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What is a professional?  There are really two definitions, and sometimes a person fits both.  At one level, a professional is a person who performs a type of work with competence and pride.  We have mechanics, bakers, and even window washers who perform their tasks in such a manner and with a quality that makes them outstanding in their chosen occupation.  These are people whose understanding of their work is far above average and whose performance in their occupation gives them personal pride and their employers or customers an admiration of their skills.  They can be considered professionals in their line of work.





The other type of professional, using the more common definition, is one who earns a living in an occupation the public accepts as requiring special academic training and usually having a degree of industry self regulation.  We generally expect an accepted profession of this type to have a review or regulating body that imposes minimum acceptable standards on all members of that profession.  Doctors have state medical boards, lawyers have state bar associations, etc.  These professionals don’t expect or accept comments on the quality of their work from anyone other than their peers.  And there’s the rub.





When a profession of this type is criticized by an outsider, there is usually a reaction by some members of the profession who believe they individually meet or exceed the minimum standards.  And they are right in that any broad criticism of a whole profession necessarily encompasses all its members.  However their reaction also provides cover for those who justly deserve criticism.  The best get tarred with the same brush that is used in a reaction to the deficiencies of the worst.  But why?





It goes back to the expectation of the public that a profession is self policing and to the profession’s position that only other persons in that profession are knowledgeable enough to critique their performance.  If there are people in the profession who are not meeting  minimum performance standards,  their co-workers in that profession have the responsibility to bring this deficiency to the attention of the professional governing or regulating body.





But in reality, that almost never happens.  All of us, common employees and professionals alike, are reluctant to turn in or squeal on a fellow employee if he’s not doing his job.  As long as what he’s doing doesn’t affect us, “ It’s none of our business”.  Because of this, when the public is bothered enough by these subperforming professionals, they begin to assume all members of that profession are equally deficient or guilty.





You only have to look at the volumes of lawyer jokes to see how a whole profession can be held up to ridicule and disrespect because of the actions or traits of only a few members. Unfortunately, if a profession won’t police itself, the usual end result is the public’s view that, “they’re all alike”, however unjust that is.





It is not enough for doctors, lawyers, teachers and ministers to shun those in their professions who don’t meet the accepted standards.  They must take action to protect the general public from these incompetent members of the profession.  Remember now, if only professionals can evaluate other professionals, they have the responsibility to police themselves.  The public has no way of knowing which ones are competent and which ones are incompetent.





Similar to the military academies’ code of honor where other students must turn in cheats and liars or be considered an accomplice, so must professionals either police their professions or be considered equally guilty of malpractice a
