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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

An important and intertwin1ng relationship exists between ethics and 

law. In a society•s pursuit of shared goals, laws and policies are es

tablished to help accomplish objectives and resolve conflicts. At the 

same time, each individual responds to situations from a personal, so

cial, and professional ethical experiential base. These moral and ethi

cal considerations are as 1mportant as legal gu1delines because not all 

critical issues are covered by law. 

There has been a recent revival of interest in the ethics of persons 

holding positions of public concern, but there is little doubt that, his

torically, people have been concerned Wlth such conduct. From the begin

ning of civilization, a vast body of rules, regulations, and laws have 

been accumulated to regulate the actions of persons (Gauerke, 1959}. As 

far back as 400 B.C., Hippocrates, the renowned physician in ancient 
-

Greece, wrote a code of conduct for his students that set forth a phys-

ician•s duties to the patient and duties to other members of the guild or 

profession of medicine (MapP,es and Zembaty, 1981}. 

Despite the historical concern of society•s members with the ethics 

of persons in public posit1ons, there has been no universal consensus on 

what rules should apply to such persons. Agreement has been substantial 

in monolithic societies, whose laws, religious beliefs, ethical beliefs 

of individuals, and other regulations are consistent with one another. 

However, starting in the nineteenth century, Western nations began 

1 
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developing into pluralistic societies. 11The larger the pluralism 

actually is in a society, the more likely there will be disagreement 

among society•s members over the standards by which the conduct of per

sons are to be judged•• (Heslep, 1988, p. 3). In these nations, then, 

personal ethical beliefs, religious canons, laws, and other regulations 

oppose one another on occasion. 

Personal ethics are acquired by individuals through the social iza

tion process. They are formed from parental and family values, religious 

training and beliefs, and the lessons learned from experiences (Bass, 

1987). As a result, the nature of a person • s ethical belief system 

depends upon the nature of the values internalized. 

In the United States, the Declaration of Independence and the Bill 

of Rights i nvo 1 ve standards and rights that are generally respected by 

its citizens. Democracy, individualism, equality, and human optimism are 

dominant values in our culture and represent the hopes and desires of 

most Americans (Faily, 1980). 

Professions have adopted codes to help regulate their members, 

established comm1ttees for rev1ewing ethical conduct of members, and 

designed courses in professional ethics as a part of the formalized 

training of members. However, when the public has believed a profession 

has not regulated adequately its behavior, relief has been sought through 

governmental intervention (Heslep, 1988). Therefore, laws and court de

cisions have been made to help regulate actions and solve conflicts. 

Since our pluralistic soc1ety is so complex, ethical and legal is

sues are becoming more complicated and perplexing. As studies in modern 

social psychology have shown, man is not self-sufficient in social isola

tion, his nature cannot be deduced s1mply from internal elements, and 

there is an indispensable connection between man and such social groups 
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as the family, community, and interest associat1ons (Nisbet, 1968}. 

Because of this, administrators face a tremendous task. The situation is 

even more difficult for educational administrators because 11 the school is 

far more complex in the ethical relationships it harbors than any other 

institution that Man has developed 11 (Corson, 1985, p. 125}. These com

plexities have emerged from technological advances, equal rights, changed 

values and morality, drugs, and urban/suburban crisis (Faily, 1980}. 

Educational administrators work in an env1ronment where conflicts 

are inevitable, so they have not been exempt from mandates of control, 

both internal and external. Numerous regulatory guidelines have perme

ated education in recent years, and these legal demands are sometimes 

conflicting to each other and to the ethical principles of the individual 

and the profession. These conflicts often make decisions in the educa

tional work place very difficult. Consequently, administrators in edu

cational institutions are confronted increasingly with critical decisions 

that require both legal and ethical consideration, and decisions that 

confound legal and ethical parameters. 

Statement of the Problem 

The complexities of our society have permeated our schools. The 

effects of our mobile society, single-parent homes, racial tension, and 

the drug culture can be felt daily in our educational institutions. The 

actions of educational administrators are guided not only by personal 

ethics but also by professional codes of ethics, laws, and court deci

sions. Disclosing information about a student can create a conflict 

between the teacher's need to know versus the student's right to privacy. 

Searching without just cause can infri'nge upon a person's privacy but 

maintaining a safe learning env1ronment is an obligation to the school 
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community. It is when these legal and ethical forces are in conflict, 

that dilemmas in decision making occur. What then drives administrative 

decision making? 

Theoretical Background 

This research focuses on educational administrators' behaviors in 

decision making when ethical considerations and legal parameters are in 

conflict. A notion of Vroom's (1964) expectancy theory can be considered 

in the study. Expectancy theory postulates the following: human nature 

can be regarded as the result of a, state of arousal or internal tension 

that serves as an energy source for action. When energy is channeled in 

a particular direction, it is called a drive. A drive has a degree of 

intensity and a directio~. It is a force to perform, often called moti

vation. Both the d1rection and the intensity of a person's motivation 

are influenced by the person's perceptions of self, one's own capabili

ties of action, the person's perception of the world external to self, 

and the extent to which the consequences of actions yield rewards or 

penalties. This theory assumes that peoples' actions are intended to 

bring about outcomes that will create maximum pleasure or cause minimum 

pain (Vro~m, 1964). 

An educational administ~ato~'s decisions ~esult in actions. Acco~d-

ing to expectancy theory, the intensity and direction of these actions 

depend upon the individual and the perceived consequences of the decision 

(Silver, 1983). At times, decisions are made almost at the unconscious 

level. Decisions such as stopping at a stop sign are repeated occur

rences. They happen frequently and are familiar. Other more complex 

decisions, such as ones that involve ethical and legal conflicts, create 

a dilemma and require consideration. Perhaps it is concern about the 
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rewards or legal penalties associated with the results of actions that 

makes choices difficult. Consideration about the consequences for the 

administrator as well as the concern for the well-being of a student or 

staff member can weigh heavily in motivating a decision. 

Like Vroom•s (1964) expectancy theory, Kimbrough and Nunnery (1983) 

pointed to consequences of actions. They believed that 11 to act thought

fully is to monitor 'continuously what we are doing and how we are doing 

it, where we are and why we are there; and we must consider the conse-

quences of these decisions and actions 11 (1983, p. 104). They suggested: 

The moral factor in any choice 'situation is proportional to the 
consequences which follow from the alternative course of ac
tion. To discriminate and anticipate such consequences is an 
intellectual act of the highest quality. Decisions that are 
thus related to all aspects of our complex social experiences 
cannot be safely taken merely on the basis of what •feels 
right• in the s1tuation as immed1ately experienced (p. 402). 

This study was designed to determine the decision patterns of educa

tional admin1strators when ethics and the law are in conflict. Does the 

concern for adhering to ethical principles or the consideration of legal 

consequences motivate administrative decisions? 

Purpose of the Study 

Often appropriate administrative decisions are clearly defined. The 

correct choice is both ethical and legal. However, a dilemma in decision 

making can arise when an act1on might be ethical but illegal or legal but 

unethical. The purpose for this study was to determine, when given a 

choice, if educational administrators csn make ethical and legal deci

sions, and to determine the differences, if any, between those forces in 

their decisions. The study examined when ethical and legal conflicts ex

isted, whether an ethical but 1llegal, legal but unethical, or unethical 

and illegal decision pattern emerged. The demographic data were analyzed 
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to determine what independent variables, if any, affect administrative 

decisions. 

Research Questions 

To accomplish the purpose of this study, the following research 

questions were established: 

1. To determine when given a choice, can educational administrators 

make ethical decisions? 

2. To determine when given a choice, can educational administrators 

make legal decisions? 

3. To determine when ethical and legal conflicts exist, will an 

ethical but illegal, leg~l but unethical, or unethical and illegal deci

sion pattern emerge? 

4. To determine if there is a difference in ethical but illegal or 

legal but unethical decision patterns by (a) administrative level, (b) 

gender, (c) age, (d) school population, (e) size of district, (f) highest 

degree held, or (g) ethics preparation? 

Significance of the Study 

Educational leaders are charged with the responsibility of adhering 

closely to a legal framework bound by federal and state constitutional, 

statutory, and case law. Dec1sions must be made 1n accordance with the 

law. With the vast number of legal decisions that have impacted schools 

in the past few years, at times these laws may seem insurmountable, re

strictive and not in the best interest of an individual or the total 

school community. If the well-being of students is to be the fundamental 

value of decision making for administrators, legal and ethical conflicts 

arise. There is often a problem in determining what is the 11 right thing 
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to do 11 in a given situation. 11 An educator• s act1on might be legal but 

unethical or ethical but illegal 11 (Stern and Gathercoal, 1987, p. 15). 

To prepare students of administration for decision making, most 

preparatory programs in educational administration offer a course in 

educational law but include consideration of professional ethics as a 

session in an introductory preparatory course (Ashbaugh and Kasten, 

1984). In addition, ethical leadership has not been a formal part of 

administrative training (Calabrese, 1988). 

Many of today• s key issues and problems for administrators 
cannot be r~adily resolved by applying managerial techniques 
which are now in vogue. It is imperative that we begin to 
recognize the importance of values in educational administra
tion (Sharples, 1985, p. 18). 

11 The contemporary study of school administration must begin to take into 

account in a serious way the influence of values and ethics on decisions 

made in and about schools 11 (Stout, 1986, p. 198). 11 Despite renewed 

interest in eth1cs over the l~st decade, ethics education remains dif

fused11 (Hejka-Ekins, 1988, p. 886). The need for ethics preparation and 

further research in educational administration ethics has been stressed 

repeatedly. 

The literature in educational administration provides little ethical 

guidance. Examination of past issues of the Educational Administration 

Quarterly showed scant attention to ethical concerns. Ashbaugh and 

Kasten (1984) examined 347 articles in 60 issues of the journal from 

1965. Using generous interpretation of ethics, fewer than 7% of the 

articles were identified as related to ethical issues in education. 

Schwen (1988) suggested that moral principles and moral reasoning in the 

context of professional behavior be studied through professional 

literature and training programs. 
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The need for this study was developed from the theory that the value 

based aspect of decision making, not the technical, is what makes admin

istration difficult. When legal and ethical choices are in conflict, 

decisions are even more difficult. The problems become dilemmas when two 

apparent goods come i,nto conflict. It is these dilemmas which call for 

legal and ethical cons1derat1on that were the focus "in this study. By 

reflecting upon what determines administrative choices and subsequent 

actions, it is believed that educational administrators can improve their 

quality of judgment in legal and ethical decision making. 
' 

The results of this study should be beneficial to theoreticians, 

researchers, and practitioners. Theory will benefit from further analy

sis of educational administrative behavior in educational institutions. 

Researchers will benefit from the results by analyzing the intertwining 

relationship between ethics and the law in decision making. Institutions 

of higher education can utilize the research data when planning adminis

trative preparatory programs. Administrators in the field will use the 

study to look critically at adm1n1strative decision mak1ng and refine the 

skills needed to make critical decis1ons. 

Summary 

Chapter I has included a statement of-the problem studied, the thea-

retical framework, purpose, research questions, and significance of the 

study. The problem of the study dealt with the perplexing dilemmas that 

are facing educational administrators as a result of the complexities of 

the present society and the intertwining relationship between ethics and 

the law. The purpose of the study was to determine if administrators can 

make ethical and legal choices; and when ethical and legal conflicts 

existed, whether an ethical/illegal or legal/unethical decision pattern 

emerged. 



CHApTER II 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

A very close relat1onship exists between ethics arid law. Although 

ethics and law closely parallel one another, there is a difference. Eth

ics refer to one•s self 1mposed value system, and laws are regulations 

imposed by outside sources. Both are critical to decision making. 

Educational administrators intuitively respond daily to personal, 

social, and professional ethics and consciously attempt to adhere to the 

law. However, they face many decisions which are not well defined • 

. Conflict can result when legal a!"'d ethical choices must be made. These 

legal and ethical considerat1ons can make critical choices very difficult 

for the practicing admin1strator. 

Given the parameters of th1s study, the analysis of the literature 

will examine three major topical areas: Ethics and Educational Adminis

tration; Educational Administration and a Code of Ethics; and Legal and 

Ethical Dilemmas. 

Ethics and Educational Administration 

This first section incorporates five aspects of ethics in relation 

to educational administration. These include ethics as principles of 

conduct, ethical leadership, ethical decision making, ethics preparation, 

and ethical behaviors. 

9 
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Ethics as Principles of Conduct 

Ethics may be defined as a 11 quest for the good, the right, 11 {Fein, 

19881 p. 45). Ethics hav~ been ca·lled the science of conduct and are 

often viewed as abstract spec4lation, disassociated from real life 

problems and situations {Harden, 1988). In reality, ethics are 

principles of conduct strongly ,influencing the act1ons of individuals, 
' 

groups, and organizations {Peach and Reddick, 1986). Ethics deal with 

personal conduct and moral duty as they relate to human relations in 

respect to right and wrong. 

Ethics are concerned with acceptable and conscionable standards 

which are determined by a specific society or culture: 

The democratic ethos of the United States, as embedded in the 
Declaration of Independence and the Constitution as well as 
current social policy, embraces the notion of basic equality of 
opportunity and respect for individual dignity with a social 
context {Harden, 1988, p. 12). 

Ethics encompass the ideas of respect for individual worth and 

equality of opportunity for everyone. Modeling ethical principles and 

maintaining public trust are crucial for effective administration of 

schools. Knowing that ethical behavior contributes to the effectiveness 

of public education and is critical to the public confidence, educational 

leaders have made ethics a viable concern. 

Ethical Leadership 

Ethics are imbedded in leadershlp. Barnard {1938, p. 288) defined 

leadership as ••relatively high personal capacity for both technological 

attainments and moral complexity, combined with propensity for consist

ency in conformance to moral factors of the individual. 11 Strike, Haller, 

and Soltis {1988) believed that the basis of ethical leadership is an 



11 

inherent freedom entrusted to Americans by our forefathers and educa-

tional decisions are made to reinforce the basic democratic concept. In 

schools, ethical leadership is the moral component of instructional lead

ership: 
. 

Ethical leadersh1p should include respect for all members of 
society, tolerance of divergence of opinions and cultures, 
equality of persons, and equal distribution of resources as it 
is concerned with fairness, equity, commitment, respons1bility 
and obligation (Calabrese, 1988, p. 1). 

Realizing the importance of ethical ~erspectives in education, Gable 

and Kavich (1981) used the Leadership Behavior Descriptive Questionnaire 

with 12 leadership subscales (LBD9, Form XII) to analyze leadership po

tential traits expressed as moral outcomes. Since high scores on both 

the subscales of 11 lnitiating of Structure11 and 11 Consideration11 mean 

positive ethical perspectives for leadership potential, it was found that 

this tool could be used to analyze leadership potential traits and to 

help select educational professionals who reflect the ethical traits that 

are necessary for leadership behavior. 

Administrators hold positions of leadership. In this role they 

continually face situB;tions which test their moral character. 11The 

higher up in the organization one goes, the more critically important 

high character becomes'. When top dec1 sion makers become unethical, they 

soon corrupt the whole organization, .. (Faily, 1980, p. 35). 

As Barnard (1938) so clearly stated, 110rganizations endure in pro

portion to the breadth of the morality by which they are governed, 11 (p. 

282). Since schools are the institutions that shape our future, no where 

else can ethical leadership be more 1mportant than in educational 

administration. 
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Ethical Decision Making 

As educational leaders, it is imperative that administrators• deci-

sions be governed by traditional ethical guidelines and integrated with 

values of the democratic society. Corson (1985) pointed out that the 

,conceptual link between ethics and educational administration focuses 

upon the relationsh1p between 11 equality of judgment 11 and 11 deciding 

rightness... Si nee administrators have an obligation to serve both pro

fessional ethics and the best interest of the organization, decisions can 

be very difficult. 

Fai ly (1980) felt that there are two aspects of decision making. 

The first involves values, and the second aspect of decision making is 

the knowledge and understanding of .a problem. Often, conflicts develop 

between values, knowledge, and facts. A successful administrator must 

consider these two aspects of decision making so that effective and 

desirable results occur. 

In a study by Hejka-Ekins (1988) dealing with the teaching of eth-

ics, ethical decision making was considered the most important concern of 

administrative ethics instructors. A majority of the participants indi-

cated that 11 both a consideration of moral principles and a weighing of 

the probable consequences need to be taken into account, .. (p. 889). 

Superintendents and principals are in highly visible positions, having to 

think in ethical terms and frequently make appropriate application to 

concrete situations. Foster (1986) reminded us that: 

Each decis1on carr1es moral, rather than JUSt techn1cal impli
cations. This realization distinguished the administrator from 
the technocrat. Each administrative decision carries with it a 
restructur1ng of human life; this is why administration at its 
heart is the resolution of moral dilemmas (p. 33). 
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Because administration is the process of making decisions (Barnard, 

1938; Hodgkinson, 1978) and because decisions inevitably involve values, 

Ashbaugh and Kasten (1984) conducted a study to examine educational 

administrative decisions. It was d~signed to yield data about the value 

orientations of practic1ng administrators. Personnel decisions dominated 

the listing of those decisions characterized as most difficult. This is 

understandable, as admini'strators are required to make decisions affect

ing the well being of not only students but also ~taff. Those decisions 

involving teachers clearly dominated. One administrator suggested 11 mak

ing the decision is not difficult; living with the consequences is, 11 (p. 

197). The researchers pointed out that attempts of other adults, even 

those in authority, to make decisions that affect peoples' lives are 

resented frequently and often litigated. 

It can be readily seen decisions about schools must be made with 

thorough knowledge and careful deliberation. Decisions that educational 

administrators make are critical, not only to their own lives, but to the 

lives of others. 

Ethics Preparation 

It is assumed that administrators are' competent in a professional 

and ethical sense, so most often administrative preparatory programs deal 

sparingly with the formal teaching of ethics and ethical considerations. 

Noting this deficiency, Haller and Strike (1986) stated: 

An education that provides the administrator with technical 
skills but fails to communicate anything of how ideals of lib
erty, equality, and fairness apply to administering educational 
institutions seems sadly incomplete (p. xxi). 

In addition, the literature in educational administration provides 

little guidance on ethics for the either prospective or practicing 
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administrator. Consequently, administrators must rely on previous 

training as a source for much of their ethical decision making (Strike, 

Haller, and Soltis, 1988). 

As Ashbaugh and Kasten (1984) pointed out, a great amount of 

research in the field of educational administration deals with educa-

tional administration as a science or technology, but at the heart of 

administration is the concern for values. Sharples (1985) warned that as 

pressure groups continue to buffet school administrators, tensions and 
I 

conflicts w1ll increase if educational leaders attempt to downplay the 

importance of values in the educational system. He felt that it is im

portant that administrators understand what is meant by ethics and how 

they apply to human behavior for ethical knowledge and ethical experi

ences are key elements in fostering eth1cal behaviors. 

In the study conducted by HeJka-Ekins (1988) to determine the cur

rent status of ethics education in graduate programs of public adminis

tration and policy, it was found ethics education for students of public 

administration is still in· its formative stage. This finding seems to 

parallel the position of ethics education in educational administration. 

This view was supported by Stout (1986): 

In the almost fifty years since Chester Barnard presented his 
seminal insights about the links among values, executive action 
and organizational success, scholars of school administration, 
for the most part, have ignored them (p. 198). 

Ethical Behaviors 

Most school executives are perceived and perceive themselves as a 

moral step or two above their counterparts in the private sector. Fre

quently, educational leaders are required to differentiate between a 
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popular stand and the ethically correct stand. In schools, the ethically 

correct behavior is often difficult to ascertain. 

Changes in societal values, market place demands, organiza
tional operating procedures, and public standards of conduct 
are making it increasingly diff1cult to delineate exactly which 
behaviors are and are not acceptable {Whisnant, 1988, p. 243). 

Administrators must remember that 11 ethical guidelines should include 

respect for all members of society, tolerance of divergent opinions and 

culture, equality of persons, and equal distribution of resources, 11 

(Calabrese, 1988, p. 1). Problems arise when what is right and what is 

popular do not coincide. 

Recently, there have been numerous inc1dents where professional 

behavior has been questioned and public trust has been compromised. 

There have been cases of educational leaders involved in false statements 

in the use of federal funds, kick backs, misuse of funds, and misrepre-
' 

sentation of travel expenses, just to mention a few (McCormick, 1984). 
~ 

However, being human is not an acceptab 1 e excuse, because fa i 1 ure to 

observe and practice ethics has shortened the tenure of many school lead

ers. In a study of 100 major American corporations, Hess (1986) found 

dishonesty and lack of integrity have been identified as primary reasons 

for dismissal of executives. Peach and Reddick (1986) concluded in their 

study that administrators are more likely to become involved in ethical/ 

unethical behavior than teachers. Administrators who are tempted to 

violate ethical standards must have the moral courage to say 11 no. 11 They 

must take positions that are cons1stent with the duty, obligation and 

responsibility expected from their roles. 

An administrator sets the district•s ethical tone by carefully 

choosing the staff, by communicating a sense of purpose for the organiza

tion, by reinforcing appropriate behavior, and by articulating these 
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moral positions to internal or external constituents (Stout, 1986). 

Commitment to high ethics can be demonstrated in the way school leaders 

deal with people and manage their schools. 11 Unless administrators prac

tice good ethics, they could send a message to students, teachers, and 

community that high standards of morality and honesty, which constitute 

ethical conduct, are not valued in the learning place any more than they 

have been valued in the market place, 11 (Doggett, 1988, p. 6). 

Former Secretary of Education William Bennett (1988) felt that edu

cational leaders must not only state the difference between right and 

wrong, but must make efforts to live the difference. Albert Schweitzer 

once remarked, 11True ethics begins where the use of words ceases, 11 (cited 

in Steele, 1979, p. 9). Ar1stotle stated, 11 Actions do speak louder than 

words, 11 (cited in Pemberton, 1980, p. 23). Principals who sincerely 

believe the presence of certain values is critical to the. success of 

schools will attempt to model those values in their own behavior (DuFour 

and Eaker, 1987). 11 Perhaps of greatest importanc.e is that one make a 

strong commitment to a high standard of ethics. Making such a personal 

commitment plays a very 1mportant cornerstone for ethical behavior, .. 

(Kimbrough, 1968, p. 427). 

Working to build a community of shared goals and values is a primary 

responsibility of an educat1onal administrator; and for this goal to be 

accomplished, ethical considerations must be addressed. To be success

ful, it is essential for an adm1nistrator to understand ethics, 

demonstrate ethical leadership, make ethical decisions, receive ethical 

preparation, and communicate ethical principles to the school community. 
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Educational Administration as a Profession 

and the Code of Ethics 

Heslep (1988) views professional ethics as values, duties, and 

rights officially professed by a profession, usually in a code. Certifi

cation for school administrators was not required until 1920. So, edu-

cational administrat1on is still in its infancy. Consequently, there is 

widespread debate over educational administration as an established 

profession (Silver, 1982). Greenwood (1957) enumerates the five distin-

guishable characteristics of a profession as: systematic theory, author

ity, community sanction, an ethical code, and a culture. With these 

guidelines, educational administration may be nearing that hallowed 

ground because each of these areas is being addressed, including a code 

of ethics. 

The development of a code of ethics has transpired with the evolu

tion of educational administration as a profession. Schurr (1982) noted 

that a professional code arises as a response to internal tension and 

external pressures. Callahan (1982) pointed out that 

Historically, codes of ethics have been used to state the 
ideals of a profession or field, to legitimate the profession 
or field in the face of skepticism or uncertainty, to regulate 
practices of its practitioners toward each other, and to delin
eate the relationship that should be obtained between a practi
tioner and the patient or client (p. 336). 

In 1966, the American Association of School Administrators (AASA) felt 

the need to adopt a code of ethics, which was revised in 1973 and 1976 

(Heslep, 1988). In 1981, AASA adopted the current Statement of Ethics 

for School Administrators. It is now the most widely recognized refer

ence to professional ethics 1n public school administration and has been 

adopted by the National Association of Elementary School Principals 
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(NAESP) and the National Association of Secondary School Principals 

(NASSP). 

The code provides a bench mark for administrators, but only a lim

ited amount of research is available to determine how it affects 

administrative actions and decisions. In 1969, Dexheimer investigated 

administrators• decisions to see if there might be a discrepancy between 

the acceptance of the 1966 AASA code and actua 1 adherence to the code. 

The results of this study indicated a discrepancy between acceptance of 

and adherence to the existing code for administrators. 

Based upon the initial research by Dexheimer, Hyle (1989) replicated 

and broadened the efforts. Th~ findings in this study suggested that no 

consistent ethical code exists in public school administration despite 

development and adoption of a code of ethics by nat1onal administrator 

associations. She felt that the primary function of the code may be to 

serve as a symbol of professionalism in educational administration. 
' 

Faily (1980) believed employment of and familiarity with the code of 

ethics is a necessity for effect1ve behavior within a profession. Living 

by a defensible and acceptable code of ethics is essential for the well 

being of the profession and will contribute a great deal to effective 

administrative behavior (Kimbrough and Nunnery, 1976). 

Legal and Ethical Dilemmas 

Scho~Js are a setting where ethical,and legal conflicts are inevi

table. 11 Different generations confront one' another; racial, ethnic, and 

religious groups are intermingled; and stakeholders disagree about 

desirable policies, procedures, and outcomes, 11 (Ashbaugh and Kasten, 

1984, p. 195). To determine what 1s ethical in an environment with few 

absolutes is a difficult challenge. With the myriad of federal 
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legislation and mounting court cases involving schools, legal decisions 

are becoming equally as challenging. Education law literature reveals 

that the United States Supreme Court provided few opinions affecting 

education prior to 1950; but during the years following, a resounding 

number of decisions have created a conflict of competing social interests 

in schools (Hawkins, 1986). 

The movement of courts into the arena of decision making rela
tive to educational policy has had consideraole impact on all 
spheres of education from the daily classroom procedures of 
teachers through the exercise of authority by administrators, 
and the fiscal decisions of boards (Orlosky, McCleary, Shapiro 
and Webb, 1984, p. 185). 

The end of legislation involving education is not in s1ght, and it is 

likely to play an even greater role in administrative decisions in the 

future. 

In 1974, Congress passed the Family Educational Rights and Privacy 

Act of 1974 (FERPA). It restricts third party access to student records. 

If a school knows or has reason to believe that one of its students has 

violent propensities, its duty, under the law, to supervise adequately 

includes protecting others against this special threat (Baker, 1987). As 

violence in schools rises, there is a mounting concern about physical and 

emotional harm. V1ctims and their families have begun to seek damages 

against schools for their alleged failure to supervise adequately or 

protect students from crime. Some dilemmas arise because FERPA restricts 

release of records without parental consent only to those within the 

school who have a 11 legitimate educational interest. 11 Dwulging the in

formation about behavioral tendencies could lead to litigation involving 

the student's right of privacy. 

The Fourth Amendment of the United States Constitution, as it 

presently relates to public school searches and seizures, is uncertain 
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and confusing. Embodied in the Fourth Amendment is the student's right 

to be protected from unreasonable searches and seizures (Avery and Simp-

' son, 1987). In New Jersey vs. T.L.O. the court held that students have a 

legitimate expectation of privacy, and that the Fourth Amendment con

strains school officials in search and seizures. In Horton vs Goose 

Creek Independent School District, the court stated the dilemma in this 

way: 

When society requires large groups of students too young to be 
considered capable of mature restraint in their use of illegal 
substances or dangerous instrumentation, it assumes a duty to 
protect them from dangers • • • and to provide them with an 
environment in which education is possible. To fulfill that 
duty, teachers and school administrators must have broad super
visory and discretionary powers. At the same time we must pro
tect the Fourth Amendment rights of students (Avery and Simp
son, 1987, p. 407) 

The dilemma for school officials is to find the proper balance point 

between their duty to provide a safe learning environment on one side and 

the protection afforded students under the Fourth Amendment on the other. 

Maintaining the independence of professional judgment during the 

evaluation process can also create eth1cal and legal conflicts for admin

istrators. Allowing value judgments to permeate professional assessment 

can result in costly litigation (Henderson, 1985). In 1969, the Supreme 

Court held in Tinker vs. Des Moines Independent Community School District 

that neither students nor teachers shed their constitutional rights at 

the schoolhouse gate. Non-renewal of contracts must be founded upon the 

Fourteenth Amendment and state statues, not the ethical belief system of 

administrators. Clearly, biases administrators hold can affect tne qual

ity of teacher evaluations. Professional ethics must provide a respon

sible base from wh1ch administrators operate. 

Considering the variet1es of ethical thought, the myriad of federal 

legislation, and the disparate attitudes toward special education 
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programs, school leaders• tasks are not easy in this area. In dealing 

with the Education of Handicapped Act, PL 94-142, administrators must 

reconcile the demands of pressure groups with their own ethical standards 

(Brennan and Brennan, 1988). In some cases, there may be friction and 

misunderstanding between special education and regular classroom teachers 

in adhering to the individuali~ed educational placPment and providing the 

least restrictive environment for handicapped students. The regular 

classroom teacher might refer to the posture of wanting to do what is 

best for the greatest number. The administrative task can present an 

ethical and legal dilemma. The principal is required to obey the law, and 

at the same time, make an ethical decision that benefits students and 

others concerned. 

The handling of public funds is another area that requires ethical 

and legal responsibility. Frequently, purchases or practices are legally 

within the law but present an ethical concern, or vice versa. McCormick 

(1984) reported the case of a group of school employees, 'including an 

administrator, who were charged with concealing that milk money was used 

to purchase other dairy items. The community rallied behind the school 

employees and against the federal government. They believed that feeding 

food to students that would not be wasted was more important than follow

ing government rules. 

Richmond (1987) conducted a study to determine the degree to which 

legal and ethical guidelines shape the administrator• s actual behavior, 

as opposed to tested behavior, on Kohlberg• s moral develooment scale 

instrument. A group of scenarios were used. The findings were unclear. 

But Neely (1987, p. 3), in reporting the study, stated that: 11 Not only 

do the prevailing opinions of the populace create the atmosphere for 

interpretations but also those legal interpretations shape the prevailing 
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opinions in the 1 hearts of people 1 who comply with 1 aw. 11 As the study 

found, the underlying basis for adm1nistrative behavior is not only eth

ics but also the law. Dilemmas develop when the law and ethics conflict. 

Summary 

Ethics and ethical leadership are the foundations of educational 

administration. Although ethical training has not been a formal part of 

educational administration curriculum, it is assumed that admin1strators 

are committed to ethical behaviors and are competent in an ethical and 

profess iona 1 sense. The Statement of Ethics for Schoo 1 Administrators 

(AASA, 1981) has been created to legitimate the profession and give edu

cational administrators a guideline to help administrators make deci

sions. However dilemmas do emerge when laws, regulations, and guidelines 

are imposed that conflict with eth1cal principles. The astute leader 

reflects on issues, examines all sides, determines if ethical and legal 

considerations exist, and proceeds to make decisions that uphold 

self-respect as well as public trust and confidence. 



CHAPTER III 

METHOD AND PROCEDURE 

Introduction 

The purpose of th1s study was to determine what drives decisions for 

educational administrators when ethical and legal conflicts exist. A de

scription of the method and procedures utilized in addressing this pur

pose is accomplished in the following sections: (1) Subjects, (2) Instru

mentation, (3) Data Collection, (4) Data Analysis, and (5) Summary. 

Subjects 

f 

The samples exami~ed included elementary principals, secondary 

principals, and superintendents in public institutions. The members were 
' 

obtained from Pattersons Elementary Education (Moody, 1989a) and Patter-

sons Secondary Edocation (Moody, 1989b), d1rectories of educational 

administrators published each year. The first directory contained a 

listing of elementary pr1ncipals and the second directory listed the 

secondary principals and superintendents. Two elementary principals, two 

secondary principals, and two superintendents from each of the United 

States and the District of Columbia were selected to participate, so the 

total sample consisted of 306. A table of random numbers (Gay, 1981) was 

utilized to select randomly the sample of educational administrators. 

The appropriate number of samples were selected from each state using 

this method. 

23 
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Instrumentation 

This study involved survey research. Professional ethics and legal 

issues relate to and come from professional settings, so they can be 

analyzed through hypothet1cal case stud1es that involve issues faced by 
( 

educational administrators. Since the subjects in the sample resided 

throughout the United States, a questionnaire was mailed to obtain the 

necessary data. 

A survey instrument on 11 Ethical and Legal Decisions 11 was designed 

which consisted of 15 scenarios and responses. Section I contained three 

anecdotal situations that dealt with ethical concerns. For each case, 

the respondent was directed to select the most ethical decision response 

from a list of four or five choices. These scenarios replicated three 

used in a study by Dexheimer in 1969. Dexheimer•s questions were based 

upon actual experiences taken from periodicals such as School Management 

and the School Board Journal and from oral sources, primarily administra

tors known to Dexheimer. For each question there was one response which 

corresponded closely to a standard in the 1966 AASA code of ethics. All 

other responses ranged from less ethical to unethical, as judged by the 

code. Hyle (1989) rev1sed Dexheimer•s instrument according to the State

ment of Ethics for School Administrators (AASA, 1981) and replicated the 

study. The three scenarios that solicited the greatest percentages of 

ethical responses in Hyle• s study were used as the ethical anecdotal 

situations for this research project. The purpose of Section I was to 

determine if administrators can make ethical decisions. 

Section II contained three scenarios addressing legal concerns. For 

each case, the respondents were to select the answer that represented 

the correct legal decision. The responses included legal and illegal 
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choices. The legal case studies and responses were founded in federal 

and state constitutional, statutory, and case law. They were developed 

from case studies in the NASSP Bulletin, Journal of School Law, School 

Management, School Board Journal and from the experiences of practicing 

administrators known by the researcher. The purpose of Section II was to 

determine if administrators can mftke correct legal decisions. 

Section III contained nine dilemmas which presented ethical and 

legal decision conflicts for the administrator. The ethical deci sian 

responses were designed to reflect the standards of the Statement of 

Ethics for School Administrators {AASA, 1981) ,· and the legal decision re

sponses were founded in federal and state constitutional, statutory, and 

case law. Each ~cenario established the conditions for a borderline 

decis1on. The respondent was asked to select the choice that would rep

resent the solution he or she would implement in that situation. Section 
' III was designed to allow respondents to make ethical but illegal, legal 

but unethical, or unethical and illegal choices to determine what deci

sion pattern emerged when decision conflicts arise for educational 

administrators. 

Following the instrument design, the survey was piloted. A class of 

educational administration students first tested the instrument in the 
' 

summer of 1989. These students were used to test the instrument for 

clarity of language, thought, and grammar usage. Then in the early fall, 

15 administrators from the Putnam C1ty and Edmond School Districts in 

Oklahoma were selected to pi lot the questionnaire and provide sugges

tions. These responses were solicited to gather perceptions from practic

ing administrators concerning ethical and legal conflicts and to refine 

the instrument. The instrument was then revised and refined. 

r 
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To establish reliability for the instrument, a statistical 

comparison was made on the results of the findings on the three ethical 

questions that were the same on this instrument as in the Dexheimer 

(1969) and Hyle (1989) research. The basis for validity was founded in 

the Statement of Ethics for School Administrators (AASA, 1981) and fed-

eral and state constitutional, statutory and case law. 

The questionnaire cover letter explained the study and provided 

instructions for completing the instrument. The participants were asked 

to respond to 15 scenarios and then complete the demographic data which 

included administrator level, gender, age, size of school, size of school 

district, years of service as administrator, highest degree held and 

ethics preparation. The responses to the scenarios provided the depend

ent variables, and the responses to the demographic data supplied the 

independent variables. A question addressing a course on ethics during 

graduate work in school administration was also included. It was noted 

the respondents had been randomly selected from a national population of 

public school administrators and that their responses would be kept con

fidential. A self addressed, stamped envelope was provided for returning 
' 

the questionnaire. 

Data Collection 

Three hundred and six administrators were selected randomly from the 

total population of public school administrators in the United States. 

After the subjects were identified in September 1989, they were mailed a 

questionnaire and a self addressed, stamped envelope on November 6, 1989. 

A target return rate of 65% was set. After the first mailing, 61% was 

returned. 
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On January 4, 1990, a follow-up letter, an additional questionnaire, 

and a self addressed, stamped envelope were sent to those who failed to 

respond to the original questionnaire mailing. A final return rate of 

74.8% was achieved. The secondary principals had the highest rate of 

return (83%), and the elementary principals the lowest (65%). Responses 

were received from all 50 states and the District of Columbia. The re

turn rate ranged between two samples from the District of Columbia and 

two states to all six samples from 10 states. 

Data Analysis 

The data analysis involved the use of descriptive and inferential 

statistics. The survey consisted of 15 scenarios di v1 ded into three 

sections. Analysis of Section I data was used to answer the first re

search question: To determine, when given a cho1ce, can educational ad

ministrators make ethical decisions? Section I included three anecdotal 

situations perta1ning to ethics and each contained ethical and unethical 

response choices. Respondents were asked to select the most ethical 

choice. The respondents were given one point for each correct ethical 

answer. A mean of 1.5 or greater indicated that administrators could 

make ethical choices. 

The second analysis involved Section II to answer research question 

two: To determine, when given a choice, can educational administrators 

make legal decisions? Thi's section contained three case studies addres

sing legal concerns which required legal and illegal decision choices. 

Administrators were asked to make the choices that most closely followed 

legal guidelines. The respondents were given one point for each correct 

legal response. A mean of 1.5 or greater verified administrators could 

correctly select appropriate legal actions. To compare statistically th~ 
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ethical and legal choices from Sections I and II, the following hypothe

sis was established: 

Hypothesis 1: There will be no statistical difference in responses 

between ethical and legal choices. The paired samples t-test was used to 

determine the difference, if any, between the ability to make ethical and 

legal choices. A .05 level of significance was established. 

Data analysis from Section I II of the questionnaire was used in 

order to answer research question three: To determine, when legal and 

ethical conflicts exist, will an ethical but illegal, legal but unethi

cal, or unethical and illegal decision pattern emerge? This section 
' contained scenarios which involved ethical and legal conflict decisions. 

Respondents were asked to m"ke choices between ethi ca 1 but i llega 1, 

illegal but unethical, or unethical and illegal decision choices. They 

were to select the response they would make in that situation. Three 

paired samples t-tests were used to compare ethical/illegal, legal/ 

unethical, and unethical/illegal conflict responses to see if a decision 

pattern emerged when ethical and legal conflicts occurred in deci sian 
' making. The first paired samples t-test compared ethical/illegal re-

sponse choices to legal/unethical choices. The second compared ethical/ 

illegal response choices to unethical/illegal choices. The third paired 

samples t-test compared legal/unethical choices to unethical/illegal 

response choices. 

To answer research question four, to determine if there is a differ

ence in ethical but illegal and legal but unethical decision patterns by 

(1) administrative level, (2) gender, (3) age, (4) school population, (5) 

size of district, (6) highest degree held, or (7) ethics preparation, the 

f~llowing hypotheses were formulated: 
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Hypothesis 2.1: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns between (a) elementary 

principals, (b) secondary principals, and (c) superintendents. 

Hypothesis 2.2: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns between male and female 

administrators. 

Hypothesis 2.3: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of administrators when 

categorized by four age groups: (a) 25-34, (b) 35-44, (c) 45-54, and (d) 

55 and older. 

Hypothesis 2.4: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethlcal decis1on patterns of administrators when 

categorized by school population: (a) 0-249, (b) 250-499, (c) 500-999, 

and (d) 1,000 or more. 

Hypothesis 2.5: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of administrators when 

categorized by district population: (a) 0-999, (b) 1,000-2,999, (c) 

3,000-9,999, and (d) 10,000 or more. 

Hypothesis 2.6: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of administrators when 

categorized by highest degree held: (a) Master•s, and (b) Ed.D. or Ph.D. 

Hypothesis 2.7: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of administrators when 

categorized by participation in an administrative preparatory course on 

ethics: (a) No, and (b) Yes. 

A difference test was first computed to determine the difference 

between the ethical/lllegal and legal/unethical decision pattern 

responses. To compute this test, the legal responses were subtracted 
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from the ethical responses. Then the analysis of variance (ANOVA) was 

used to see if there was a significant difference between ethical/illegal 

and legal/unethical responses by (1) levPl, (2) age, (3) gender, ( 4) 

school population, (5) size of district, (6) highest degree held, and (7) 

ethics preparation. The difference mean was used as the dependent 

variable and the demograp~ic data were the independent variables. The 

Tukey (HSD) Test (alpha = .05) was used to establish the critical range. 

A Bartlett Test for homogeneity of group variances confirmed equal 

variance for each independent variable. To determine validity of the 

instrument, a frequency distribution on responses was run to check vari

ances on each item on the survey. 

Summary 

The steps involved in the present study included identifying a 

population and selecting a random sample, constructing and refining a 

survey instrument, collecting the data, and analyzing the data. Three 

hundred six administrators from each state and the District of Columbia 

were selected to receive the questionnaire. An original mailing and 

follow-up mailing resulted in a response rate of 74.8%. Following the 

date set for the deadline for return of the questionnaire, the data were 

compiled and analyzed in relation to the research questions and stated 

hypotheses. 



CHAPTER IV 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

Introduction 

The purpose of this chapter was to describe and analyze the data 

collected from the questionnaires sent to a sample population of educa

tional administrators in the 50 states and the District of Columbia 

during the 1989-90 school year. The presentation of the data will begin 

with a summary of the demographic data from the elementary principals, 

secondary principals, and superintendents who responded from the selected 
' 

sample. The remainder of the chapter will report and analyze the data on 

ethical and legal choices and patterns that emerge as they related to the 

four research questions and the eight stated null hypotheses. 

Statistical measures used were frequencies, means, percentages, 

paired samples t-tests, difference test, analysis of variance, the Tukey 

{HSD) Test {alpha= .05), and the Bartlett Test for,homogeneity of group 

variances. The data were processed using the SVSTAT: System for Statis

tics {Wilkinson, 1989). 

Demographic Data 

The research instrument included 11 demographic items and one 

related question pertaining to any special attention paid during graduate 

work to the study of ethical issues of the profession, to ways of looking 

at the ethical aspects of making decisions, and to the obligations of the 

31 
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school administrator to his/her clients. The items contributed to the 

development of variables which assisted in a descriptive study of the 

educational administrators. 

When comparing gender for total respondents, male administrators 

outnumbered female admi~istrators four to one. T~e percentage of female 

administrators decreased as administrative level increased. Elementary 

male principals outnumbered female principals two to one. Secondary male 

principals outnumbered their female counterparts four to one, and male 

superintendents outnumbered female superintendents ten to one. 

Overall, the mean age of an administrator rose by administrative 

level. The mean age for an elementary principal was 45.6, ranging from 

30 to 60. The mean ,age for a secondary principal was 47.6, ranging from 

32 to 62. The superintendents• mean age was 48.5, ranging from 29 to 63. 

Schools were categorized into four average daily attendance groups: 

(1) 0-249, (2) 250-499, (3) 500-999, and (4) 1,000 or more. The second

ary administrators were principals in schools that were generally larger 

in size than the schools of the elementary principals. The average 

elementary school population mean was 2.246 and the secondary school was 

2.688. The smallest elementary school had a popul at1on of 125 and the 

largest 1,200. The smallest secondary school was comprised of 105 stu

dents and the largest had 2,100 students. 

Concerning degrees, the superintendents had the greatest number 

holding an Ed.D. or Ph.D. degree (43%). Ten percent of the secondary 

principals and nine percent of the elementary principals held an Ed.D. or 

Ph.D. degree. Again, the higher the administrative level the higher per

centage of doctoral degrees among the respondents. 

When comparing administrative levels by ethics preparation, less 

than half of the elementary and secondary principals received formal 
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ethics preparation, 49% of elementary and 48% of the secondary. However, 

60% of the superintendents indicated formal ethics preparation. Since 

the superintendents had the highest percentage of positive ethics prep

aration responses, this indicates that either higher level courses or a 

greater number of administrative courses provides a greater opportunity 

to experience ethics training. Table I presents additional demographic 

data. 

Analysis of Data 

Research Question One 

Research question one was stated as follows: To determine when 

given a choice, can educational administrators make ethical decisions? 

Research question one was formulated to examine if administrators could 
' choose an ethical response to three scenarios that required administra-

tive action. In each situation, the response cho1ces included one ethi

cal choice and other responses that were unethical. These responses were 

based upon the Statement of Ethics for School Administrators (AASA, 

1981). 

To answer this question, a mean score was calculated. Table II 

presents the data. The possible correct responses ranged from 0 to 3, so 

a score of 1.5 or greater was established to demonstrate that adminis

trators could make the ethical choice the majority of the time. A mean 

ethical score of 2.619 for the total group of 226 respondents was greater 

than 1.5; the data revealed that administrators can make an ethical re

sponse the majority of the time. The mean score for each level was above 

1.5. The secondary principals had the highest (mean = 2.699} and the 

superintendents (mean = 2.500) the lowest. From this analysis of data, 
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TABLE I 

DEMOGRAPHIC DATA FOR RESPONDENTS 

Variable N Response Code Frequency Percentage 

Level 226 
(1) Elementary Principal 65 28.8 
(2) Secondary Principal 83 36.7 
(3) Superintendent 78 34.5 

Sex 226 
(1) Male 181 80.1 
(2) Female 45 19.9 

Age 226 
(1) 25-34 7 3.1 
(2) 35-44 83 36.7 
(3) 45-54 99 43.8 
( 4) 55+ 37 16.4 

School 
Population 156 

(1) 0-249 23 14.7 
(2) 250-499 49 31.5 
(3) 500-999 54 34.6 
( 4) 1,000+ 30 19.2 

District 
Population 226 

(1) 0-999 51 22.5 
(2) 1,000-2,999 61 27.0 
(3) 3,000-9,999 65 28.8 
( 4) 10,000+ 491 21.7 

Highest 
Degree Held 226 

(1) Masters 179 79.2 
(2) Ed.D., Ph.D. 47 20.8 

Ethics 
Preparation 226 

(1) No 105 46.5 
(2) Yes 121 53.5 
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it can be inferred that educational administrators at all levels can make 

ethical choices in educational decisions. 

TABLE II 

MEAN SCORES FOR ETHICAL DECISIONS 

Source 

Total Group 

Elementary 

Secondary 

Superintendent-

Research Question Two 

N 

226 

65 

83 

78 

Mean Ethical 

2.619 

2.662 

2.699 

2.500 

Research question two was stated as follows: To determine when 

given a choice, can educational, administrators make legal decisions? 

Research question two was formulated to examine if administrators could 

select a legal response to three anecdotal situations. In each scenario, 

the response choices included one legal response and the other choices 

were illegal, according to the United States Const1tution, federal law, 

and case law. 

To answer this question, a mean score was calculated. (Table III 

presents the data.) The correct responses could range from 0 to 3; 

therefore, a score of 1.5 or greater was established to demonstrate that 
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administrators can make the legal choice the majority of the time. A 

mean score of 1.925 for the 226 responses was greater than 1.5, so the 

data analysis confirmed administrators can make the legal choice the 

majority of the time. All levels had a mean greater than 1.5. The 

elementary principals selected the correct response most often {mean = 

2.062) and the superintendents had the lowest {mean = 1.795) score. From 

this analysis of data, it can be inferred that educational administrators 

at all levels can make legal choices in educational decisions. 

TABLE III 

MEAN) SCORES FOR LEGAL DECISIQI,S 

Source 

Total Group 

Elementary 

Secondary 

Superintendent 

N 

226 

65 
1 

83 

78 

Mean Legal 

1.925 

2.062 

1.940 

1.795 

Hypothesis 1: There will be no significant difference in correct 

ethical and legal choices. A paired samples t-test was used to compare 

the means of the ethical and legal responses. The overall ethical mean 

score for the administrators was 2.619 and the total group mean score for 

the legal response was 1.925. A significant difference between ethical 

choices and legal choices was found at the .05 level of significance. 
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The data revealed that the respondents were able to select the ethical 

choice with significantly greater accuracy than the legal choice (Table 

IV). 

TABLE IV 

PAIRED SAMPLES T-TEST FOR ETHICAL VS 
LEGAL DECISIONS 

Variable df M SD DIFF MEAN DIFF 

Ethical 2.619 

225 .943 .0695 

Legal 1.925 

*Significant < .05 

Research Question Three 

T p 

11.079 .000* 

Research question three was stated as follows: To determine when 

ethical and legal conflicts exist, will an ethical but illegal, legal but 

unethical, or unethical and illegal decision pattern emerge? Research 

question three was formulated to determine if there is a difference be

tween the ethical and legal forces that drive administrative decisions 

when conflicts exist between ethics and laws. To answer this question, 

nine scenarios were constructed that required an administrative decision. 

In each anecdotal situation an ethical and legal dilermna was created. 

The response selections included ethical/illegal_ legal/unethical, and 
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unethical/illegal choices. These response options mirror choices in the 

educational arena. A response conflict was established to force a choice 

between ethics and the law to determine which force drives administrative 

decisions when a decision conflict arises. 

To analyze the data, three paired sample t-tests were calculated. 

The first test compared the means of the ethical/illegal and legal/ 

unethical decision pattern responses, the second compared the means of 

the ethical/illegal and unethical/illegal decision pattern responses, and 

the third compared the means of the legal/unethical and unethical/illegal 

decision pattern responses. 

In Table V, the ethical/illegal mean was 5.646 and the legal/ 

unethical mean was 2.956. The data revealed there was a significant 

difference found in the mean scores between ethical/illegal and legal/ 

unethical decision 'patterns at the .05 level of significance. The 

ethical/illegal response was selected significantly more often than the 

legal/unethical choice pattern. 

The second paired samples t-test compared the difference between 

ethical/illegal and unethical/illegal decision patterns (Table VI). The 

mean score for the ethical/illegal decision pattern was 5.646 and the 

unethical/illegal decision pattern mean was .230. There was a signifi

cant difference found between the ethical/illegal and unethical/illegal 

scores at the .05 level of significance. The ethical/illegal decision 

pattern was selected s1gnificantly more often than the unethical/illegal 

choice pattern. 

The third paired samples t-test compared the differences between 

legal/unethical and unethical/illegal decision patterns (Table VII). The 

mean score for the legal/unethical choice was 2.956 and the mean score 

for unethical/lllegal was .230. There was a significant difference found 



Source 

Ethical/! llegal 

Legal/Unethical 

TABLE V 

PAIRED SAMPLES T-TEST FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL 
VS LEGAL/UNETHICAL DECISION PATTERN 

df M SD DIFF MEAN DIFF 

5.646 

225 3.250 2.690 

2.956 

*Significant <.05 

TABLE VI 

PAIRED SAMPLES T-TEST FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL 
VS UNETHICAL/ILLEGAL DECISION PATTERN 

Source df M SO DIFF MEAN DIFF 

Ethical/Illegal 5.646 

225 1.750 5.416 

Unethical/Illegal .230 

*Significant <.05 

39 

T p 

12.445 .000* 

T p 

46.531 .000* 
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between legal/unethical and unethical/illegal choices at the .05 level of 

significance. The legal/unethical decision pattern was selected signifi

cantly more often than the unethical/illegal decision pattern. 

TABLE VII 

PAIRED SAMPLES T-TEST FOR LEGAL/UNETHICAL 
VS UNETHICAL/ILLEGAL DECISION PATTERN 

Source 'df M SO DIFF MEAN DIFF 

Legal /Unethical 2.956 

225 1.800 2.726 

Unethical/Illegal .230 

*Significant <.05 

T p 

22.764 .000* 

From the results obtained through the analysis of data, it can be 

inferred that a decision choice pattern clearly emerged. The ethical/ 

illegal choice pattern (mean = 5.646) was significantly different from 

the legal/unethical (mean = 2.956) and the unethical/illegal (mean = 

.230) choice pattern. When there was a conflict in ethical and legal 

decision making, the ethical/illegal cho1ce pattern dominated. Only when 

compared to unethical/illegal choices did the legal/unethical choice 

pattern emerge. 
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Research Question Four 

Research question four was stated as follows: To determine if there 

is a difference in ethical but illegal or legal but unethical decision 

patterns by (1) administrative level, (2) gender, (3) age, (4) school 

population, (5) district population, (6) h1ghest degree held, and (7) 

ethics preparation? To answer these questions, seven null hypotheses 

were formulated and tested to determine differences which might exist in 

these independent variables. This additional information provided data 

to better understand the rationale of administrative decision patterns. 

A difference score was computed to help analyze the data. For each 

respondent, the number of legal responses was subtracted from the number 

of ethical responses. The range could be from -r9 to -9. A positive 

score would represent an ethical choice in decision patterns, and a nega

tive score would represent a legal cho1ce. This difference mean was used 

as the dependent variable in the analysis of variance (ANOVA) to analyze 

the independent variables from the demographic demographic data. Hy

pothesis 2.1: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ ille

gal and legal/unethical decision patterns between (a) elementary princi

pals, (2) secondary principals, and (3) superintendents. To test this 

hypothesis, an analysis of variance was used to compare conflict differ

ence score means of 65 elem~ntary principals, 83 secondary principals, 

and 78 superintendents. A significant difference in decision patterns by 

administrative level was found. Equal variances were established with 

the Bartlett Test and the Tukey (HSD) Test (alpha = .05 indicated that 

the critical range for pairs of means was 1.207. There was no difference 

found between elementary principals (mean = 1. 723) and superintendents 

(mean = 2.679) or between secondary principals (mean = 3.473) and super-
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intendents (mean = 2.679). However, it was revealed that there was a 

significance between elementary principals (mean = 1.723) and secondary 

principals (mean = 3.473); therefore, the null hypothesis was rejected 

(Table VIII). 

Source 

Level 

TABLE VII I 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL VS 
LEGAL/UNETHICAL CONFLICT DECISION PATTERN 

BY ADMINISTRATIVE LEVEL 

df Sum of Mean F Ratio 
Squares Squares 

Between Groups 2 111.722 55.861 5.589 

With1n Groups 223 2228.684 9.994 

*Significant <.05 

Prob 

.004* 

Hypothesis 2.2: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns between male and female 

administrators. To test th1s hypothes1s, an analysis of variance and 

Tukey (HSD) Test (alpha = .05) was used to compare conflict difference 

means of male and female administrators. Among the respondents there 

were 181 males and 45 females. When the mean scores of these two groups 

were compared, a signif1cant difference was not found at the .05 level; 

therefore, the null hypothesis was retained (Table IX). 



Source 

Gender 

Male 

Female 

TABLE IX 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL VS 
LEGAL/UNETHICAL CONFLICT DECISION PATTERN 

BY GENDER OF ADMINISTRATOR 

df M OVERALL MEAN SD 

2.836 

43 

T p 

1 2.696 3.225 1.310 .192 

2.133 

*Significant <.05 

Hypothesis 2.3: There will be ~o significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of administrators when 

categorized by four age groups: (a) 25-34, (b) 35-44, (c) 45-54, (d) 55 

and older. The analysis of variance and the Tukey (HSD) Test were used 

to analyze the mean conflict difference scores of the four age groups: 

(a) 25-34, (b) 35-44, (c) 45-54, and (d) 55 and older. The null hypothe-

sis was retained since no significant difference was revealed at the .05 

level of significance (Table X). 

Hypothesis 2.4: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of adm1nistrators when 

categorized by school population: (a) 0-249, (b) 250- 499, (c) 500-999, 

and (d) 1000 or more. The analysis of variance and the Tukey (HSD) Test 

were used to compute the scores. There was no significant difference at 
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the .05 level found among groups categorized by school population. 

Therefore, the null hypothesis was retained (Table XI). 

Source 

Age 

TABLE X 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL VS 
LEGAL/UNETHICAL CONFLICT DECISION PATTERN 

BY AGE OF ADMINISTRATOR 

df Sum of Mean F Ratio 
Squares Squares 

Between Groups 3 26.489 8.830 .847 

Within Groups 222 2313.917 10.423 

*Significant <.05 

Source 

TABLE XI 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL VS 
LEGAL/UNETHICAL CONFLICT DECISION 

PATTERN BY SCHOOL POPULATION 

df Sum of Mean 
Squares Squares 

F 

Between Groups 3 43.038 14.346 1.482 

Within Groups 152 1471.135 9.679 

*Significant <.05 

p 

.469 

p 

.222 
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Hypothesis 2.5: There will be no significant difference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns ofadministrators when cate

gorized by district population: (a) 0-999, (b) 1,000-2,999, (c) 3,000-

9,999, and (d) 10,000 or more. The analysis of variance and the Tukey 

(HSD) Test at the .05 level of significance were used to compute 

scores. There was no significant difference found among groups cate

gorized by size of district. The null hypothesis was retained (Table 

XII). 

Source 

Between Groups 

Within Groups 

TABLE XII 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL VS 
LEGAL/UNETHICAL CONFLICT DECISION PATTERN 

BY DISTRICT POPULATION 

df Sum of Mean 
Squares Squares 

F 

3 24.511 8.170 .785 

222 2310.214 10.406 

*Significant <.05 

p 

.503 

Hypothesis 2.6: There will be no significant d1fference in ethical/ 
' 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of administrators when 

categorized by highest degree held: (a) Masters and (b) Ed.D. or Ph.D. 

There is no significant difference in conflict difference scores 

based upon highest degree held by administrators. An analysis of 
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variance was calculated for each group and the Tukey (HSD) Test (alpha = 

.05) was used to compare different sets of means for the two groups. The 

null hypothesis was accepted based on the supportive data found in Table 

XIII. 

Source 

Degree 

Masters 

Ed.O., Ph.D. 

TABLE XIII 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL VS 
LEGAL/UNETHICAL CONFLICT DECISION PATTERN 

BY HIGHEST DEGREE HELD BY 
ADMINISTRATOR 

df M Overall M so 

2.823 

1 2.696 3.225 

2.213 

*Significant <.05 

T p 

1.155 .249 

Hypothesis 2.7: There will be no significant d1fference in ethical/ 

illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns of administrators when 

categorized by partic1pation in an administratwe preparatory course on 

ethics: (a) No, and (b} Yes. An analys1s of variance and the Tukey 

(HSD) Test were used to compare the conflict d1fference scores and 

ethics preparation. There was no significant difference in administra

tive decision patterns by ethics preparation when compared at the .05 



47 

significance level (Table XIV). Therefore, the null hypothesis was 

retained. 

Source 

Ethics Course 

No 

Yes 

TABLE XIV 

ANALYSIS OF VARIANCE FOR ETHICAL/ILLEGAL VS 
LEGAL/UNETHICAL CONFLICT DECISION PATTERN 

BY PARTICIPATION IN ADMINISTRATIVE 
PREPARATORY COURSE ON ETHICS 

df M Overall M SD 

2.543 

1 2.696 3.225 

2.829 

*Significant <.05 

T p 

.664 .507 

From the results obtained through the analysis of data, it can be 

inferred that there were no significant differences in conflict decision 

patterns in six of the seven demographic variables. When comparisons 

were made by administrative level, the null hypothesis was rejected. 

When comparisons were made by gender, age, school population, district 

population, highest degree held, and ethics preparation, no significant 

difference was found in conflict decision patterns. 
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Su11111ary 

The sampies of this study consisted of 226 educational administra

tors in the United States and the District of Columbia during the 1989-90 

school year. A return rate of 74.8% was achieved. Data related to each 

of the four research quest ions and eight hypotheses were presented and 

discussed in the chapter. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS, 

RECOMMENDATIONS, AND DISCUSSION 

Summary 

The purpose of this study was to determine if educational adminis-

trators can make eth1cal and legal choices and to determine, when ethical 

and legal conflicts arise, which conflict decision pattern would emerge. 

An analysis of the literature revealed that standards of behavior emerged 

from personal ethics, professional standards, and the law. Ethics, in 

relation to educational administration, were explored in terms of princi

ples of conduct, ethical leadership, ethical decision making, ethics 
' 

preparation, and ethical behavior. Educational a~~inistration as a pro-

fession and the development of a code of ethics were examined. Dilemmas 

in decision making arising from legal and ethical conflicts were 

addressed. 

This study was designed to collect data through survey research from 

three populations of educational administrators. These consisted of 

elementary principals, secondary principals, and superintendents in pub-

lie institutions in the 50 states and the District of Columbia during the 

1989-1990 school year. Two administrators from each state and level were 

randomly selected from the total population of school administrators. A 

survey on 11 Ethical and Legal Decisions 11 was constructed and utilized to 

gather data related to the stated research questions, stated hypotheses, 

49 
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and demographic data. The survey was rna i 1 ed to each of the subjects 

along with directions for completing the instrument. Sixty-one percent 

of the sample returned the questionnaire within six weeks. A second 

mailing followed and an additional 14% of the sample responded. This 

brought the total respondents to 75%. 

The demographic data analysis involved frequency distributions and 

percentages. Mean scores were used to determine if respondents could 

make legal and ethical choices. Paired samples t-tests were computed to 

determine differences in decision choice patterns. The sample subjects 

were categorized, using the demographic data as independent variables. 

Each individual choice pattern score was calculated and used to secure a 

mean difference score to be used .as the dependent variable. Then an

alyses of variance tests were computed to determine what independent 

variables affect administrative decisions. The .05 level of significance 

was used throughout the study. When comparing more than two groups, the 

Tukey (HSD) Test was used to find the critical range. The Bartlett Test 

was used to determine equal variance of groups. 

Findings 

Findings which were obtained through the statistical analyses of the 

data included the f~llowing: 

1. When givep a choice, educational administrators make ethical 

decisions. 

2. When given a choice, educational administrators make legal 

decisions. 

3. fiducational administrators make correct ethical decisions 

significantly more often than legal decisions. 
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4. When ethical and legal conflicts existed, an ethical but il-

legal decision pattern emerged. 

a. The ethical/illegal choice (mean = 5.646) was significantly 

different from the legal/unethical (mean = 2.956) choice and the 

unethical/illegal (mean = .230) choice. 

b. The legal/unethical choice (mean = 2.956) was significantly 

different from the unethical/illegal (mean = .230) choice. 

5. There was a significant difference in ethical/illegal and legal/ 

unethical decision patterns when respondents were categorized by adminis

trative level. The elementary principals• decision pattern (mean = 

1.723) was significantly different from the secondary principals• pattern 

(mean = 3.473). The d1fferences between elementary principals• pattern 

and superintendents• pattern (mean = 2.679) and secondary principals• 

pattern and superintendents• pattern were not significant. 

6. There was no significant difference in ethical/illegal and 

legal/unethical decision patterns when respondents were categorized by 

gender. 

7. There was no significant difference in ethical/illegal and 

legal/unethical decision patterns when respondents were categorized by 

age. 

8. There was no significant difference in ethical/illegal and 

legal/unethical decision patterns when respondents were categorized by 

school populations. 

9. There was no significant difference in ethical/illegal and 

legal/unethical decision patterns when respondents were categorized by 

size of district. 
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10. There was no significant difference in ethical/illegal and 

legal/unethical decision patterns when respondents were categorized by 

highest degree held. 

11. There was no significant difference in ethical/illegal and 

legal /unethical decision patterns when respondents were categorized by 

participation in ethics course work during administrative preparation. 

Conclusions and Implications 

From the findings in this study, the following conclusions have been 

derived: 

1. A score of 1.5 was determined by the research as the necessary 

significance level to show that an ethical choice could be made. Since 

the respondents achieved a mean score of 2.619, the conclusion would be 

that educational administrators can make eth1cal decisions when given a 

choice. This finding was consistent with Hyle (1989) who found adminis

trators make ethical dec1s1ons the major1ty of the t1me w1th these same 

three choice options. 

The study by Hyle (1989) found a s1gmficant difference between 

ethical mean scores of elementary principals and superintendents, the 

superintendents having a greater mean. However, in this research study, 

a significant difference in ethical mean scores among levels was not 

found. The secondary principals had a greater ethical mean score than 

elementary principals and superi~tendents, but none of the differences 

were significant. The fact that only three of the original questions 

were included in this study may have contributed to this difference. 

2. A score of 1.5 was determined by the researcher as the necessary 

score to show that a legal cho1ce could be made. Since the respondents 

achieved a score of 1.925, the conclusion was made that educational 
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administrators can make legal decisions when given a choice. This find

ing supports Neely (1987) in the belief that legal interpretations shape 

opinions. The elementary principals had a higher mean score than the 

secondary principals and the superintendents. 

3. Hypothesis 1 indicated there was a significant difference in 

ethical and legal choices. Since the mean score was greater for the 

ethical choice, the administrator identified the ethical choice more 

often than the legal choice. It can be inferred,_ the respondents are 

able to make the ethical choice more often than the legal choice. 

The ethical choice was more clearly identifiable than the legal 

choice. This might be attributed to the fact that the three ethical 

scenarios selected from Hyle•s {1989) study were the ones that elicited 

the greatest percentage of eth1cal responses in that study. The legal 

case studies were developed for this study and had not been previously 

tested. 

Since the mean was higher for the ethical choice than the legal 

choice, one also might conclude that the correct legal choice is more 

difficult for administrators to recognize than the ethical choice. With 

the vast number of laws that have impacted education in the last 30 years 

(Hawkins, 1986), it is difficult for administrators to keep abreast with 

all the legal boundaries. Also, the interpretations of laws can be very 

difficult, diffused, and absolutely unique to a given legal jurisdiction. 

4. The three paired samples t-test compared the means of the 

decision choices. The ethical/illegal pattern was significantly greater 

than the legal/unethical and unethical/illegal decision patterns. Also, 

the overall ethical/legal difference mean was +2.6. A positive score 

favored an ethics choice. The ethical/illegal decision pattern clearly 

emerged. A negative score would have represented a legal choice. From 



54 

this study, it appears educational administrators significantly more 

often rely on ethics than the law when conflicts in decision making 

emerge. This supported the findings of the study by Peach and Reddick 

(1986) that ethics as principles of conduct strongly influence the ac

tions of individuals. 

This finding has a major significance. It supports the belief that 

it is the ethical principles, not the technical aspect of educational 

administration, that drives administrative decisions (Foster, 1986). 

5. It is important to note that the ethical/illegal and the legal/ 

unethical decision choices were significantly different from the 

unethical/illegal choice. This again supports the finding that adminis

trators can and do make ethical and legal decisions rather than illegal 

or unethical decisions. 

6. Hypothesis 2.1 indicated 'a significant difference in ethical and 

legal conflict decision patterns between levels of administrators. The 

ethical/illegal decision,pattern emerged for all levels, but the elemen

tary principals' mean score (1.723) was sign1ficantly different from the 

secondary principals' mean score (3.473). It could be concluded both 

make the ethical/illegal choice more often than the legal/unethical 

choice but secondary principals made the ethical choice significantly 

more often than e 1 ementary pri nci pa 1 s. Consequently, the e 1 ementary 

principals made the legal choice significantly more often than the sec

ondary principals. 

7. Hypotheses 2.2, 2.3, 2.4, 2.5, and 2.6 indicated no significant 

differences in ethical/illegal and legal/unethical decision patterns by 

gender, age, school size, district population, and highest degree held. 

There were only minimal differences within these various categories; 
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consequently, the conclusion seems to be that these are not areas which 

influence ethical and legal conflict decision patterns. 

Dexheimer (1969) and Hyle (1989) found that autobiographical infor

mation had little relationship to ethical behavior. Th1s is consistent 

with the findings in this study. Perhaps in future studies it might be 

more beneficial to examine the history and personality traits of the 

individual administrators rather than simple demographic data pertaining 

to the respondents. 

8. Hypothesis 2.7 indicated no significant difference in conflict 

decision patterns when respondents were categorized by ethics course work 

during professional training. However, numerous comments were made in 

the survey by respondents concerning the inadequacy of ethical prepara

tion for the administrative role. From this information, it would appear 

there is a need to give serious attention to ethics in school administra

tion preparatory programs. 

9. In the survey, administrators were given the opportunity to 

provide information concerning graduate work and special attention paid 

to ethical issues and ethical aspects of decision making. From the data 

compiled, it can be concluded that legal aspects are covered in special 

courses dealing with educational administration, but ethical issues are 

generally addressed only as a part of other courses and on an informal 

basis. From the responses, it was noted laws were discussed but not how 

to deal with deviations. The general consensus concluded that if ethics 

were addressed in preparatory work, it was done sparsely. This is con

sistent with the findings of Ashbaugh and Kasten (1984). 

Many respondents felt ethics need to be a primary focus in adminis

trative preparatory course work. This supports Callahan and Bok's (1980, 

p. 62) thought, "Courses in ethics should make it clear that there are 
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ethical problems in personal and civic life ••• and that there are better 

and worse ways of trying to deal with them. 11 

Although the implications are not conclusive, they do provide some 

evidence that ethics strongly influence administrative choices. Recom

mendations for further research are discussed below. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

Recommendat1ons for further study into the relationship of ethics, 

the law, and administrative decision making include the following: 

1. Systematic research into values and actions is both possible and 

essential if scholars in school administration are to have a part to play 

in developing schools for the future (Stout, 1986). Collecting and an

alyzing data on administrators' values and actions can provide further 

insight into the educational administrators' impact on schools. 

2. It is suggested ethical principles and ethical reasoning be 

studied further in the context of professional behavior and explored in 

both professional 1 iterature and training programs. It should not be 

assumed these qualities are developed without study. 

3. Research should be conducted which will examine the relation

ships of personal traits and the leadership style of the principal to 

ethical and legal decision patterns. Perhaps this would give additional 

insight into administrative characteristics that determine choice 

patterns. 

4. Further study with this instrument, 11 Ethical and Legal Dilem

mas,11 should be done to determine if the same findings are true when: 

a. The survey is administered to professors of educational 

administration in institutions of higher education. 
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b. The survey is administered to administrators in private 

institutions. 

c. Educational administrators are crmpared by geographic 

region. 

d. Respondents are categorized by years of administrative 

service. 

e. The survey is administered as a pretest dnd posttest in an 

administrative preparatory course on ethics. 

5. Design a survey that contains scenarios that would result in 

more severe legal consequences and then determine the ethical and legal 

conflict dec1s1on pattern. 

Recommendations for Education 

The following are recommendations which resulted from this study: 

1. The responsible administrator must seek personal clarification 

of the beliefs that direct his/her actions, consider alternative beliefs 

and their consequences, and develop comprehensiveness and unity in the 

personalized system of values used as a basis of behavior (Kimbrough, 

1968). 

2. Educational administrators should detach themselves from the 

day-to-day activities long enough for reflective thought concerning the 

consequences of what they are doing (Kimbrough, 1968}. 

3. The formal study of ethics during educational administration 

preparatory courses should be implemented because of the strong reliance 

on ethics during decision making found in this study. It would provide a 

basis for thinking through the alternatives available for the most intel

ligent actions of all (Kimbrough and Nunnery, 1983}. Discussing ethics 
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through case study would provide alternative ways to view situations and 

establish a broader knowledge base for decision making. 

4. More educational administration seminars and sessions at confer

ences and convent1ons of professional organizations should address ethi

cal conflicts. The practicing administrator needs the opportunity to 

refine skills for difficult decision making. 

Discussion 

It appeared from this study that ethics do play a major role in 

educational administrative decisions. Although laws and court cases have 

made a significant impact on public schools in recent years, this study 

has provided additional data that individuals still respond to situations 

from a personal, social, and professional experien~ial base as well as a 

legal base. Ethical considerations play a vital role in decision making. 

It was intere~ting to note that educational administrators still 

seem to lean toward the ethical aspects of decision making even though in 

administrative preparation students usually engage in preparatory courses 

in law but not in ethics. This practice might be attributed to the 

theory that by the time a person is an adult personal ethics have been 

established since ethics are formed over time from family values, reli

gious training and beliefs and through personal experience. However, 

laws must be reviewed and interpreted and are continually subject to 

change. Therefore, formal legal preparation has been viewed as more 

essential than ethical preparat1on. Since this study supported the 

heavy reliance on ethics in decision making, it is believed a focus on 

ethics would be an added dimension that could strengthen administrative 

preparation. 
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The scenarios in this survey instrument generally presented problems 

that were borderline decision situations. If the law was overlooked, the 

consequences might not be extremely severe for the administrator for one 

isolated incident. This co~lcy have had some influence upon the decision 

pattern that emerged. However, in daily decision choices for the admin

istrator, it is the choices that can be called either way that are so 

difficult. The single decision that can result in litigation, usually 

does not create a dilemma. It is the daily encounters that occur in the 

school setting which require ethical preparation and knowledge of the law 

to make the correct choice for a given situation that are so critical. 

They are critical because a secure educational environment is achieved 

through thousands of decisions over a long period of time. 

One must remember that individuals and schools are both complex and 

unique; therefore, there is no one right choice or simple solution to 

many of the dilemmas within education. Educators must continually strive 

to make decisions that not only enhance the goals of the institution but 

also take into consideration the worth and uniqueness of an individual. 

This research revealed that it is not the legal consequences that 

dominate decision making. • Perhaps the question as to what drives admin

istrative decisions is best summarized by Evers (1985): 

Making the morally right decision involves more than consid
ering feeling, counting people, or calculating consequences. 
It requires, u,ltimately an attitude of disinterest to outcomes 
and non-attachment to rewards, according priority to duty 
and commitment to moral principals (p. 39). 

In relation to Vroom's (1964) expectancy theory concerning the role 

that consequences play in motivating decision making, the legal conse

quences are not the only consequences that need to be considered, for 

they are not the only consequences which weigh on administrative deci

sions. This study would seem to say it is the consequences of living 
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with one•s own consciousness of ethical beliefs that influences and plays 

a dominant role in decision making; and perhaps ultimately, it is not the 

making of decisions that is hard, but it is living with the consequences 

that is so difficult. 
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Oklahon ~a St nte Un? vers 1Jy I STILLWATER OKLAHOMA 74078 0146 
309 GUNDERSEN HALL 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION 
AND HIGHER EDUCATION 

40) 744 7244 

Nov~mber 6, 1989 

Dear Administrator Code Number ___ _ 

I would like to ask your assistance In a research proJect 
This IS a nat1onal survey of administrators. Legal and ethical 
Issues dealing with educational administration are being studied. 
I know your t1me 1s extremely valuable and In great demand, but If 
you would take a few minutes to respond to 15 scenarios, It would 
be greatly apprec1ated 

Your task will be to read each sect1on and follow the 
directions for that section Please do not om1t a question. 
Following the last sccnar1o 1s an autob1ograph1cal Information 
section Please circle the appropriate response or fill In the 
requested Information You have been randomly selected from the 
national population of school administrators as a partiCipant In 
th1s study Your response w1ll rema1n confidential 

Thank you 1n advance for your time and expertise A self
addressed postage pa1d envelope has been prov1ded for your 
convenience In 1etu1ning Lhe questionnaire 

Sincerely, 

~1~ 
Doctoral Candidate, 
Educational Administration 
Oklahoma &tate University 

l r. 
rr-

CENTENNl!{_ 
1890•1990 

Celebrating the Past Prepanng for the Future 
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Oklahoma State Univers~ty I STILLWATER OKLAHOMA 740780146 
309 GUNDERSEN HALL 

DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONAL ADMINISTRATION 
AND HIGIIFR EDUCATION 

Dear Adm1n1strator 

405 744 7244 

January 4, 1990 

In November a letter was sent ask1ng you to part1c1pate 1n a 
research proJect Your response 1s valuable 1n order to comp1le 
data from the random sampl1ng and to conclude the proJect. 
Enclosed you w1ll f1nd another copy of the survey. I know your 
t1me J.S very valuable and 1n great demand, but J.f you would take 
a few m1nutes to respond to 15 scenarJ.os, 1t would be greatly 
apprecJ.ated. 

Your task w1ll be to read each sect1on and follow the 
d1rect1ons for that sect1on. Please do not om1t an answer. 
Follow1ng the :Last scenar1o 1s an autob1ograph1cal 1nformat1on 
sect1on. Please c1rcle the approprJ.ate response or f1ll 1n the 
requested 1nformat1on. You have been randomly selected from the 
nat1onal populatJ.on school adm1n1strators as a partJ.cJ.pant 1n th1s 
study. and your response w1ll rema1n conf1dent1al. 

Thank you J.n advance for your t1me and expert1se If th1s 
quest1onna1re could be returned by January 15, 1990, 1t would be 
very benef1c1al A self-addressed postage pa1d envelope has been 
prov1ded for your conven1ence. 

S1ncerely, 
I 

An~e~ 
Doctoral CandJ.date 
Educat1onal Adm1n1strat1on 
Oklahoma State UnJ.versJ.ty 
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Section l Plraqr unswLr each sGenarlo by c1rcl1ng the letter 
ot the response that you tee! represents the most 
~th1cal_9poice Please answer each question 

1 The parents of a good student and generally responsible 
youngster have come to you w1th compla1nts about the teach1ng 
style of a social stud1es teacher They cla1m the teacher lS 
using b1ased matetials and slanted op1n1ons 1n class 
Further, they c larm that when therr son trred to questron 
these approaches, he was greeted Wl th sarcasm and th1nly 
verled threats to have hrs grades lowered The matter rs 
compl1cated bv the father's actrve role rn town matters, and 
he demands evrdence of act1on rmmedrately What act1on do you 
take? 

A Agree wrth the parents that the teacher rs rn the 
wrong, and rndrcate that censure Will be appl1ed 1n 
some form 

B Transfer the student rnto another classroom w1th a 
teacher whose techn1ques and methods are well known 
to you, and whrch you know w1ll placate these 1rate 
parents 

C Call the most 1mmed1ate supervrsor of the teacher 
and ask for some corroboration of the Incidents, 
then proceed With actron 

D Indicate to the parents that you Will take the 
matter up with the teacher but that no direct action 
Will be taken until both Sides of the controversy 
have been aired 

2 Your Board has maintained a policy of refusing any federal funds 
for school programs Now vou have been approached by the state 
department of educatJon dnd urged to conduct a federally financed 
program 1n vour d1slt1ct fhev a9k tins because they know that 
your drstrJct LS parttcularly well suited for such a program 
You are sympclthetlG and flattered, espec1ally s1nce the 
eAperimental program fits In very well With what you consider to 
be educatJonallv desirable and sound Now what? 

A You stand on the Board's policy, however regretfully, 
and decline the offer 

B You approach the Board members, asking that they 
recons1der Its previous stand for various reasons 

C You devrse a plan where the special a1d can be masked 
as a type of state aid, a plan which has the support 
of the state education department Then you Implement 
the program In your distr1ct 

D You not onlv ask for Board support In the program and 
a reversing of their policy statements, but Indicate 
that such a reversal rs a deciding factor regarding 
whether or not vou'll remain as superintendent 
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J Your d1str1ct 1 s a rural one, and qu1 te homogeneous 1n 1 ts 
populat1on The teachlng staff also reflects th1s homogene1ty, 
that 1s, thev're mostly wh1te, mlddle-class, and Protestant In 
your search for new staff members, an excellent cand1date w1th 
e~tremely prom1s1ng credent1als appears The 1nterv1ew turns up 
an add1t1on.ll J-lu·t thP cand1date 1s Black (or Jew1sh, or 
ltallan, or anv other group not generally found 1n your area) 
The Board has made 1 t c lPar 1n the past that all h1r1ng 1s 
ent1relv your decl.scon they'll rat1fy any recommendat1on you 
make to them What 1• your recommendat1on? 

Sect1on II 

A You turn to other cand1dates, not because of preJUdlce, 
but as a form of protect1on for the cand1date, who 
would be clearly 1n a lonely and vulnerable pos1t1on 

B The Board 1s g1ven a l1st of cand1dates, w1th all 
credent1als, and asked to make 1ts own dec1s1on. 

C Exerc1s1ng your usual prerogat1ve of a nearly f1nal 
dec1s1on 1n h1r1ng, you s1gn the teacher 

D 

F 

Although other cand1dates are clearly 1nfer1or as 
prospects, you h1re one of them as the best course of 
act1on for th1s part1cular commun1 ty at th1s part1cular 
t1me 

You do not h1re the cand1date, but make every effort 
to place the cand1date 1n another d1str1ct 

Please answer each scenar1o bv c1rcl1ng the letter of 
the response that you feel represents the legal cho1ce 
Please answer each quest1on 

4 A student irom another d1str1ct enrolls 1n the school where you 
are the pr1nc1pal !he parents g1ve you the student's spec1al 
educat1on conf1dent1al f1le What should you do w1th the f1le? 

A Place the folder 1n a locked box 

B Have the school personnel who have educat1onal 1nterest 
1n the ch1ld rev1ew and s1gn the folder, and then place 
1t 1n a locked area 

C Put a memo on the teachers' bullet1n board 1nform1ng 
the faculty of the new spec1al educat1on student and 
rem1nd1ng them to read and s1gn the conf1dent1al 
folder 

D Forward the folder to the classroom teacher 

E A•k the secrcta1v to make sure the teachers who have 
1he ch1ld •ee the file 
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5 The educatJon statute~ ol your state conta1n a number of laws 
which you bel1eve to he of questionable value Two 1n part1cular 
are 1) that no regular program prayers may be offered In the 
classrooms, and 2) that a !Jag salute 1s required each day You 
know full well that some prayers are st1ll cont1nued 1n certa1n 
classrooms, and you know thaL many teachers are lax on the tlag 
salute To be w1th1n the law, what act1on should you take? 

A Look the other way unt1l someone compla1ns 

B Rem1nd the teachers of the statute 

C In cooperat1ve planning, f1nd some way to go around 
the law 

D Not1fy the teachers of the statute 1n wr1 t1ng and 
follow-up to see that they have compl1ed 

E Allow the teachers to cont1nue the1r pract1ces and talk 
to some legislators about your concern 

The school p1cture representat1ve stops by to see you at the end 
of the year He wants vou to JOln lnm for lunch, JUSt to 
celebrate the summer vacation He ment1ons It Will be h1s treat 
You choose to 

A Decl1n0 th0 ofier, but tell him to ask you aga1n 

B Accept the engagement and allow h1m to pay 

C Join him for lunch, but you pay tor your own 

D ReJect the otter 

E Go to lunch with him but you pay the total bill 

Section III Please answer each scenar1o bv c1rcl1ng the letter of 
the answer that best represents the dec1s1on you would 
make 1n th1s situation Please g1ve an answer to each 
scenario 

7 A teacher In your building 
You know she has not kept 
no longer IS an effective 
to the school and ro you 

1s planning to ret1re 1n three years 
up w1th the subJect content, and she 
teacher However, she 1s very loyal 
What w1ll your act1on be? 

~ Reduce her teaching load 

B Overlook her faults and wa1t three years 

C lniLiale a transter for her to another school 

D P1oceed to prove the teacher 1ncompetent w1thout 
consideration tor her years of service 

E Give her ass1stance when poss1ble and let her end her 
career with dignity 
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8 State law requ1res that all med1c1ne brought to school be kept 
1n the pr1nc1pal's off1ce or the cl1n1c under lock and key An 
asthmat1c ch1ld 1n vour school has a medical prescr1pt1on for an 
Inhaler If an asthmatic attack occurs, the ch1ld has a need for 
the Inhaler quickJv What would you dec1de? 

A Allow the child to keep the 1nhaler at h1s desk. 

B Inform the parents that you cannot be respons1ble for 
a child with an asthmatic cond1t1on 

C keep the medicine In the des1gnated area locked 

D Tell the teacher to be respons1ble 

E Honor a parent's request to have the ch1ld keep the 
1nhaler 1n the desk. 

9 As you pdss by the copy mach1ne, you not1ce a teacher dupl1cat1ng 
a copyr1ghted workbook for each person In the class Your action 
would be to 

A Pretend you did not notice and return to your office. 

B D1scuss the concern with the teacher and allow her to 
finish but work out an alternate plan for the next 
time 

C fell her Lo qu1 t Immediately and use an alternate 
strategv 

D All.ow the teacher to copy the mater1als, a few at a 
t1me 

E Discuss the Jnc1dent at the next faculty meeting and 
Inform the tacultv of your expectations 

10 A mandate comes from the state requ1r1ng all d1strJ.cts to comply 
With the state adopted curr1culum gu1des and adopted texts You 
feel complete compl1ance w1th the regulation would demoral1ze the 
faculty, stagnate the currJ.culum, and stifle creatJ.vJ.ty. Your 
course of action would be 

A. RequJ.re compl1ance by your staff 

B Tell teachers to do what they can and not worry about 
the rest 

C Encourage partial compl1ance and attempt to work 
through proper channels to secure policy changes 

D Req1nre t-he teachers write their own curr1culum guJ.des 

E Ignor0 the new regulat1on 
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11 Public law 94-142 states handicapped children should be placed 
on the least restrictive environment A child enters your school 
w1th an Ind1v1dual1zed Educat1onal Placement (IEP) that states 
the child w1ll be ma1nstreamed to art and music The music class 
has thirty-flve students The music teacher has diff1culty With 
control and has no eAperience w1th spec1al educat1on students 
You know It J.S 1n the teacher's and other students' best 1nterest 
that the child not at1end music Your action will be to 

A Require the ch1ld rema1n In his special education class 
until the IEP can be changed 

B Ignore the IEP and have the child to remain In the 
special education class dur1ng that per1od 

C Allow the child to go to two art classes s1nce art 
classes are small and the art teacher agrees 

D Require the music teacher to take the ch1ld and do the 
best she can 

E Tell the music teacher If she w1ll take the child, she 
can have one less dutv per week 

12 A teacher wants to reter a student for assessment to determ1ne 
If there IS a need for physJ.cal therapy serv1ces You are aware 
that the phYsical therapist's load IS at capacity The placement 
of another student would require you to hire another therap1st, 
and you know the district IS short on funds Your choice would 
be to 

A Hold the referral In your desk unt1l a ch1ld moves. 

B Get parental consent 
evaluation, but ask 
testing 

and subm1t the 
the psychometr1st 

referral 
to delay 

C Ask the teacher to delay In mak1ng the referral 

for 
the 

D Tell the parents of the concern and ask them to seek 
help on the1r own Since the d1str1ct 1s at capacity. 

E Inform the parents about the teachers' concern and 
allow them to dec1de 1f they want the1r child tested, 
with the understand1ng there may be a delay 1n 
placement If the child qualifies 

13 A student enters vour school from another distrJ.ct As you 
rev1ew the confJ.dential 1nformat1on, you not1ce the child has 
tendencies toward VIolent behavior You have a conference with 
the parents and ask permission to share this InformatJ.on w1th 
faculty who will be responsible for superv1s1ng the ch1ld on the 
g'rounds thnt 1 hr> Farn1lv Fhghts and Privacy Act allows parents 
th1s cho1c-e Ph<>y do not wan1 their ch1ld JUdged or labeled 
Your dec1s1on would bf' 
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A &how Lhe r0cords Lo h1s Leacher and suggest that the 
ICIHhCJ lr>!! lhr olh<'T'l 

B h<<-P th< udormat1on coniident1al 

C Share the records With the faculty and ask the teachers 
to keep the Information confidential 

D Remove the Information from the records 

E Ret use to admit the student, unless the parents comply 

14 Federal law reqtnres that all children are served a minimum 
proportion of each 1 tcm on the menu You observe that when 
students are allowed to delete one serving of an Item which they 
do not like, they eat the rest of their food better than when 
they are required to take all Items Your action would be to 

A Allow the cafeteria to delete an Item at the child's 
request 

B Require all trays to be served the same 

C Ignore that the cafeteria allows a choice 

D Refuse to e'Ccuse students who do not eat the entire 
tray 

E Requ1re students to eat all the food on their tray or 
be eliminated from the program 

15 A student comes to you In strictest confidence and shares that 
his father IS out of work There IS no food at home, and he has 
no money for lunch ll1s parents refuse to sign a free/reduced 
lunch form He asks vou not to tell anyone about the srtuation. 
What would vou do? 

A 

B 

c 

D 

E 

Call an agency and have an official talk to the 
parents 

Drsmrss the concern from your 

Srgn the parent's name on the 

Allow the chrld to eat free 
convrnce the <..hrld to let YOU 

Tell the student your hands 
nothing unless he agrees 
Information 

mrnd. 

form 

and contrnue to try to 
seek assrstance 

are 
to 

t1ed and you can do 
let you share the 
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1 Please 
position 
position 

Age 

A 
B 
c 
D 

Ill! rOB I O<d?IIPIII CIIL INFOm111TION 

1nd1cate Lhe letter of your current administrative 
and 1nd1GaLe the total number of years In your current 

Elementary PrinCipal 
Secondary Principal 
Superintendent/central administration 
Other ------------------- -----------

3 Sex 

4 Total number of years ot teaching 

5 Total 
level 

number of years as adm1n1strator at the 

6 Total number of vears as chief school administrator/central 
administrator 

7 Highest degree held 

8 If a building administrator, number of students enrolled 1n your 
school 

9 Number of students Hl your present school district (to the 
nearest hundred 

10 In any graduate work you have taken In school administration, 
was any special attention paid to ethical Issues of the 
pr0fession? That J.s, was time given to discussJ.ng ways of 
loolnnl'( at the eth1cal aspects of mak1ng decisions, or the 
obllgations ol the school administrator to his/her clients? 

II No 
£l Yes 
Please explain 

--- -------- --------------------
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