated that (one of ) their parents
had avoided their parental responsibilities and that they were now suffering the adverse
effects, while others described how the death or sickness of a parent, experience with
depression, being bullied at school or parental divorce had affected them. One ITE student expressed it this way:
“So when things no longer gel, when they stop being automatic and start to come
apart, then you end up in a kind of hole and you start to think about that, about
how that affects you.” (ITE35)
Thus, the changed conceptions of themselves in situations where things stopped being
self-evident appeared to be influential for increasing (moral) awareness. As a result, life
questions arose and students began to think about what they consider valuable in life
and what responsibilities they have towards themselves and others, also in a professional
context. As one ITE student illustrated:
“I have a boy in my class who also lost his father when he was three, so he didn’t
know him at all, or hardly. I told him that if he misses such a father role, that he can
talk to me about what he misses, that we can have a conversation about it together.”
(ITE08)

Students’ ideals and professional role models

When asked what ideals students aim for and whether their ideals help them to make
choices in life and work, some students said that they indeed hold on to ideals which
lead them, for example, to become a vegetarian (BS10, ICT14, ICT15), or to opt for a
job in a sustainable company (BS28, ICT15, ICT23). The majority of BS students strived
for general ideals such as a meaningful family life and a satisfactory and well-paying
job. About half of the group of ICT students wanted to have an impact on society and
to become known for something they had made. Four students (ITE08, ITE17, ITE26,
ICT13) described general ideals such as ‘world peace’ and ‘happiness’.
Eight students explicitly indicated that they had no ideals (ITE09, ITE27, ITE35, BS19,
BS20, ICT4, ICT6, ICT22), even though some of them did voluntary work and wanted
to contribute socially. Apparently, they were not conscious of their ideals and commitments. In general, articulating plans and actions to pursue turned out to be difficult for
the majority of respondents who experienced the future as ‘still open’ and ‘far away’.
That students have ideals that were not explicitly articulated might be related to
their developmental stage. From the three cards presented to them, two-thirds of the
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students chose the question Who do I want to be?’ as the most pressing one in their
lives. This suggests that the image of who they want to be has not yet crystallised.
A minority of the students had discovered ways to reduce stress and find a balance in life and practiced yoga (ITE07) or prayed and used the Bible (BS19, BS20) as
a moral guide.Others engaged in reading or listening to podcasts (BS10, BS28, ICT5,
ICT13, ICT14, ICT23, ICT33) One student (BS10) explained that he had 60,000
thoughts that haunted him during the day, and he used writing to organise his experiences and get a grip on his life.
When asked whether they had an inspiring role model in their personal or professional lives that helped them to articulate their (professional) ideals, in all three disciplines, three quarters of the respondents indicated that they did have a role model.
Two BS students explained that they did not want to have a role model because they
strived for an authentic live and did not want to be influenced by others. In general,
parents were mentioned as role models because of their perseverance and their wisdom, or because of their hard and good work. Mentors were mentioned as standards
of excellence who encouraged students’ ideal professional self. Students highlighted
their mentors’ vision and expertise and their specific and impressive ideal character
traits: their courage, honesty, enthusiasm or sense of humour. Unlike most ICT students who had influential and famous role models who they admired for their creativity and impact on society (e.g., Alan Turing, Elon Musk, Bill Gates or musician
Bob Dylan), only four BS students (BS28, BS11, BS29, BS10) cited examples of successful entrepreneurs such as Fabienne Chapot (BS29) and Ricardo Semler (BS28).
All but one ITE student (ITE27) found their role models in their own social circle, as
explained by this student:
“Uh, my swim coach was really an example to me because he listened very well and
made me work very hard […] so I was always very proud and in the end I became a
trainer myself.” (ITE16)
Additionally, half of the group of ITE students had an image of what an ideal teacher
should be, which was sometimes inspired by the teacher they actually had.
“Yes, the teacher I want to be, is the teachers I can remember. The teacher you could
always go to when something was wrong. The teacher who knows everything […] the
teacher you feel safe and comfortable with.” (ITE07)

Students’ Experiences at Universities of Applied Sciences

During the interview, students were asked how their education had contributed to their
moral professional development. Most students indicated that they valued the transmission of theoretical knowledge and the opportunity to develop their professional skills.
Furthermore, it appeared that most students wanted to develop a personal vision of their
professional role and a stronger (professional) identity, as described by one ITE student:
“I’m really still trying to figure out who I am and what I want to stand for and […]
contribute. And of course, you develop certain opinions about that […] but I find it
really hard to put my own mark on it.” (ITE07)
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Although most students in all three fields found it difficult to explicitly relate what
they had learnt at their institutions to their moral professional development, most students could illustrate their needs or what they valued most in their vocational training
and UAS context. This can be clustered in three main categories: (1) a stimulating institutional learning environment, (2) interconnectedness and social interaction; (3) various
(real-world work) experiences in a diversity of contexts.
First, we found that a stimulating institutional learning environment that expresses
attention and involvement is crucial for students’ moral professional development. Onethird of the students explained that they had built positive learning experiences through
the constructive written and oral feedback they received on the work they delivered.
Were ICT and BS students valued feedback and support from their teachers and fellow students, face-to-face intervision sessions at the UAS institutions in which reflection on personal and professional experiences were facilitated, were highly valued by ITE
students.
Overall, students appreciated a good relationship with their teachers with whom they
could share their success stories as well as their uncertainties, struggles and vulnerabilities without being judged. Most students valued approachable and enthusiastic teachers who are experts in their field and who are able to connect theory with professional
practice. In addition, students appreciated an open communication with short lines and
teachers who carefully prepared their sessions and (PowerPoint) presentations with clear
and consistent information. This made them feel that they were being taken seriously
and that teachers were involved in their learning and development process. Three students (ITE34, ITE36, BS11) had the impression that their teachers were too busy and
that students were simply a ‘number’ and not their priority, resulting in unanswered
emails and misusing students’ responsibilities as an excuse to evade their own. The presence of these role models (and anti-mentors) in their UAS contexts, allowed students to
further develop a moral attitude towards their own responsibilities. Most students preferred an open curriculum in which frameworks are provided, but in which they can also
have a say in how the education is organised. They desired to have flexibility in their curriculum and room to make their own choices. As indicated by an ITE student:
“Um, yes, I like being able to be autonomous, that I do get goals that I have to
achieve, for example, but that I can then decide for myself how I’m going to work
towards them, then I sometimes come up with the most extraordinary ideas.”
(ITE18)
Second, most students indicated that interconnectedness and social interaction with
fellow-students and teachers is crucial to their moral growth. Dialogue, (in)formal conversations and discussing (contrasting) personal and professional opinions and beliefs
were found to be encouraging for most students in all three professional disciplines.
They argued that they could expand their own worldview and action repertoire through
social interactions. Students highly valued situations of active engagement, in which
they were challenged to meet others who are (sufficiently) different from their own way
of life and have diverse opinions. As illustrated by one student:
“My teachers always say: go and talk to people, because then you learn the most.
And that’s true, when you talk to people, you’re just getting a lot more information
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about how someone experiences something.” (ICT15)
Most students found discussing cases to be the best method to learn from a variety of
opinions. Most students could not remember any ethical education they had received.
Six students (ITE08, ITE27, BS20, ICT5, ICT13, ICT33) enthusiastically described
the moral cases they had discussed, while others indicated that they did have an ethics (related) course, but were not able to relate the meaning of ethics to their professional role, indicating that mandatory ethics-related courses were not always effective
in enhancing ethical awareness, knowledge, and reasoning. As explained by one ITE
student:
“We did have classes on it, but I also felt like they were kind of vague sometimes, so
I wouldn’t actually understand, like, okay, so what are you actually talking about.”
(ITE18)
In general, students noted a lack of explicit attention for ethics. This made them realise, during the interview, that they were not always able to recognise moral issues and
make moral decisions. Students explained that the form and content of interaction and
moral guidance often depended on the individual commitment or interests of teachers.
Consequently, students received the implicit message that morality belongs to the private domain and does not require attention in professional practices.
Three students (BS21, BS30, ICT23) noted that a one-sided focus on their profession
limited their moral professional development. For example, BS students found that UAS
were too focused on understanding market economies and on what the economy and
the business community demand, concluding that UAS apparently believe that the question of what makes money is more important than what is of value. Some ICT students
(ICT22, ICT23, ICT24, ICT31, ICT32) found that their education was too focused on
the technical aspects of their profession and less on developing their social-emotional or
moral skills.
All students indicated that, in addition to theoretical knowledge, they had learned
most from applying knowledge to various situations and (muddling through) diverse
contexts. Students argued that internships (abroad) and real-world societal projects
expanded their knowledge, skills and creativity as they had to deal with practical problems, ethical dilemmas and new roles. Therefore, these work-experiences were also an
opportunity to call into question what it is to be a professional in a certain field and to
learn how (and when) to use their ethical compass. While bridging theory and practice,
students were confronted with their (in)capabilities as well as their personal talents and
interests. Most students indicated that by overcoming their fears, crossing boundaries
and stepping out of their personal comfort zone, they expanded their self-knowledge.
In these circumstances, most students valued concrete support from their teachers to
adapt to challenges and to gain control.

Discussion and conclusion
This is the first empirical study to investigate how (UAS) Bachelor students describe and
experience being a professional, explicitly in terms of having an ethical compass. In this
study we built upon existing empirical studies about students’ understandings of being
a responsible professional, their moral development and the influences on becoming a
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moral professional. Although extensive research we took the ‘ethical compass’ explicitly as the leading concept to investigate students’ experiences and ideas. As we highlighted earlier, this is important, because the ‘ethical compass’ has become a buzz word
in educational theory and practice. For example, Dutch UAS explicitly aim at educating students to become a responsible professional with an ethical compass (Vereniging
Hogescholen 2015; Ministry of Education, Culture and Science 2015, p. 6).
We found that most students from three professional disciplines (ITE, BS and ICT)
and four Dutch UAS associated the ethical compass with a sort of ‘gut feeling’ or ‘intuition’ that changes depending on the situation. Although most students saw themselves
as moral professionals, they lacked the moral knowledge and vocabulary to explain
or legitimise their moral behaviour. Students also had very similar views on the ways
in which their ethical compass had been formed. However, ICT students were more
focused on role models outside their own social circle and had more outspoken ideals
than ITE and BS students. Possibly, ICT students are inspired by the impact of technological developments on individual lives and society and strive to contribute to these
changes. Some ICT students felt that their universities paid too little attention to their
social-emotional development while ITE students wanted to learn to think and argue
more critically. Overall, we got the impression that all students were eager to learn and
wanted to be good and do good. After the interview most students indicated that they
were positively surprised by the insights they had gained by talking about their moral
(professional) identity, personal values, ideals and role models, and that they wanted to
deepen and expand their insights in the near future.
In general, the educational climate was felt to be more stimulating if students had
leeway in their programmes and could make their own choices. Contrary to what we
expected, we did not find any important differences among the four UAS institutes. One
possible explanation is that the regional context and size of institutes have less impact
on the moral formation of students than, for example, the students’ religious affiliation
(which the four UAS did not have). Another explanation could be that the four UAS
base their education on a national framework of qualification, which in turn is based
on the overarching Qualifications Framework of the European Higher Education Area
(QF-EHEA). This implies that they share a social–political context which in turn relates
to the formal and informal curriculum and students’ moral development (Maeda et al.
2009). Below, we juxtapose our findings with the academic literature.
First, our study showed that most UAS students regard themselves as a professional
guided by an ethical compass, despite their difficulties to relate the ethical compass metaphor to their professional role and their struggle with the content and meaning of the
term ethics. Students described the metaphor as having values, while others referred to
a rule (of life), or a choice to do right or wrong. Interpretations of the ethical compass
that circulate in the academic literature did not appear in their answers (Van Stekelenburg et al. 2020, submitted for publication). Although empirical research has shown
that moral judgment can develop during students’ educational training and internships
(Auvinen et al. 2004; Craig and Oja 2013; Myyry 2003; Myyry et al. 2013), most fourthyear UAS students navigated on their ‘gut feelings’. Similarly, Fishman et al. (2004) found
that younger workers have little guidance when faced with conflicts. While struggling,
they were reluctant to pass judgment on others and believed that they ought to be given
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latitude to do what they feel is right. In our study, students indicated that, during their
internships, they tried to align their feelings with external sources (e.g., rules, protocols
and codes of conduct-if available) in order to get a grip on their (moral) responsibilities.
This is in line with the findings of Solbrekke (2008) and Wilson et al. (2013, p. 1237), who
found that students’ conceptions of professional responsibility were mainly “externally
determined” and seen as the ability to live up to standards and formal rules of conduct.
UAS students turned out to fall back on external sources because their value and belief
frameworks proved to be mainly implicit and tacit and therefore insufficiently useful in
their internships.
Compared to other empirical studies that focus mainly on MA students in university
contexts, this study focused on Bachelor students in universities of applied science. Solbrekke and Karseth (2006, p. 107) found that Master students mainly highlight “critical
thinking” (e.g., “consider and weigh alternatives, deal with dilemmas with insight and
good will”), rather than “critical action” (e.g., “taking part in moral activities beyond personal interests and daily tasks”) as a professional competence. Solbrekke and Karseth’s
(2006) and Wilson et al. (2013) argue that MA students mainly see their neutral, objective, knowledgeable and research-based abilities as representing good work and conduct. In contrast, we found that UAS students’ primary focus is to be practical and
engaged professionals who acquire the knowledge that enables them to form autonomous judgments.
Second, in relation to students’ ideas on the formation of their ethical compasses,
all students indicated that they found support in role models, who were mainly found
within their own social circles. This is in line with the observations by Arthur et al. (2009)
and Fishman et al. (2004), who report that their respondents found their role models in
a supportive environment wherein parents were decisive. Attainable role models turned
out to be the most guiding in students’ moral formation (Han et al. 2017). Furthermore,
UAS students indicated that being exposed to professional role models (found in their
UAS institutes and internships) taught them how to make choices under changing circumstances and to take responsibility for customers, pupils and the workplace. These
professional role models fuelled students’ desire to articulate their own (professional)
identities, to increase self-knowledge and make meaning of their experiences through
reflection, examining experiences and on-going discussion (Byszewski et al. 2012; Gibson 2003; Ibarra 1999). Moreover, role models stimulated the aspirations of some UAS
students to set high goals (Poom-Valickis and Löfström 2019) or provided them with
images of an ideal (professional) self which they could pass on to, for example, their own
pupils (De Ruyter et al. 2003).
Third, with regard to the students’ experiences at their UAS institutions in relation to
what was both most and least useful in their vocational education, they believed that
a stimulating institutional learning environment is a prerequisite for their growth. This
also appeared to be a motivating factor for professional development in other research
(Fishman et al. 2004; Solbrekke 2008). Social interaction, participation (in professional
practice), discussions, role playing and reflection in different contexts and small action
sets were highly valued by UAS students. Indeed, empirical research showed that these
seem to have a stimulating effect on, for example, the development of reflective competence (Solbrekke 2008); the coordination of social-cognitive conflicts (Myyry et al. 2013);
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and the critical evaluation of professional practice (Fitzmaurice 2013; Nyström 2009;
Solbrekke and Jensen 2006).
Internships and real-world experiences turned out to be crucial for UAS students
to relate their identity to their professional role. Research on the relationship between
moral behaviour and internship has concluded that internships are valuable because they
enable individual personal growth in addition to the acquisition of theoretical knowledge; they demand the students’ active engagement in ethical problem-solving (Craig
and Oja 2013) and give access to the values, norms and distinctions that define the moral
order of the respective professions (Sanderse and Cooke 2019; Solbrekke and Jensen
2006). Fitzmaurice (2013) found that it is precisely these values, virtues and beliefs of the
individual that have a significant influence on identity construction, and that it is important to focus on values and practices when constructing professional identity. Indeed,
the moral development of students seems to be the outcome of an interplay of social
value systems but above all of the moral knowledge and skills of their teachers, mentors and supervisors and their will (during internships) to transmit these (Dahlgren et al.
2014; Karseth and Solbrekke 2006; Myyry 2003).
This research represents a significant contribution to the understanding of how
UAS can prepare their students to become responsible professionals with an ethical
compass. We found that the widely used ethical compass metaphor in various professional domains (e.g., in education, accountancy, business, law and health care) does
not automatically appeal to students. However, talking about the ethical compass did
contribute to increasing their awareness of its formation, the content and the importance of using this guide. Moreover, it stimulated their reflection on (certain aspects
of ) their (moral) identity. This is important because our study revealed a gap in UAS
students’ moral (self ) knowledge, vocabulary and moral judgment, which makes it
difficult for them to recognise and deal with ethical issues and to place professional
values above other competing values in their judgment. Therefore, we argue that it
is opportune for the UAS to pay explicit attention to ethics (education) and the ethical aspects of the profession within the vocational training of students, so that moral
awareness can grow and students can learn to understand and clarify ethical frameworks, assumptions, motivations and reasoning in relation to their personal identity,
and to integrate these with their professional identity. Scholars have made valuable
proposals on how ethics can be part of the university curriculum (De Ruyter and
Schinkel 2017; Warnick and Silverman 2011). For example, De Ruyter and Schinkel
(2017) argue that ethics should not be an academic exercise focused on presenting
ethical theories, through which students can only develop meta-ethical views. Rather,
students should be invited to reflect on their own ethical principles, on professional
ethics and citizenship, and on how they want to live a good life. Moreover, the UAS
institutions should increase the (moral) awareness of their teachers regarding their
(implicit) influence on the identity construction of students. In our research we
found that access to the values, norms and distinctions that define the moral order
of the respective professions does not receive equal attention throughout and within
the three professional disciplines and UAS institutions, and depends on the individual commitment or interests of teachers. This confirms the conclusion by Sockett
and LePage (2002, p. 170) that ‘most practicing teachers are totally unprepared by
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teacher education for moral complexity.’ However, as professional role models, teachers can challenge students to develop their awareness of the moral dimensions of the
respective profession, and help them to increase self-knowledge, articulate ideals and
thereby strengthen students’ moral growth.
Before describing significant new avenues for future research, some limitations of
this study need to be acknowledged. First, the random selection process at all institutes
only partially succeeded, resulting in the application of purposive sampling in order to
complete the group of respondents. Inevitably, this created a self-selection bias, possibly
attracting respondents who were committed to the research topic. Second, all but one
respondent have a Dutch cultural background, so it is unclear to what extent the present
findings would have been different if there had been a more diverse student population.
Our research opens new avenues for further exploration of the applied science education field. The present study gives rise to investigate the ethics education students
receive in their Bachelor programmes and the environmental context in which students
are trained. A study into the so-called ‘hidden curriculum’ and UAS institutes’ larger
social contexts that contribute to students’ professional development would be valuable
to understand the gaps in their moral formation. For example, a study into the ethical
compass of UAS teachers, staff and management would be valuable as they turned out to
be important role models through which students develop their ethical compass.
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Appendix
Appendix 1: Interview protocol

Central Question: Which moral ideas and experiences do students have of being a responsible professional with
an ‘ethical compass’?
Name:
Age:
Code:
UAS and Bachelor’s programme:
Date:

1. To what extent do you consider yourself to be a responsible professional with an ethical compass? Rating
on a scale from 1 (not at all) to 10 (excellent). Explain.
2. Can you describe how your ethical compass was formed?
Do you have role models who inspire(d) you?
Which ideals do you aim for? Which plans and actions do you want to pursue?
3. Can you describe an ethical dilemma you encountered in your internship?
How did you cope with this dilemma: what were your feelings, thoughts, actions?
4. Which ‘compass cards’ do you associate with being a responsible professional with an ethical compass?
Explain. (Appendix 2)
Probe: repeat the moral self-scale

Appendix 2: Words used to elicit students’ associations

(a) Select and reflect on one of the questions: What should I do? How should I live? Who do I want to be?
(b) Which cards do you associate with being a responsible professional?
booking results
balancing profit and loss
increasing general welfare
being useful
being effective
compliance with a professional code
having duties
compliance with rules and standards
taking an oath/promise
being a member of a community
practicing virtues
having a professional attitude
being practically wise
caring for the self
striving for values
being authentic
being autonomous
using rational arguments
happiness
pursuing ideals
character
having a calling
having role models
developing identity
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The words refer to action and consequences (e.g., booking results), rules (compliance with a professional
code), character (e.g., practising virtues), self-care (e.g., being autonomous) and contains general
concepts (e.g., happiness)
Received: 24 February 2020 Accepted: 9 October 2020
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