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n his article on “Ethical Realism and Continuing Education,” Gary
Miller has provided us a valuable opportunity to reflect on the prac-
tice of continuing education (CE) leadership. The goal of becoming
a reflective practitioner, to use Donald Schon’s expression, is a wor-
thy one for CE administrators. Dr. Miller reviews six principles that are
encapsulated in the concept of ethical realism, but are always good guides
to action. It is hard to argue against any of these six universal principles:
prudence, patriotism, responsibility, study, humility, and respecting others.
Similarly, it is hard to argue against the concepts of realism—each decision
or action should always take into account the possible and the impossible.
However, in proposing ethical realism as a guide for us, Dr. Miller has also
given us an opportunity to look more deeply at our own situations, and this
examination reveals some problems with Dr. Miller’s central thesis.

Do we really gain anything from the comparison of the national conduct
of geopolitics and CE administration? While there are some similarities
between the two there are also some striking differences. The collective
ethic involved in the exercise of foreign policy of a nation is different from
the personal ethics of CE administration. The common ground of foreign
policy is the furtherance of the best interests of the state as a whole, exer-
cised ultimately by elective officials who are duty-bound to represent the
people of the state. In this realm, ethical choices are most difficult when
the interests of the people conflict with more generalized “goods.” Should
the US intervene militarily in areas of little strategic importance to the US
to save innocent lives in Darfur, Rwanda, or Kosovo at the risk of losing
American lives and using taxpayer resources? Should the US use torture to
extract information from individuals that could ultimately save innocent
lives? While these may seem like personal ethical choices, they really are
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