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ABSTRACT 

 

The decisions that administrators make can ultimately enhance or impede the 

culture of a school setting. When faced with situations, whether simple or arduous, 

the decision-making should be done in an ethical manner that brings about productive 

results. On a day-to-day basis, there may be situations that arise that require 

administrators to problem solve quickly or on the other hand requiring time to include 

reflective practice. How an administrator responds is the central focus of this project. 

This phenomenological study explored how administrators in a large city problem solve 

when faced with difficult decisions. According to Mertens (2015), phenomenological 

research seeks the individual’s perceptions and meaning of a phenomenon or experience. 

I learned a great deal from the participants’ decision-making practices. In particular, there 

were various parts of the multiple ethical paradigms aligned to the decision-making 

practices of the ten principals interviewed in this study. In particular, the ethics of care 

and profession were evident in each of the difficult decisions that all ten principals 

shared. Out of the twenty difficult decisions shared, the ethic of critique was evident in 

seventeen scenarios and the ethic of community was evident in fourteen out of the 

scenarios shared. Although the ethics of care, critique, profession, and community were 

prevalent in this study, the ethic of justice was not. This was an unexpected outcome of 

this study that will be discussed further. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Introduction of the Problem 

   School administrators, such as principals, are key players in the overall structure 

of a school. The roles they play such as manager of human capital, politician, operational 

and instructional leader are essential to the academic achievement of students and 

professional growth of staff. The decisions principals make, whether light or extreme, are 

done throughout the course of the school day. Starratt (2004) asserts that many 

educational leaders have had minimal or no experience on how to ethically reflect on 

situations that are impactful in a school setting which could assist them in tackling the 

many decisions that have an ethical component. Sharp and Walter (2012) note that the 

immediate attention required of administrators includes making decision pertaining to 

school, faculty that involves emergency planning for their building, meeting with 

community groups, discipling staff, addressing religious, and reflecting on school safety. 

This study explored the ethical decision-making practices of administrators in an urban 

setting. My experiences with educational leaders as an educator in public schools in 

Philadelphia caused me to be interested in the ethical decision-making practices of 

educational leaders when problem solving difficult dilemmas.  

   The decisions that administrators make can ultimately enhance or impede the 

culture of a school setting, so it is important to understand whether their decisions are 

aligned to ethical practices. Furthermore, as the decision making of leaders in urban 

settings have been questioned within this past year, it is important to build on previous 
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work and expand scholarly knowledge of this interpretive paradigm. When faced with 

arduous situations, administrators’ decision making should be done in an ethical manner 

that brings about productive results. Gardiner and Tenuto (2015), asserts that social 

justice ethical leadership decision-making, means “identifying and undoing oppressive 

and unjust practices and replacing them with more equitable, culturally appropriate 

ones.” On a day-to-day basis, there may be situations that arise that require administrators 

to problem solve quickly or on the other hand requiring time to include reflective 

practice. How an administrator decides to handle situations requiring their attention and 

whether their decisions are aligned to ethical practices was the central focus of this 

project. Conducting this research allowed me to gain a better understanding of the 

reflective practice of some of Philadelphia’s educational leaders. It gave me insight 

pertaining to their best practices pertaining to decision making as per related to the 

multiple ethical paradigms (Furman, 2004; Shapiro & Gross, 2013; Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2016; Starratt, 2004).  

   Many studies have helped to frame the interpretive paradigm I used to understand 

the ethical decision making of administrators. Studies such as the one conducted by 

Rintoul and Kennelly (2014) give insight pertaining to the reflective habits of mind that 

three school vice principals used when handling ethical decisions. The rationale of the 

study was relating to the idea of transcending agenda which calls on educational leaders 

and practitioners to reflect upon their own values, to be sensitive to the value orientations 

of an expanding group of stakeholders, and to encourage sustained dialogue with one 

another (Rintoul & Kennelly, 2014). Rintoul & Kennelly’s rationale was similar to 

Gardiner and Tenuto’s understanding of the ethical decision making of administrators. It 
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was similar because the rationale reflects the basis of ubuntu; including the essential 

human virtues; compassion and humanity when making decisions. According to Hailey 

(2008) ubuntu has a diversity of meanings. Hailey (2008) asserts that Bishop Desmond 

Tutu defines ubuntu as “my humanity is caught up, is inextricably bound up, in what is 

yours.” According to Battle (2000), the principle of ubuntu is best described as having 

humanity towards others with the belief that mankind is interdependent.  

   A similar study conducted by Gardiner and Tenuto (2015) found that ethical 

decision making requires critical reflection and a cultural component for social justice to 

meet the needs of students and families and move beyond a simplistic justice framework. 

Bredeson (2015) found that the decision making of administrators can ultimately impact 

both the capacity building and organizational effectiveness of an institution. Bredeson 

(2005) suggests that “capacity building refers to all of the activities and strategies that 

improve an organization’s ability to achieve its mission and goals or to help the people, 

individually and collectively” (Bredeson, 2005, 2) The study describes organization 

effectiveness as “the capacity of an institution to sustain the people, strategies, learning, 

infrastructure, and resources needed to sustain its mission” (Bredeson, 2005, 2). If both 

capacity building and organizational effectiveness are skewed by how leaders decide to 

handle situations whether light or severe, an organization’s health can be at risk. If an 

organization’s health is at risk due to the lack of ethical principles and moral literacy of 

its educational leaders, it can become a problem. In order to tackle this type of problem, 

an educational environment’s “praxis for creating ethical learning environments in school 

communities must understand leadership practice, personal leadership ethics, legally 
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mandated professional ethical standards, and leadership theory” (Gardiner & Tenuto, 

2015, 2).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1. Leadership Theory. Adapted from “Reflections of Practicing School 

Principals on Ethical Leadership and Decision Making: Confronting Social 

Justice” by Gardiner & Tenuto, 2005. 
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   I added to the field of study of ethics and morality in educational leadership 

decision making by giving insight pertaining to how administrators may or may not apply 

ethical principles to decision making. Highlighting the work of ethical framers in the field 

education such as Starratt, Shapiro, Stefkovich, Furman, and Gross are imperative in 

what Gross (2013) describes as ethical leadership in turbulent times. Several studies 

(Begley & Stefkovich, 2007; Bon, 2012) suggested educational leaders should note that 

when using the multiple ethical paradigm in decision making, a prescriptive and 

dogmatic approach should be avoided. However, Bon (2012) explores the ideology that 

“ethical dilemmas are typically characterized as choices among closely competing goods 

or the pitting of values in a given situation.” It was my hope that I more deeply 

understood the relationship between ethical decision making, school environments, and 

organizational effectiveness. I was eager to find out how administrators in a large city 

understand their use of ethical principles in making decisions and whether their reflective 

practices connect to the Multiple Ethical Paradigm (MEP); ethics of care, critique, 

justice, professionalism (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016) and community (Furman, 2002, 

2004). This is my passion because of the many years that I have worked for leaders 

whose ethical practices could be questioned. The practices of these educational leaders 

and the impactful decisions that they made will forever be remembered as I move 

forward as an educational leader. This study particularly gave insight pertaining to the 

decision of urban leaders in a school setting. The principals in this study made decisions 

that for the most part aligned to the multiple ethical paradigm. What stood out the most in 

this study was the principals’ ethical code and how they made decisions based on what 

was in the best interest of students and faculty. The insight gained adds to the field of 
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study of urban school leadership. 

Research Questions 

   This research project provided insight pertaining to the reflective practice 

administrators use to problem solve. The study sought to examine the following 

questions: 

How and to what extent do urban school principals consider ethics when facing 

complex challenges? 

1.  What factors do they report considering? 

2. How do these factors relate to existing ethical paradigms? 

Theoretical Framework 

   This study specifically explored the reflective practice administrators use to 

problem-solve. There are many practitioners who give their perspective on the context of 

ethical leadership, the theoretical framework that will be used in this research highlights 

the work of Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) and Furman (2004). Their theoretical 

frameworks are identified as the ethics of care, critique, justice, profession, and 

community. Each of these ethics will be discussed at greater length in chapter 2. 

   Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) recommend that administrators and practitioners 

alike use four ethical considerations, known as the multiple ethical paradigm, when 

making decisions. The MEP approach to decision making came from the practitioners’ 

realization that there was a gap in the knowledge base concerning ethical decision 

making. According to Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) they were proponents of reflective 

practice and saw how beneficial it would be to include case study approach since most 

studies did not consider the concerns of educational leaders. They further noted that most 
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books that they analyzed centered on educational administrators but not enough on 

ethical issues (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). This discovery led them to create an 

approach that viewed ethical leadership and decision making through the conjoined lens 

of their experiences in case-based pedagogy from an educational and legal point of view. 

It is essential that educational leaders use reflective practice when making decisions. It is 

understood that educational leaders are essential to the organizational health and 

effectiveness of a school’s culture. Within a school setting, principals deal with 

circumstances that call upon them to problem solve and make ethical decisions. These 

circumstances can vary from light to extreme (Shapiro & Gross, 2013). 

   This research gained an understanding of the extent and how urban school 

principals consider or rely upon ethics when facing complex circumstances.  

Objectives 

   I wanted to gain insight pertaining to how administrators understand their use of 

ethical principles in making decisions. It was also my aim to see were their reflective 

practices connected to MEP: ethics of care, critique, justice, profession (Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2016), and community (Furman, 2004). It was my hope that gaining an 

understanding of the aforementioned would further educate the participants interviewed 

and that they would continually use the ethics of care, critique, justice, profession, and 

community to guide their decision making as they strive to be moral agents by reflecting 

on their moral agency, “a person’s ability to make moral judgments based on some 

commonly held notion of right and wrong, to do so on the behalf of others, and to be held 

accountable for these actions” (Cherkowski, et. al., 2015, p. 3). It is important to note that 
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this study was conducted during a pandemic during a time when people are thinking more 

than usual about what is in the best interest of students and staff.  
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CHAPTER 2  

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

   This literature review is divided into five sections. The initial section of this 

literature review highlights urban school leadership. The second section of this literature 

review will focus on decisions urban school leaders make. The third section of this 

literature review centers around the decision making of school leaders. The fourth section 

of this literature review define ethics. The final section of this literature review gives key 

insight regarding ethical frameworks such as the multiple ethical paradigm and the ethics 

of community. Overall, this study adds to the field of study by enhancing how 

administrators use ethical practices to make decisions in school settings.    

Urban School Leadership 

   The context of urban educational systems often differs from other districts due to 

a variety of factors, such as student demographic composition, higher rates of community 

poverty, high teacher turnover, and limited fiscal resources, to name a few (Dolph, 2017). 

Poverty, racism, instability of staffing, and trauma are among the list of concerns that 

urban leaders face when ensuring that their school settings are equipped to educate 

students. In comparison to wealthier school settings, urban school leaders have 

insurmountable pressure while attempting to fulfill the tasks of being an instructional 

leader and an effective manager (Sharp & Walter, 2012). These pressures are not limited 

to the wave of reform to educate all children, meet a specific set of academic standards, 

and produce evidence of learning using high-stake standardized tests in the midst of fiscal 

crises (Jackson, 2005). Not only are there pressures due to reform, urban-leaders face 
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leading in an school in neighborhoods where three times as many children in poverty as 

the national average (Thomson, 2007). The decisions that they make and what these 

administrators have to make their decisions around are monumental. According to 

Grissom et al. (2013), time spent on teacher coaching, evaluation, and developing the 

school’s educational program are factors important for administrators to think about as 

they make decisions as leaders in urban school settings. Hill et al. (2016) suggest that the 

most effective leaders who make decisions, enhancing the outcomes in their schools, are 

individuals who are not well known. According to Hill et al. (2016), these leaders are 

individuals who don’t talk a good game. They need to be leaders who silently reform the 

school and changes the community that they are charged to serve. Jackson (2005), note 

that daunting challenges shift the priorities of urban school leaders to lead in 

environments deemed as having organizational incoherence and problems of capacity and 

sustainability. 

   According to Heifetz et al. (2009) urban school leaders fit the category of 

individuals who must understand the practice of being an adaptive leader who is 

persistent in accomplishing tasks. Heifetz et al. (2005) further assert that in order to adapt 

to challenges such as the ones faced in an urban school environment, administrators must 

stay in the game even while taking the heat along the way. To be strong leaders in an 

environment that is faced with challenges, Heifetz et al. (2009) suggests that leaders of 

challenging organizations, such as urban school leaders, must understand that in order to 

survive in a every changing environment, they must become adaptive leaders who 

understand change that enables the capacity to thrive, build on the past rather than 

jettison, experiment, and rely on diversity. Heifetz et al. (2009) further note that there 
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must be a productive zone of disequilibrium. In an urban school setting, urban school 

leadership is about taking on a mindset of productive zone of disequilibrium (PZD) best 

understanding how to create enough heat by an intervention that it gains attention (for 

student success in an school setting), engagement, and forward motion. Urban school 

leaders must, as noted by Jackson (2005) think critically and act courageously to ensure 

that the children they serve have access to public education at its best while being 

adaptive leaders. They must understand that the decisions they make could positively or 

negatively impact the students and staff that they are charged to lead. 

Educational Leaders in Decision Making 

   There are many facets of roles that an educational leader can take on when 

making decisions. Paul V. Bredeson (2005), when highlighting the work of Kose (2005), 

state that there are five critical roles for principals who advance social justice: visionary, 

learning leader, engineer, cultural leader, and political leader. Turhan (2010), note that 

school leaders have the important role of ensuring social justice in schools. The role of 

social justice advocate, as described by Turhan (2010), is the “most important issue of 

contemporary societies, because people’s actions can have an impact on other people.” 

Starratt (2005) expounds on the role of educational leaders as social justice advocates in 

his ideology of depicting educational leaders as responsible leaders; individuals who 

understand transformational ethics. He urges school leaders to “call on teachers and 

students to reach beyond self-interest for a higher ideal.” (Starratt, 2005) This type of 

leader is one who understand the importance of changing the school from an organization 

whose mission is noted for “rules, regulations, and roles into an intentional self-

governing community” (Starratt, 2005). 
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   Educational Leadership by Paul Begley, a key text in the field, note that 

educational leaders must take on the role of an moral educational leader when making 

decisions. These morals, as defined by Begley (2002) are applied values of individuals: 

an individual’s attitudes, speech, and actions. These values are considered the social ideas 

and conduct grounded in a person’s experiences (Begley, 2002). The terms morals, 

values, and ethics can be misconstrued. This study explored the social ideas and conduct 

of administrators in an urban setting. The ethical behavior as understood by Starratt 

(2004) to be a moral art. Starratt (2004) intrigued by the work of Aristotle on the “social 

psychology of organizational life and values of his very own, depicts the role of moral 

educational leader as a moral art whereas the leader attempts to orchestrate the tensions 

among individual values, the core values intrinsic to the work of the school, and the value 

climate external to the school, both local and national, always insisting that the leader 

will never completely succeed in that orchestration” (Starratt, 2004). This mindset is 

consistent with Portin et al. (2006) who considers the role of school leaders as individuals 

who initiates and sustains change when making decisions. Sharp and Walter (2012), 

while acknowledging the work of other others in the text titled, “The Principal as School 

Manager”, denote that school principals have dual essential responsibility with an 

emphasis in managing the school and providing direct instructional leadership to the 

work of the school staff. Whether being social justice advocates, visionaries, individuals 

who initiate and sustain change, or managers of school settings, educational leaders’ roles 

can ultimately impact all stakeholders involved. Therefore, these roles should not be 

taken lightly when attempting to bring about change in a turbulent educational era post 

9/11 for the sole purpose of ensuring that young people are highly capable of becoming 
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brilliant democratic leaders. Not only are the roles of principals pertinent, but the duties 

that they are responsible for within their roles are essential too. Some of the duties as 

described by Sharp and Walker (2012) are as follows: 

• Curriculum development 

• Evaluation of teachers 

• Writing of grants 

• Facility management 

• Community relations 

• Contract management 

• Grievance responses 

• Working with area principals 

• Working with cooperatives in special education and vocational education 

Malone et al. (2001), as mentioned in Sharp and Walker (2012, p. 3) suggests that 

the duties of a principal are challenging and demanding, but they yield a high degree of 

reward that is personal in nature.  

Framing Decisions of Leaders 

   Researchers have attempted to frame the conceptual ideology of educational 

ethical leader’s decision making. According to Lehrer (2009), how individuals decide is 

based on the human mind which he describes as being the most complicated object 

known in the universe. Lehrer (2009) denotes that from the perspective of the human 

brain there is a thin line between making a decision that is deemed as good or bad. The 

human brain has a big cortex for reasoning (Lehrer, 2009). When a person tries to be 

reasonable, according to Lehrer (2009), emotional impulses influence their judgment. In a 
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school setting, if a leader makes a decision based off of their impulse, the decision that 

they make can negatively impact people. These outcomes are depicted as being loosely 

coupled having few variables in common or the variables that are in common are weak 

(Orton & Weick, 1990). These weak variables, due to the decisions of leaders, can lead to 

an organization considered as an organized anarchy in which there is inconsistent and ill-

defined preferences, unclear technology, and fluid participation (Cohen et al., 1972). Hoy 

and Miskel (2001) assert that decision making is sine qua non to educational 

administration because it involves input and collaboration resulting in better decisions. 

Although input and collaboration are essential in urban school settings, there are four 

manners in which leaders can decides; deciding alone, seeking participation and input, 

seeking collaboration, and letting others decide (Hoy & Miskel, 2008). Urban school 

leaders can approach decisions as autocratic, participative, collaborative, or laissez-faire 

(Hoy & Miskel, 2008). According to Juneja (2015), making decisions as either an 

autocratic, participative, collaborative, or laissez-faire leader encompasses the 

characteristics described in Table 1. 

   According to Schneider and Mack (2020), for school-based decision-making to 

work, four key resources need to be present to develop the capacity to create high 

performance organizations. These key resources are knowledge and skills, information, 

power and authority, and rewards for high performance (Schneider & Mack, 2020). 

These key resources are essential for school-based decision making in the areas of 

budget, curriculum, and personnel (Schneider & Mack, 2020). According to Schneider 

and Mack (2020), school finances, under school-based decision-making models, schools 

receive either a lumpsum budget or some portion of the district budget from which they  
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Table 1  

Leadership Styles of Decision-Makers 

Leadership Style Description 

Autocratic Decision-

Maker 
• A leader has complete command and hold over their 

employees/team.  

• The team cannot put forward their views even if they 

are best for the team’s or organizational interests. 

• They cannot criticize or question the leader’s way of 

getting things done. The leader himself gets the things 

done.  

 

Democrative/Participative • The leaders invite and encourage the team members 

to play an important role in decision-making process, 

though the ultimate decision-making power rests with 

the leader. 

• The leader guides the employees on what to perform 

and how to perform, while the employees communicate 

to the leader their experience and the suggestions if any. 

 

Bureaucratic  • The leaders strictly adhere to the organizational 

rules and policies.  

• The leaders make sure that the employees/team also 

strictly follows the rules and procedures. 

 

Laissez-Faire • The leader totally trusts their employees/team to 

perform the job themselves.  

• The leader concentrates on the intellectual/rational 

aspect of his work and does not focus on the management 

aspect of his work.  

• The team/employees are welcomed to share their 

views and provide suggestions which are best for 

organizational interests.  

 

 

may make decisions regarding personnel, equipment, materials, supplies, and 

professional development (Schneider & Mack, 2020). It is further noted that personnel 

decisions, schools are afforded flexibility and the power to determine how best to staff 

their schools (Schneider & Mack, 2020). Schneider and Mack (2020) assert that decisions 

regarding the curriculum and instructional strategies are determined at the school level 
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within a framework of district or state goals, while attending to the school's unique 

mission and needs. A variety of decisions at the school level, whether for budget, 

curriculum, or personnel, require an administrational leader that is adaptive and know 

how to prioritize for the sole purpose of organizational effectiveness.  

Defining Ethics 

   While ethics, values, and morals are discussed commonly as being similar, there 

is a distinction to be made. I focused on the extent to which administrators take ethical 

considerations into account when they make decisions. Descriptions of the terms can be 

articulated as being synonymous, however, they have completely different meanings. 

According to Begley (2012), ethics, values, and morals are defined in different ways to 

trained philosophers. Begley (2012) notes that different philosophers define the terms 

differently and sometimes one philosopher might use a term for something that another 

philosopher would use another term for. Begley (2012) differentiates the three terms 

(Table 2).  

Begley (2012) gives practitioners alike a foundational description of the terms. 

There are other scholar practitioners who give in depth details about their perspective of 

defining the terms. Starratt (2004), describes ethics as “the study of what constitutes a 

moral life.” He further denotes morality as the living, the acting out of ethical beliefs and 

commitments (Starratt, 2004, p. 5). John Dewey (1902) describes ethics as the “science 

that deals with conduct insofar as considering right or wrong, good or bad.” Shapiro and 

Stefkovich (2016) gives insight concerning to the Greek derivative ethos which means 

“customs or usages, belonging to a group as distinguished from another.” Ethics is rooted 

in soul; an organizations commitment to deeply rooted identity, beliefs, and values 
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(Bolman & Deal, 2013). They ultimately ask the question, what profits a man to gain the 

world and lose his soul? (Bolman & Deal, 2013). For the purpose of this study, I will 

define ethics as the fundamental principles that guide educational leaders and inform their 

practice (Beck & Murphy, 1997).   

Table 2 

Begley’s Definitions of Ethics, Values, and Morals 

Term Description 

Ethics “Ethics, as a particular form of values, as opposed to the study of 

ethics as a scholarly discipline, are normative social ideas or 

codes of conduct usually grounded in the cultural experience of 

particular societies.”  

 

Values “The internal psychological reflections of more distilled levels of 

motivation (for example, a concern for personal interests, 

consequences, or consensus) that become tangible to an observer 

in the form of attitudes, speech, and actions.” 

 

Morals “Moral actions are values-justified actions. Moral actions usually 

occur in a specific context. Morals are values in an applied form.” 

 

 

Ethical Frameworks 

   According to Starratt (2004) an ethical framework considers the underlying 

beliefs, assumptions, principles, and values that support a moral way of life. When 

educational practitioners began to build upon their ideology of framing the ethical 

leadership, Starratt (2004) became known for his work concerning three aspects of ethical 

leadership: authenticity, responsibility, and presence. Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) also 

added to the field of study by framing their multiple ethical paradigm that can be used in 

the educational field when leaders are faced with challenges that require ethical decision 

making. A brief explanation of the components of Shapriro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 



18 

multiple ethical paradigm is outlined in Table 3. Each component will be further 

explained in this study. 

Table 3 

Multiple Ethical Paradigms 

Ethic(s) Description 

Ethic of Care Relies on “individuals to consider the consequences of their 

decisions and actions.” 

 

Ethic of Critique Aimed at awakening educators to inequities in society and, 

in particular, in schools.” 

 

Ethic of Justice Focuses on “laws, rights, policies, and the concept of 

democracy.” 

  

Ethic of Profession  “Expects its leaders to formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of individual personal 

code of ethics, as well as standards set forth in the 

profession, and then calls on them to place students at the 

center of ethical decision-making process.” 

 

   Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) lays out the importance of the ethics of care, 

critique, justice, and profession as educational leader’s approach to decision making. The 

next section of this literature review section will describe these ethics through the lens of 

both Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) and other practitioners in educational leadership. 

Gross and Shapiro (2013) are educated practitioners who understand that the ethics of 

care, critique, justice, and profession were expanded upon from Starratt (2004), 

Sergiovanni, (1992, 2009), Giroux (1988) and Gilligan (1982) to develop the multiple 

ethical paradigm. The description of the ethics of care, critique, justice, profession, and 

community are as follows: 
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Ethic of Care 

   Monchinski (2010) notes that the ethic of care was widely regarded and originated 

from the work of Carol Gilligan. Although a student of Lawrence Kohlberg, Gilligan 

criticized Kohlberg’s theoretical male centered development of psychology. (Monchinski, 

2010). Kohlberg’s theory, according to Vreeke (1991), neglected the care aspect of 

morality. According to Vreeke (1991), Gilligan’s perspective of care, is a feminine way 

of judging, whereas Kohlberg has a male dominant ideology regarding morality. 

According to Vreeke (1991), Gilligan encompasses care with a developmental theory 

noting that care relates to a self-conception of connectedness. She argues “that certain 

conditions in early childhood (especially the relation with the mother) have a causal 

effect on the origin of this way of judging and experiencing the self” (Vreeke, 1991). Her 

framing of care and her perspective in comparison to the ethic of justice, has been 

adopted by many professions; the educational leadership profession particularly. 

According to Branson (2010) the ethic of care is about challenging the dominant and/or 

patriarchal ethic of justice in our society. Gilligan’s work often “characterizes justice and 

care as different forms of moral judgement” (Vreeke, 1991). Gilligan’s research 

discovered that unlike the male participants in her study who adopted rights and laws, 

women and girls turned to a voice of care, concern, and connection” (Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2016, p. 16). 

   It can be further noted that leaders prefer making decisions based upon the ethic 

of care rather than the ethic of justice when making decisions (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 

2016). According to Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016), the ethic of care is needed in the 

educational field by educational leaders who make moral decisions. It is this ethic that 
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relies on “individuals to consider the consequences of their decisions and actions” (p. 18). 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) ask that the following questions are asked when reflecting 

on the ethics of care to resolve ethical dilemmas: 

1. Who will benefit from what I decide? 

2. Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3. What are the long-term effects of a decision I make today? 

4. If I am helped by someone, what should I do in the future about giving back to 

this individual or to society in general? 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) note that this paradigm deals with trust and loyalty. 

Bolman and Deal (2013) note that caring and love is one’s compassion and concern for 

another. They note that it is both the “primary purpose and the ethical glue that holds 

even families together” (Bolman & Deal, 2013). 

Ethic of Critique 

   Branson (2010) acknowledges that the ethic of critique asks educational leaders to 

“redefine and reframe categories such as privilege, power, culture, language, and in 

particular, social justice.” The ethic of critique has been discussed by “scholars who are 

not convinced by the analytic and rational approach of the justice paradigm” (Shapiro & 

Gross, 2013). Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) note that “the ethic of critique is aimed at 

awakening educators to inequities in society and, in particular, in schools.” They further 

note that this ethic asks the following questions (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016): 

1.  Who makes the laws? 

2. Who benefits from the law, rule, or policy? 

3. Who has the power? 
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4. Who are the silenced voices? 

Begley (2012) note that the ethic of critique “justified in order to name and 

understand as much as possible the alternate perspectives applicable to a situation, 

especially those of minorities and individuals otherwise without voice or representation.” 

When educational leaders are attempting to solve problems that involves vulnerable 

populations, the ethic of critique is an ethic to most definitely consider. 

Ethic of Justice 

    According to McCray and Beachum (2006) justice is defined as “liberating others 

from injustice and orientating oneself away from biases and partial passions and toward 

universal ethical principles.” “Ethic of justice in US education stems from the idea that 

individuals relinquish some of their own rights for the public interest to serve others and 

benefit society” (Gardiner & Tenuto, 2015). Branson (2010) note that the ethics of 

justice’s perspective “is concerned with concepts that include fairness, equality, and 

individual freedom.” Begley (2012) states that the ethics of justice can be “applied as a 

basis for deciding on actions that will maximize benefits for all while respecting the 

rights of individuals.”  

  Bon (2012) when Examining the Crossroads of Law, Ethics, and Educational 

Leadership highlights the work of (Frick & Gutierrez, 2008) noting that the justice 

perspective “emanates from foundational concepts in democratic society, including legal 

ideals such as “due process, freedom, equality, individual liberty, and the common good.” 

It is further suggested that the ethic of justice is “premised on equality of opportunity and 

liberty” (Bon, 2012, p. 291). 
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   Shapiro and Gross (2013) acknowledge that the ethic of justice focuses on “laws, 

rights, policies, and the concept of democracy.” This ethic asks educational leaders to 

“redefine and reframe other concepts such as privilege, power, culture, language, and 

social justice” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 6). Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) note that the 

ethics of justice “is characterized by incrementalism, faith in the legal system, and hope 

for progress.” According to Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) the following questions are 

asked: 

1.)  Is there a law, right, or policy that relates to a particular case? 

2.) If there is a law, right, or policy, should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or policy, should there be one? 

Ethic of Profession 

  The ethic of profession was developed after Shapiro and Stefkovich realized that there 

was a missing piece to the multiple ethical paradigm; code of profession. Upon this 

realization, Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) came to an understanding that the “ethics of 

justice, critique, and care do not provide an adequate picture of the factors that must be 

taken into consideration as leaders strive to make ethical decisions within the context of 

educational settings.” Their understanding correlates to others in the field of educational 

leadership. In 2013, a working group of educators from schools, universities and 

organizations related to educational administration came together developing the 

“Professional Standards for Educational Leaders” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). 

Standard 2, called Ethics and Professional Norms, states that “effective educational 

leaders act ethically and according to professional norms to promote each student’s 

academic success and well-being” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). According to Shapiro 
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and Stefkovich (2016) this ethic “expects its leaders to formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of individual personal code of ethics, as well as 

standards set forth in the profession, and then calls on them to place students at the center 

of ethical decision-making process.” As noted by Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016), the 

following questions are asked: 

1.)  What would the profession expect me to do? 

2.) What does the community expect me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the best interests of the students, who may be 

diverse in their composition and their needs? 

Ethic of Community 

   According to Bon (2012), the ethic of community is focused on the communal 

processes of leadership in schools. “Educational leaders are focused on relationships and 

must defer to community rather than individual perspectives” (Bon, 2012, p. 292). 

Furman (2004) defines the ethics of community as “the moral responsibility to engage in 

communal processes as educators pursue the moral responsibility of their work and 

address the ongoing challenges of daily life and work in schools.” The “ethic of 

community centers the communal over the individual primary locus of moral agency in 

schools” (Furman, 2004, p. 215). The ethic of community as noted by Furman (2004), 

“focuses in on the community rather than the individual while complimenting and 

expanding on the work of Starratt (1994) and Shapiro and Stefkovich (1991).” Furman 

(2004) note that the following skills are needed to perfect the ethic of community when 

making decisions involving ethical dilemmas. These skills lead to a practice of moral 
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leadership that is focused on interpersonal and group skills that are as follows (Furman, 

2004): 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all voices to be heard. 

According to Furman (2004) all involved in the school need to develop moral leadership 

skills that enhance their ability to serve as ethical leaders when making decisions. 

   From the literature, there were several major points that have been examined. 

First, urban school leaders are faced with insurmountable pressure while attempting to 

fulfill the tasks of being an instructional leader and an effective manager (Sharp & 

Walter, 2012). These pressures that urban school leaders face, to name a few, are 

concerns with poverty, racism, instability of staffing, and trauma. Regardless of the 

challenges urban school leaders face, they must still fulfill their roles as educational 

leaders. Second, the role of school leaders calls upon individuals who initiates and 

sustains change when making decisions (Turhan, 2010). Third, what and educational 

leader deems as pertinent and how an educational leader makes decisions in a school 

setting can negatively impact people. Lehrer (2009) denotes that from the perspective of 

the human brain there is a thin line between making a decision that is deemed as good or 

bad. Fourth, ethics, values, and morals are discussed commonly as being similar, but 

there is a distinction to be made. Finally, the multiple ethical paradigm (Shapiro & 
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Stefkovich, 2016), which encompasses the ethics of care, critique, justice, and profession, 

can be used in the educational field when leaders are faced with challenges that require 

ethical decision making. Although all of the insight gained from the review of the 

aforementioned literature is important in framing how leaders decide, Shapiro and 

Stefkovich’s (2016) multiple ethical paradigm embodies key factors around decision 

making within the field of education.  

   Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) understanding of the Multiple Ethical Paradigms 

(MEP) is most impactful because it gives insight pertaining to how educational leaders 

could handle complex dilemmas. Shapiro and Stefovich (2016) assert that when 

educational leaders are faced with arduous dilemmas, throughout the course of their day, 

it is the ethics of care, critique, justice, and profession that they can consider. In addition 

to the Multiple Ethical Paradigms, they can also consider the ethic of community which 

lends itself to communal processes in schools.  

   Sharp and Walter’s (2012) assertation that urban school leaders are faced with 

difficult tasks particularly during turbulent times in education, adds to why usage of the 

multiple ethical paradigms and ethic of community are perfect for this study. This study 

delved into the extent to which administrators in an urban setting take ethical 

considerations into account when they make decisions. Again, the study examined the 

following question: 

I. How and to what extent do urban school principals consider ethics when facing 

complex challenges? 

Analyzing the extent that urban school principals consider ethics when faced with 

complex challenges added to the field of study of ethics and morality in educational 
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leadership decision making by giving insight pertaining to how administrators may or 

may not apply ethical principles to decision making.  
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CHAPTER 3 

RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODS 

 

Introduction 

   This research project examined the ethical practices of administrators when they 

are faced with difficult decisions. This research was conducted during a pandemic, when 

people are thinking even more than usual about what it means to take care of students and 

staff. I interviewed administrators from public school locations to gather their responses 

to a selected case. Specifically, I used 10 one-on-one interviews with administrators 

focusing on both decisions they have made and their responses to a hypothetical scenario 

chosen because it exemplifies a situation of extreme turbulence (Shapiro and Gross, 

2013). I analyzed administrators’ responses, looking for connections between their 

comments and existing work in the field of ethical decision making (e.g., Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2016). Creswell and Poth (2018) assert that a one-to-one interview in a 

qualitative study “attempts to understand the world from the subjects’ point of view, to 

unfold the meaning of their experience, and to uncover their lived world.” This was the 

right design for this study because the one-to-one interviews gave first-hand insight, from 

administrators throughout Philadelphia, regarding the practices they utilize when making 

arduous decisions. This study also captured the lived experiences of 10 administrators in 

urban school settings.  

Research Design 

   Creswell and Poth (2018) describe a phenomenological study as one that includes 

individuals who have experienced the phenomenon and can articulate their experiences. 
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This study used interviews to collect qualitative data with ten school leaders. The primary 

goal of this study was to gain insight specifically pertaining to participants’ ethical 

decision-making processes. Interviews were used to gain first-hand insight so that the 

educational leaders can gain a level of trust to give information that they may otherwise 

be reluctant to give on a survey. The interviews included general questions about their 

experiences, participants’ responses to a vignette, (a case study adapted from Shapiro and 

Stefkovich (2016) and follow-up questions (fashioned after a similar study done by Wafa 

Ismail Hozien/Pennsylvania State University 2012): 

   According to Weick (2001), sensemaking is a process through which people 

create and sustain images of a wider reality. In urban school settings, decisions are made 

by administrators that tap into a wider reality of the ethical decision making of 

administrators. As I strive to understand sensemaking (Weick, 2001) in my quest to 

figure out the wider reality of the connectedness of decision-making in ethical dilemmas, 

I wanted to know how people think about and understand the importance of ethical 

leadership and moral leadership in decision-making. 

Data Collection 

  Qualitative methods allow for inclusion of participants’ differences in beliefs and 

values. (Mertens, 2015). Prior to asking participants to reflect on a particular vignette, I 

asked the participants to reflect on two difficult decisions that they made and how they 

thought about their decisions. After hearing the participant’s decisions, I shared with 

them the multiple ethical paradigms and asked them to reflect upon the different 

categories. My primary goal of gathering the insight was to give them a theoretical 

understanding of the multiple ethical paradigm. Afterwards, I asked participants to reflect 



29 

on the decision that they would make as a leader in a particular case study titled, “Black 

and White and Shades of Gray.” One-on-one interviews are ideal for this research 

because firsthand insight is gathered concerning what the reflective practice of the 

participants are in comparison to the multiple ethical paradigm (see attached protocol). 

The interviews were conducted between September-October 2020 during times feasible 

for the administrators over the internet using Zoom. Each interview lasted for 

approximately one hour. Following the interview, participants had an opportunity to read 

transcripts and agree or disagree with information included in the transcripts. I was the 

sole interviewer who interviewed administrators about their reflective practice when 

making ethical decisions. 

   As the sole researcher, I noted that all ten participants shared their reflective 

practice with ease. I had worried that administrators would have been reluctant to share 

their views, out of a fear that they would not align with established views of ethical 

practices or a worry that I would judge their decisions. However, after interviewing the 

participants and going over the study’s transcripts, this was not the case. It was evident 

that I gained rapport with the participants because they weren’t reluctant to share their 

ethical practices. Gaining rapport enhanced the likelihood of them being forthright and 

truthful. 

Sample/Sampling Technique 

  I selected educational leaders for my interview sample by going down a list of K–

12 school administrators throughout Philadelphia. I used the Pennsylvania Department of 

Education’s public website, EdNa, which has the names and addresses of all 

administrators who are employed in a public-school entity throughout Philadelphia. I then 
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contacted (by email) the principals of all 215 schools listed, asking if they were interested 

in participating in this research study. Of the 215 contacted, exactly 10 participants 

responded and confirmed their interest in this research study. The 10 respondents were 

successfully recruited. In order to ensure that participant’s insight was confidential, 

pseudonyms were given to the educational leaders. 

Educational Leader’s Protocol 

   During the interviews, 10 participants were asked general questions such as their 

amount of time as educational leaders and how many years they taught before becoming 

educational leaders. The participants were asked how they managed ethical dilemmas on 

a daily basis. They were asked these questions, pertaining to difficult decisions that they 

made as educational leaders and how they handled them, to see if how they handled 

ethical dilemmas aligned with the multiple ethical paradigm. They were given an 

opportunity to answer questions about their decision-making practices in response to a 

case study about the vignette titled “Black and White and Shades of Gray.” (See 

Appendix D for full text of case study.)  

   A summary of the vignette follows. 

Black and White and Shades of Gray 

   Dr. John DiCaprio, a principal at Northern Regional High School, was faced with 

a unnerving decision that he wrestled with. Due to economic circumstances in nearby 

counties, Northern Regional School District was requiring that there be a reduction in 

force (RIF). Dr. DiCaprio was a stickler for racial balance between the study body and 

teaching staff. Would he keep this mindset when deciding who to layoff during the 

troubling times Northern Regional School District? When Dr. DiCaprio arrived at 
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Northern High School, he had a staff that was 2.5% minority to educate a student body 

that was 30% minority. After pushing hard to increase minority hiring, minority 

representation on the staff grew to 20%. The highly competent graduate of Harvard and 

Northern High School alumni was sensitive when it came to these particular issues. He 

was also for giving teachers an opportunity to grow in their profession. 

   Due to the RIF, Dr. DiCaprio was faced with a tough decision to make. Who 

would he let go? It was decided by the superintendent that the RIF would impact the 

Math or English Departments. There were two teachers that DiCaprio had to make the 

decision of laying off, Mr. Peter Weiss or Mr. George Taylor. Mr. Peter Weiss, a 

struggling teacher, was finishing up his second year in the Social Studies Department. 

Mr. Weiss, a White married teacher was expecting his first child. The other teacher that 

Dr. DiCaprio thought about laying off was Mr. Taylor. Mr. Taylor, a single African 

American teacher, was dual certified in Social Studies and English. Mr. Taylor was a 

great teacher. He was a co-advisor for the African American Culture Club and 

volunteered to run the “We the Students’ Committee.” This was a tough decision Dr. 

DiCaprio was faced with. Who would he let go? 

   After the case study, the participants responded to a set of questions (Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2016): 

1. What issues are at stake here? 

2. What should the principal do? (if necessary, probe for why/justification) 

3. What would you hope your action/decision would accomplish? 

4. What possible risks or “downsides” are there to your action/decision? 

After the respondents answered the above listed questions, I asked them if they 
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had any questions pertaining to my research study. The one-on-one interviews concluded 

with me thanking the participants for being a part of my study. All ten participants were 

engaged in this study. 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

   According to Creswell and Poth (2018) data analysis in qualitative research 

consists of preparing and organizing data for analysis. Creswell and Poth (2018) assert 

that reducing data into themes and representing the data in figures, tables, or a discussion 

is relevant in qualitative research. In making sense of the data, the researcher gathered all 

data and placed all participants’ responses for each individual question in tables by 

question, see Table 4 below. This practice gave the opportunity to analyze the responses 

in a manner that allowed me to look across all participants. Participant’s transcripts were 

pulled individually to analyze all questions; background questions, reflective practice 

questions pertaining to difficult decision making, and vignette questions. 

I took the following steps to analyze the data: 

1. Wrote memos after each interview. 

2. Read and listened to all interviews carefully and wrote memos about themes that 

emerged. 

3. Developed a set of codes based on what went into the project and figured out 

other codes that came up in the interviews. This was done by reading the 

transcripts and listening to the recordings multiple times. 

4. Coded all data by hand. 

    After completing these four steps, I did another round of analysis to see if their 

responses were connected to the ethics of care, critique, justice, profession, and 
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community. This was done so that I could gain valuable insight pertaining to how the 

respondents may or may not use ethical practices when making difficult decisions. The 

goal of coding emerging themes was to see if there was commonality amongst the 

educational leaders when making difficult decisions. The goal of analyzing the data to see 

if it aligned to the multiple ethical paradigm was so that I could see exactly if ethical 

practices are thought about when the respondents are faced with arduous decisions. A 

graphic organizer (Appendix C) was used in order to analyze the participants’ responses 

in relations to the multiple ethical paradigms from the emerging themes. 

Limitations 

   The first limitation was the size of the participant sample: 10 administrators. 

Since the sample size of the participants was small, the outcome of this study may not be 

generalizable to the representation of educational administrators in Philadelphia in a K–

12 setting. Also, it is a limitation that participants may not respond in the same manner 

when faced with a critical situation in real life. In other words, responses to my questions 

are reflective of participants’ thought processes in an interview; they may or may not 

reflect what participants would do in practice. 

Ethical Considerations 

   Throughout the course of this research project, I wanted to ensure that I 

considered what ethical issues might surface and how I planned to address any issues if 

they arose (Creswell & Poth, 2018). Creswell and Poth (2018) assert that researchers 

must consider ethical issues prior to conducting their study, when the study begins, and 

when analyzing, collecting, and reporting data. Prior to conducting this study, I sought 

Temple University’s approval from my research chair and committee, as well as Temple 



34 

University’s Internal Review Board (IRB). Another ethical consideration was ensuring 

that I disclosed the purpose of this study to the participants. Creswell and Poth (2018) 

assert that doing so is imperative. This was done so that participants could understand the 

type of research that I was conducting and how impactful it is to the field of educational 

leadership in an urban setting. Ethical considerations where also taken when I collected 

data for this study.  

   In this study, the primary ethical concern was confidentiality. Creswell and Poth 

(2018) also assert that participants privacy must be respected. To the fullest extent 

possible, I “respected the privacy of participants.” Polonski (2004) assert that 

confidentiality is when the participants in a research study are not identified nor revealed 

in the research. To ensure that the participants were not identified, pseudonyms were 

used and specific school locations where the participants serve as leaders were not given. 

To ensure that the participants’ data were protected, all Zoom transcripts from this study 

were stored in a password protected computer. They also were stored in my Temple 

University Zoom account which has a two-step process to verify me as the user. I 

considered the confidentiality of the participants as well. To ensure that there weren’t any 

challenges that the participants endured, the study was conducted in a manner that 

decreased the participants’ worry about their identity being revealed. Polonski (2004) 

further asserts that potential for harm is a key factor in research. It was my goal to 

diminish and avoid disclosing information about the participants that could cause any 

harm as participants in this study. Participants were also given the option to withdraw at 

any time from the study. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

 

Introduction: Summary of Main Findings 

   According to the National Center for Education Statistics (2016) there are 764 

urban school districts out of 13,491 in the United States. This study explored the ethical 

decision-making practices of ten administrators in an urban setting when people are 

thinking even more than usual about what it means to take care of students and staff. The 

first section of this chapter provides a general description of the sample. This includes a 

table that lists the respondents’ gender, race, years of experience, and age. The second 

section of this chapter shares the administrators’ responses to reflective practice questions 

involving difficult decision making. In this section, themes and patterns with respect to 

how the respondents spoke about ethics as part of their decision-making will be outlined. 

The third section of this chapter will explore the administrators’ responses to a vignette. 

Themes and patterns with respect to how they spoke about the vignette will be outlined. 

This chapter will end with the connections between the respondents’ responses to the 

case and the ethical frameworks. 

   The research questions, as stated previously, focused on the extent to which 

administrators in an urban setting take ethical considerations into account when they 

make decisions. Primarily, the study sought to examine a particular question: how and to 

what extent do urban school principals consider ethics when facing complex challenges? 

This study provided insight pertaining to the reflective practice administrators use to 

problem solve. 
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Data Analysis 

   According to Creswell and Poth (2018) data analysis in qualitative research 

consists of preparing and organizing data for analysis. Creswell and Poth (2018) assert 

that reducing data into themes and representing the data in figures, tables, or a discussion 

is relevant in qualitative research. In making sense of the data, the researcher gathered all 

data and placed all participants’ responses for each individual question in tables by 

question (Table 4). This practice gave the opportunity to analyze the responses in a 

manner that allowed me to look across all participants. Participants’ transcripts were 

pulled individually to analyze all questions; background questions, reflective practice 

questions pertaining to difficult decision making, and vignette questions. 

Table 4 

Sample Question/Response Table  

1. Question 

Participants Response(s) 

Participant 1   

Participant 2   

Participant 3   

Participant 4   

Participant 5   

Participant 6   

Participant 7   

Participant 8   

Participant 9   

Participant 10   

 

I used Table 4 for all the questions; background questions, reflective practice questions 

pertaining to difficult decision making, and vignette questions. This was done to get the 

responses in one location for analyzing purposes.  
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Participants’ Background and Training  

 My sample of school leaders includes participants from diverse ethnicities, 

educational levels, and years in teaching and leadership (Table 5). 

   With respect to training on ethical issues, only four principals reported having 

learned about ethics in their training (Principal One, Principal Five, Principal Eight, and 

Principal 9). Principal One indicated, although they did not take classes in the past 

several years, issues of ethics come up in the administrator’s workshops he runs. 

Principal One further noted that one of his primary areas of focus is the ethic of care. 

Principal Five gave full details about the coursework taken around issues of ethics. 

Principal Five’s response is as follows: 

Yeah, so while getting my second master's in Educational Administration, 

we did in fact an interactive sort of piece around ethics. We read a good 

deal of research around ethical decision making and then prepared to 

engage in sort of like a mock session. We would face specific dilemmas 

and engage with some of our peers to work them out and simulate some 

scenarios that may occur in the school setting as a school administrator. 

We also read many case studies and deliberated about the ethical decision 

making that was either evident or not evident in those case studies. So, 

that was definitely a part of the work that I did in becoming an 

administrator.  

 

Principal Eight shared that they experienced coursework involving issues of ethics in a 

course taken titled “Ethical Leadership in Democratic Leadership.” Principal Nine’s 

coursework had multiple courses involving ethics in a doctoral program whereas issues of 

ethics would consistently come up. 

In contrast, six principals responded that their training had included little 

discussion of ethical concerns (Principal Two, Principal Three, Principal Four, Principal 

Six, Principal Seven, and Principal Ten). Principal Two indicated there was “a little bit” 
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Table 5 

School Leader Demographics 

No. Race Education Years in Leadership Years in 

Teaching 

Age/Gender 

1 White Master’s 15 9 45-50 

(Male) 

 

2 White Master’s 11 (1 as assistant 

principal; 10 as 

principal) 

 

15  45-50 

(Male) 

 

3 African-

American 

Master’s 6 11 40-45 

(Male) 

 

4 White Master’s 8 (one as a 

teacher/special 

education liaison; 

7 as principal) 

 

5  35-40 

(Male) 

5 White Master’s 5 7  35-40 

(Female) 

 

6 White Master’s 9 (1 as assistant 

principal, 3 as 

central office 

administrator; five 

as principal) 

 

8 45-50 

(Male) 

7 Asian Master’s 16 (1 as climate 

manager; 15 as 

principal) 

 

6  45-50 

(Male) 

8 African 

American 

Master’s 7 (1 as assistant 

principal; 6 as 

principal) 

 

12 35-40 

(Female) 

9 African 

American 

Doctorate 11  5  4 5-50 

(Female) 

 

10 White Master’s 4  12 35-40 

(Female) 

Note. No. = Participant number. 
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  of discussion of issues of ethics in coursework in a Superintendent Letter of Eligibility 

program. Principal Three concurred that “not so much work” around issues of ethics was 

taught in master’s level coursework. Principal Four indicated he learned about issues of 

ethics through professional developments taken as a leader but had not during his 

coursework. Principal Six indicated “very little” issues of ethics were brought up in 

coursework taken. Principal Seven shared that issues of ethics were leaned while serving 

as a leader not particularly in coursework. Principal Ten stated, “Not so much to be 

honest.” 

   After analyzing the data pertaining to whether or not principals received 

coursework on ethics, I noticed that four out of the six participants who did have training 

on ethics, shared similar decision-making practices that did align to the ethic of justice. 

Two of the participants’ decision-making scenarios did not align to the ethic of justice. In 

contrast to participants who had ethics training, two out of four shared decision-making 

scenarios that did align to the ethic of justice as well. For example, Principal Three relied 

on the ethic of justice when he made a decision based on the policies and laws pertaining 

to a student’s individual education plan (IEP) who assaulted him. Principal Six, who did 

not receive ethics training, relied on the School District’s protocol when dealing with 

student discipline. In the area of student discipline, I noticed that it did not matter 

whether the respondents received ethics training or not. Participants, noted in this study, 

at some point referred to school policies to make their decisions.  

   The question pertaining to the principal’s coursework and whether it prepared 

them for making decisions as leaders had similar responses: seven participants shared that 

the coursework did not prepare them for making decisions as leaders, two principals 
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shared that their coursework did prepare them for decision making while in leadership, 

and one principal did not answer the question. Principal One expressed that he had a high 

level of training at the Teacher’s College at one of the prestige Ivy League universities. In 

this coursework, he learned about the ethic of care that impacted the way he leads and 

makes decisions. Principal Five concurred with Principal One by stating, “I think that it 

definitely prepared me for making decisions around leadership. Especially how we have 

to sometimes pause and consider multiple factors before making a rash decision.”  

   Principals Two, Three, Four, Seven, Eight, Nine, and Ten agreed that their 

coursework did not prepare them for making decisions as a leader. Principal Two stated, 

“I would say coursework does not prepare you. I think experience does more than 

anything else.” Principal Three’s response was similar. He declared, “I don’t think it 

prepared me for ethical dilemmas faced in urban education.” Principal Four shared that a 

lot of his experience came from fieldwork and not coursework. He shared, “most of my 

ability to apply ethics to decision making came from working with my mentor.” Principal 

Seven shared that the coursework only reinforced what he already knew about decision 

making when faced with a dilemma. Principal Eight indicated her years of experience 

gave her the insight needed to make decisions. She did not think that the coursework 

aided her ability to make decisions during dilemmas. Principal Nine and Ten both had 

similar responses as well, observing that their coursework did not prepare them to make 

decisions. 

   In summary, more than half of the participants reported that their educational 

training did not discuss issues of ethics fully. Additionally, as described by more than 

half of the participants, their coursework did not prepare them to make decisions as 
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educational leaders. For example, in contrast to Principals One and Eight, Principal Four 

specifically explained that he gained valuable insight on how to make arduous decisions 

as a leader from his mentor.  

Administrators’ Description of Role as an Educational Leader 

This study gave me a clear picture of the many roles that educational leaders in an 

urban setting play. From this study, there were four major themes that came up when the 

administrators were asked about their role as educational leaders: instructional leader, 

operational leader, manager, and protector of the value of the community. The next 

several paragraphs will give insight pertaining to the respondents’ roles as educational 

leaders. 

   The roles of instructional leader, operational leader, manager, and protector of the 

community are important to the respondents in this study. Principal Three explained that 

he spends a large majority of time as an instructional leader “building a high-quality 

instructional framework for students.” He further explained that as an operational leader, 

he “operates in a manner that allows teachers to teach and students to learn while 

ensuring the safety and security of everyone inside the school.” Principal Four’s 

understanding of an administrator’s role includes “fostering and protecting the rights of 

the community.” He further stated that it is his role as a manager of people to “support 

people to live up to their potential, follow their ambitions, goals and passions in the 

framework of the organization's values.” Principal Five believes that the role of an 

educational leader is an multifaceted job. She further explained that the job calls on one 

to be in “charge of operations, academics, facilities, and the culture and climate of the 
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school.” Principal Five believes that educational leaders should work on their own 

weaknesses as educational leaders.  

   The role of being a manager, as an educational leader, is valuable to the students 

and faculty that they are responsible for and to. Principal Six elaborated on his role as an 

educational leader being a “manager of approximately 600 students and 50 full-time staff 

including 40 teaching staff.” Principal Seven spoke in terms of being an operational 

manager. He explained that it is his job “to ensure that the school is operating smoothly.” 

He further expressed that it is his intention to serve the children, but not forget that the 

staff nor he are human being as well.” Principal Eight expressed that her role was 

different prior to leading during a pandemic. One of her roles prior to the pandemic was 

her belief that administrators should be community people. She also believes in being an 

operational and academic leader who has the ability to “manage her emotions.” Principal 

Nine gave insight as an educational leader during COVID 19; Principal Nine’s response 

was timely, as this study was conducted six months after the news that COVID 19 was a 

worldwide pandemic and that schools would need to go to a virtual learning framework.  

Her response was unlike the other participants’ except Principal Eight. She spoke in 

terms of her role being a manager of people by means of technology versus while in brick 

and mortar. Principal Ten shared the majority of her role entails being an operational 

leader. She stated that she was told when accepting the job as a principal, she was told 

she should spend a huge amount of time being an instructional leader. She further 

explained that “all the other things that go into running a school, the operational piece of 

being an educational leader, is a tremendous burden that many times just gets in the way 
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of the instructional leadership. That is the thing that matters the most.” Principals One 

and Two’s responses were not gathered during their interviews. 

   In conclusion, it can be noted that the participants in this study have tremendous 

responsibilities. Each respondent shared their responsibilities in a manner that made it 

clear that they must be able to multitask. I noted that the participants responded in a 

manner whereas they wanted me to notice the importance of their roles and how arduous 

being a urban school leader was. It also can be best understood that the educational 

leaders in this study spend a vast majority of time, in their urban school settings, fulfilling 

the roles of being instructional and operational leader. 

Should Ethics and Morality Be Involved in Decision Making? 

   Should ethics and morality be involved in decision making? This question asked 

principals to give their understanding of whether they believed that every decision made 

should rely on ethics and morality. The majority of the principals believed that every 

decision made should rely on ethics and morality. There were a few respondents that did 

not believe that ethics and morality should be central to decision making. This next 

section will give a clear explanation of how the respondents answered the question. 

   Of the ten principals in this research study, eight principals explicitly stated that 

they believe that both ethics and morality should be involved in decision making. After 

closely analyzing the participants’ responses, I identified several themes regarding ethics 

and morality being pertinent to decision making. Having a moral code and being 

considerate of others are two overarching themes that came out of the participants’ 

responses. As Principal One described, having a moral code encompasses not making 

rash decision that could ultimately be harmful. What also stood out was how the 
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respondents believed that decision making calls on leaders to consider others when 

making decision. This explicitly tied in with the ethics of care and critique. The ethic of 

care calls on leaders to consider others and not forget about the silenced voices 

(Stefkovich & Shapiro, 2016). In particular, Principal Ten’s response stuck out the most. 

She stated, “if you're not operating under an umbrella of ethics and morality, however 

you define them, then you're very casual, doing somebody dirty, and you shouldn’t be in 

that work.” This statement sums up what the other respondents who agreed that ethics 

and morality should be considered when educational leaders make decisions. I believe 

that Principal Ten shared this powerful statement so that, as a researcher, I could 

understand how impactful ethics and morality was to her. The other respondents agreed 

that by considering ethics and morality, you are doing what is considered in the best 

interest of students and staff. There were two perspectives to this question. The other 

perspective is shared in the next paragraph. 

   Two principals shared that they believe that ethics and morality “don’t always 

have to be involved in decision making.” (Principal Three and Principal Nine). Principal 

Three indicated, “as educational leader it is hard to say that every decision that I make is 

based on ethics or morality. Some decisions are based on policy based on law.” Principal 

Nine stated the following: 

I would say no, only because I don't make every decision on that (ethics). 

So, personally speaking, I don't. I'm just being honest. I don't think about 

ethics in all of my decision making. I think about what has to be done right 

now (in the moment) to keep everyone safe or what has to be done in a 

general sense that every kid feel safe to learn in this environment.   

 

According to Shapiro & Stefkovich (2016), the ethic of care calls on individuals to 

consider their actions and whether or not their actions will hurt or harm someone. 
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Principal Nine’s above statement exemplifies the ethic of care. She expressed that she 

does not always rely on ethics to make every decision, however her statement aligns to 

the ethic of care.  

   Principal Three’s response was a result of his understanding that some decisions 

call on educational leaders to use policies and laws. When policies and laws don’t fit into 

the scheme of ethical decision making, he believes that some educational leaders are “left 

to their own devices.” If this is the case, educational leaders may make rash decisions that 

don’t involve ethics nor morality. Principal Nine’s response was shocking but perhaps 

understood. When there is a decision that needs to be made expediently (“done right 

now”) there may be time, as expressed by Principal Nine, that ethics and morality are not 

considered.  

Themes/Patterns in Respect to Ethics 

   In describing their understanding of the term ethics, most principals linked ethics 

to a moral framework. The theme that was most prevalent was ethics being connected to 

the respondents’ leading with an understanding that they must do what is in the “best 

interest of students.” It can be further noted that there was a constant pattern of 

respondents explaining that ethics is tied to one’s moral framework, moral code, or 

values. For example, according to Principal One ethics “is just the notion of having a 

moral framework.” He also stated that ethics is centered around defining oneself. 

Principal Two explained ethics as “being able to look at yourself in the mirror and being 

able to say that you honestly do what's best for the people who you're in charge of. I 

know that's kind of a strange answer.” Principal Three depicted ethics as one’s “moral 

code.” He further explained that ethics is that which “guides” his work. Principal Four 
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defined ethics as “a personal framework for how you make decisions as to what's wrong, 

and right.” Principal Five described ethics as being about “one’s own morality.” She 

concurred with Principal One by stating, “ethics can be essentially the practice of trying 

to do what is in the best interest others.”   

   Principal Six explained that ethics is “a set of values and norms that sort of 

govern what we would deem appropriate behavior or professional behavior.” Further 

explained that ethics “guides you around making moral decisions that work.” Principal 

Seven’s response concurred with Principal Four. He stated, “Ethics is about how to treat 

everyone fairly.” He further explained “that ethics is about how one looks at what is right 

and what is wrong and takes the approach of what is considered to be correct.” Principal 

Eight expressed that ethics is “based on your morals and values.” He further shared that 

ethics “guides how you do things.” Principal Nine shared that ethics is “synonymous with 

integrity.” Her response was similar to the responses of Principal Four and Principal 

Seven. She stated that ethics is about “doing what is right.” Principal Ten concurred with 

Principals Four, Seven, and Eight with her definition of ethics. She stated that ethics is 

“like doing the right thing and having personal integrity.”  

Themes/Patterns in Respect to Morality 

   Each principal was asked to define morality. After analyzing the principals’ 

responses there was an overarching pattern of the term morality being defined as “doing 

what is right or wrong.” This definition was described in the same manner by the 

respondents who not only defined morality as “doing what is right or wrong”, but also 

denoted that the term signifies one’s understanding of values and belief systems that 

guide one’s practice. In particular, five of the principals’ understanding of the term 
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morality had a constant theme (Principal Three, Principal Six, Principal Seven, Principal 

Nine and Principal Ten). Principal Three stated that morality is about the “ability to at 

least feel certain things that may be right or may be wrong.” Principal Six explicitly 

defined morality as “right and wrong.” Principal Seven shared that morality is about 

“looking at the world and your upbringing and knowing the difference between what is 

right and wrong.” Principal Nine believed that morality is about “doing what is right or 

wrong.” Principal Ten explained that morality is “doing the right thing as guided by 

societal and religious implications.” Principal Seven and Principal Ten were the only two 

participants who connected religion to morality. I believe that they shared this insight 

with me because they wanted me to see that their decisions were connected to their 

religious beliefs which allows them to stay grounded as an educational leader. Principal 

Ten was the only administrator that expressed morality as being a “bit of religious 

connotation.”  

   Principals One, Two, Four, Five, and Eight shared different meaning of what they 

believed the term morality meant to them. Principal One defined morality as “the moral 

code by which you make decisions.” Principal Two’s definition of morality is as follows: 

So, morality means a role model for me as a leader. So, when I'm when 

I'm talking to somebody and if there were 100 kids standing behind me, 

would I be happy of what they were seeing? So, staying true to my values 

and staying true to believing in the good of all children. It is probably my 

best definition.  

 

Principal Four’s definition of morality was centered around “values and how you 

manifest your values and day to day life.” Principal Five depicted morality as “those 

belief systems that guide your practice.” Principal Eight referenced morality as being 

“connected to morale and the culture of a place.”   
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   After carefully analyzing the data, I learned how a small percentage of the 

educational leaders in Philadelphia feel about ethics and morality. I concluded that the 

respondents tie ethics to morality, doing what is in the best interest of others, and doing 

what is right or wrong. The aforementioned tied to the ethics of care. The data also 

suggests that the participants in this study believe that morality is tied to one’s moral 

code and upbringing. For example, as denoted above, Principal Four define morality as 

“values and how you manifest your values and day to day life.” Whereas Principal Four 

suggested that one’s values are tied to morality, Principal Nine, believed that morality is 

about “doing what is right or wrong.” In conclusion, the data also suggests that the 

respondents believe that “doing what is right” is tied to both ethics and morality. 

Administrators’ Decision- Making Needing Immediate Attention 

   To begin the conversation around decision making, the principals were asked to 

walk the researcher through how they made decisions when faced with a situation that 

needed their immediate attention. The principals gave the researcher insight pertaining to 

decisions they’ve made in their school setting and how they handle situations needing 

their immediate attention. Most of the administrators discussed their decision-making 

process in a sequential manner. After interviewing the participants and analyzing their 

responses, I identified two overarching themes. When making decisions that need their 

immediate attention, I noticed that the respondents say that they always stop and consider 

what is in the best interest of students and staff. “Is anyone harmed or in danger?” is the 

question that the respondents say they think about before making decisions. Another 

theme that was consistent amongst the respondents was team-based decision making. In 

the next two paragraphs, I will discuss both themes explicitly.  
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   What is in the best interest of students and staff is what the respondents spoke of 

the most when making decisions needing their immediate attention. In particular, the 

majority of participants said that they “take a deep breathe” and reflect on whether or not 

staff and students are unharmed and not in any type of danger. For example, Principal 

Two said that he pauses before making any decision. After pausing and taking a deep 

breathe, he said that he finds out as much information as possible. Safety is always a top 

priority to Principal Two; “whether someone is in immediate danger or not” is a part of 

his decision making. Principal Three’s initial response to things needing his immediate 

attention is consistent with Principal Two. He said he pauses and thinks before deciding 

what to do. “What’s happening? Why it's happening? Who was it happening to or with?” 

are questions Principal Three rely on when making immediate decisions.  

   A team-based approach to decision making was also outlined in the manner that 

participants make decisions when needing their immediate attention. When analyzing the 

responses of the respondents, I also noticed that they exercise the ethic of community if 

there is a decision that is considered less urgent. Several of the participants said that they 

rely on their leadership team or individuals outside of their school setting, in the field of 

education, before making a final decision. It was understood that this is done so that they 

can receive others’ perspectives before making a decision that can be impactful. For 

example, Principal Four said he consults with his leadership team before making a final 

decision. Principal Five’s steps are like the decision-making steps of Principal Four. The 

following steps are Principal Five’s way of walking through situations that need her 

immediate attention. First, she said she “hears from all parties involved, figure out what 
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the next steps would be before gathering statements, consult with her leadership team, 

and finally make a decision.”   

   Both overarching themes were pertinent as they gave key insight pertaining to the 

reflective practice of school administrators in an urban setting and how they manage 

decisions that are in the best interest of staff and students. In most cases, reflecting on 

how to make decisions that could ultimately jeopardize the safety of both staff and 

students was the best practice used. 

Reflective Practice Questions on Administrators’ Decision-Making 

      In my interviews, I asked each principal to describe a situation in which they had 

to make a difficult decision and to explain how and why they made the decision they did. 

In this section, I will discuss the scenarios the principals described and analyze them 

using the multiple ethical paradigms. During this portion of the study, administrators 

were asked to focus on how they make decisions when faced with a difficult situation. 

Administrators were asked to expound on two scenarios that called on them to make 

difficult decisions. Their responses were analyzed to figure out if their decisions were 

aligned with the multiple ethical paradigm: the ethics of care, critique, justice, profession, 

and community. They discussed school safety, faculty, special education, and finance 

decision making concerns. Their reflective practice as administrators encompasses the 

next section of this study. 

     The principals described many situations that produced various responses 

regarding their ethical decision-making practices. After gathering insight from the 

administrators, I was able to align their decisions to the multiple ethical paradigm (Table 

3). The themes and patterns with respect to how the respondents described their decision 
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making and how their decisions are specifically aligned to the ethics of care, critique, 

justice, profession, and community will be further explained in the next section of this 

research. I will begin with the ethic of care and further explain each part of the multiple 

ethical paradigm and the ethic of community and how the respondents’ responses are tied 

to each. 

Ethic of Care 

    The ethic of care relies on “individuals to consider the consequences of their 

decisions and actions.” (Stefkovich & Shapiro, 2016) After analyzing the data collected 

from the respondents, there was an overarching theme connected to decision making 

around “what was in the best interest of students.” The ethic of care was evident in each 

of the respondents’ decision-making practices. Principals consistently described making 

decisions around the safety and social, and academic well-being of students and staff. 

Although each leaders’ responses were worthy of mentioning, several quotes from 

principals that highlight the ethic of care that sum up what the other respondents shared 

will be further explored. 

   The participants in this study were asked to share how they handle difficult 

situations needing their immediate attention. Principal One’s first scenario shared 

involved a toxic relationship between a larger educational body versus a decision as a 

leader in a school setting. In this scenario shared, the administrator was asked to place 

students and staff in a building that was detrimental to their health. As a leader, Principal 

One stated thoughts about the students’ and staffs’ health safety came to mind. Principal 

One said he went against the decisions of the larger governing educational body which 

was described as “not being an easy space.” Principal One stated he refused to side with 
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the larger educational body and was willing to do whatever it took not to have students 

and staff in physical harm’s way. Principal One did what he felt was in the best interest of 

the students and staff that he served. 

   Another great example of how the ethic of care was executed was identified in 

Principal Two’s second decision making scenario. Principal Two’s second scenario was 

centered around moving a teacher from a grade that they led for years. Principal Two said 

he had a difficult time with the particular scenario he shared. He explained that his 

decision to move the teacher was done with “what is in the best interest of the students.” 

He further explained that the difficult decision made him question himself especially 

since the teacher had an ill family member. Although the decision was one that called on 

him to reflect deeply, Principal Two stated, “it worked out that the process that I went 

through was best for that teacher and then ultimately lead to the benefit of different 

students.”   

   Although each of the principals’ decisions were aligned to the ethic of care, and 

Principal One and Two’s responses are mentioned above, Principal Eight’s sheds light on 

diversity and inclusion and how she did what she felt was in the best interest of her 

students. Principal Eight’s second scenario involved making a difficult decision to go 

against the opinion of the neighbors to build a playground for the students in her school. 

Principal Eight explained that the school is located predominantly in a white 

neighborhood, but her students are African American and biracial Hispanic. She 

explained that this was difficult because the neighbors opposed the playground being 

built because they said it would attract the “wrong type of people” after school hours. She 

further explained that her decision to press to build the playground was because “her 
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school community deserves it despite the concerns that people that live across the street 

may have.” Having a playground, in Principal Eight’s viewpoint, would make the school 

beautiful and the students would not have to sit on concrete. Her decision was based on 

equity and “schools being a hub to the community” where there is a playground where 

children and families could sit and enjoy it. This scenario appears to align with Gross’ 

(2013) definition of severe turbulence, because they were fearful that the playground 

would attract the wrong kind of people who would destroy it” and stood strong on not 

wanting a playground build for the students at the school. In the next section, I will delve 

into the ethic of critique and the overarching themes and patterns that were noted in the 

principals’ responses. 

Ethic of Critique 

   The ethic of critique calls on leaders to consider the voice of the silent (Stefkovich 

& Shapiro, 2016). This particular multiple ethical paradigm is also “aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in particular, in schools” (Stefkovich & Shapiro, 

2016). Of the twenty scenarios shared from the ten respondents, sixteen of the overall 

decision-making practices shared were tied to one of the ideas of the ethic of critique that 

calls of leaders to “consider the voice of the silenced” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). The 

theme that was consistent in these responses were related to student safety and decisions 

made due to student discipline. There was a consistent pattern of the educational leaders 

speaking of what was in the best interest of students ensuring that safety was priority. The 

respondents also shared that they wanted to also do what was in the best of students even 

when they were called to make decisions centered around discipline. Particularly, 

Principal Four’s second scenario involved the safety and well-being of students. His 
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difficult decision was around what to do after receiving insight that a male student 

sexually assaulted a female student. He “forced a girl to kiss him and gyrated on her” in 

view of the school’s stairwell camera. The scenario was difficult to Principal Four 

because he didn’t agree with the governing body of the institution. He further explained 

that he made the decision to seek expulsion for the boy after the video captured the male 

student forcefully grabbing the female student for a kiss and gyrating on her as she tried 

to walk away. Principal Four further explained that he made his decision around the 

safety of the female student and the school’s code of conduct. Although this was his 

decision, the following further explains the outcome of his decision. 

The boy was prominent in our theater program. He was the star/costar of 

some of the shows. The theater teachers were upset this young boy was 

going to be expelled and spoke with the founder of the school. The 

founder of school got the belief that the young girl had in some way led 

the boy on and she'd quote unquote done other things that were 

inappropriate in the school and none of which were documented.  

 

Due to his overturned decision to expel the male student, Principal Four said he wrote a 

letter to the founder and resigned to seek other principalship opportunities. Principal Four 

further explained that his professional and moral ethics was in the center of his decision 

to do what was in the best interest of the female student. Principal Four stated his 

relationship with the founder and board were severed due to his decision not to “provide 

a disciplinary consequence to the young lady.”  

   Although there were fifteen more scenarios that align to the ethic of critique, the 

next decision sums up the ethic of critique for the majority of the respondents. Principal 

Two’s second arduous decision was centered around whether to transfer a learner, 

classified as emotional support with an IEP, after the student’s behavior became 
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increasingly aggressive and included an assault. Principal Two’s ethical dilemma was 

about the disciplinary actions that should be taken. As described by Principal Two, he 

stated he had to make a difficult decision around whether to “file a police report or do an 

alternative transfer.” Principal Two also pondered on “Does he need another school 

setting? Is it a case where we kind of revisit his IEP and revamp it.” He said he further 

reflected on maybe as a school, the needs of the young man weren’t being met. Principal 

Two’s decision-making process was one that was value based. He said he reflected on 

filing a police report or transferring the student to an alternative school location when the 

needs of the student came into play. Principal Three’s following statements that are 

aligned to the multiple ethical paradigm, from both difficult decisions, are depicted 

below. This scenario called on Principal Three to make a tough decision. He said he 

considered an inequity that is often overlooked; students with behavior challenges due to 

trauma. Although his decision ended with the transfer of the identified student, his 

decision sums up the many arduous decisions centered around student discipline that the 

principals in this study contend with. The consistent theme of doing what is in the best 

interest of students even when making decisions around discipline was a highlight after 

analyzing the data from this study. What was also a highlight was how several of the 

respondents’ arduous decisions making, at the school level, did not always align to the 

second idea aligned to the ethic of critique that “aims at awakening educators to 

inequities in society, particularly in schools” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). This perhaps 

was the case because during several instances described, respondents went with the 

governing entity instead of following through with being social justice advocates at the 

school level. There were two instances whereas student discipline decisions at the school 
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level were overturned by the governing entity. For example, Principal Nine’s decision to 

not expel a student was overturned. She therefore had no other choice but to go along 

with the centralized decision. To her, this perhaps was an inequity because she did not 

have the autonomy to make her own decision around the situation described above. I 

believe she went along with the centralized decision out of fear of ramifications that 

would follow if she did not agree with the centralized decision. Considering the ethic of 

care and critique are equally imperative when making decisions as educational leaders, 

the ethic of justice is also important. The next section will highlight the themes and 

patterns that were consistent with the ethic of justice. 

Ethic of Justice 

   Stefkovich and Shapiro (2016) denote that the ethic of justice calls on educational 

leaders to focus on “laws, rights, policies, and the concept of democracy.” There were 

only seven of the twenty decision making scenarios shared that aligned to the ethic of 

justice. Of the scenarios aligned to the ethic of justice, there was a consistent theme 

around educational leaders making decisions around student discipline and a need to 

follow the student code of conduct or go with a centralized decision mandated from the 

governing authority. Although the principals in this study executed the ethic of care and 

critique, there were times that they followed a policy to make their decision. Some great 

examples are outlined over the next several paragraphs. 

   The second difficult decision that Principal Five shared was regarding how to 

discipline students who violated the code of conduct. The students involved in the center 

of her decision-making videoed students fighting and uploaded it to social media. 

Principal Five wanted the students involved, those who fought and those who uploaded 
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the video to social media, to “understand the gravity of the circumstance.” Her decision 

did not gather parent buy in. Principal Five stated that the parents were very angry with 

her about holding the students accountable. Along with the assistant principal and 

counselor, the trio decided to go against the norm and hold an in-house suspension for all 

students involved. Principal Five shared that she did not give them an out of school 

suspension to the parties involved because the research that she did on suspensions 

suggested that they don't do anything but exclude kids from the community in school for 

that day. She further explained that although she was “excluding the kids from their 

classroom community, she was including them in conversations with the counselor, the 

assistant principal and other students around their choices, actions, and how they could 

engage differently should another event like that presented itself to them.” Principal Five 

stated, “from an ethics and morality perspective” she thought it was important that there 

was a consequence for the actions of the students who fought and those who uploaded the 

video to social media.   

    Principal Six’s scenario involved making an arduous decision around student 

discipline. The students involved in a community fight he knew for many years and their 

parents were involved in the school community. Principal Six explained that “for seven 

or eight of those students the school pursued disciplinary hearing, but grass or lateral 

transfers outside of school for seven of them and then press for a disciplinary transfer for 

one of the students.” Principal Six stated his decision was tough but it was for “the best 

interest of the student body at large because creating a safe nonviolent learning 

environment.”  
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   Principal Eight’s difficult decision was centered around her disagreement with a 

decision based on departmental protocol due to a student assaulting a school police 

officer. Principal Eight explained that she was handling the situation with the student 

when the officer “couldn't not be involved and it turned into a physical altercation 

between the two of them (the student and the school police officer).” Her decision to go 

with departmental protocol was difficult because she did not agree with the student being 

arrested. Principal Eight shared the following: 

I think you know my decision to let go and let them do what they want. It 

was because it was protocol. So, at the moment, I was following what is 

protocol and not because you liked her. Not because you think this is 

wrong…So base because it was a role, I allowed them to do it. So, my 

decision was based in a role being shelled out uniformly. So, you know, 

that was hard for me.  

 

Although Principal Eight was hesitant concerning what was agreed upon regarding 

arresting the student who assaulted the school police officer, she agreed based on a “role 

being shelled out uniformly” departmentally external to the school setting. 

   Lastly, Principal Ten’s first scenario perfectly aligned to the ethic of critique. It 

concerned a student who brought an eight- inch welding knife to school in his backpack. 

Principal Ten considered the intent of the student when making her decision of whether 

to align her decision to the student code of conduct. Principal Ten further explained that 

the child’s intent was not to harm anyone, but he brought it to school and stated, “look 

what I have.” The protocol is to contact 911 and follow the procedures of the student 

code of conduct. Principal Ten stated, “I make individual decisions about those whether 

or not to call the police. Whether or not to proceed internally without making it a serious 

incident.” She stated she always considers “what's going to happen to this kid, if we 
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follow the protocol.” Although the police were not called, there was a feeling of 

immediate crisis when the second grader showed the knife to his classmate. The 

aforementioned scenario and the scenarios mentioned above were examples of when 

administrators considered laws, policies, and what was conducive to their school 

environment. The next section will outline the respondents’ decision-making practices 

and their alignment to the ethic of profession. 

Ethic of Profession 

   Stefkovich and Shapiro (2016) assert that the ethic of profession “expects leaders 

to formulate and examine their own professional codes of ethics in light of individual 

personal code of ethics, as well as standards set forth in the profession, and then calls on 

them to place students at the center of ethical decision-making process.” As outlined 

prior, there were a total of twenty scenarios shared that called on the respondents to make 

difficult decisions. The ethic of profession was evident in all twenty scenarios shared by 

the ten participants. Each scenario aligned to the educational leaders making decisions 

that they were forced to examine their own ethical code and decide based off of what the 

profession called upon them to do. There was a consistent pattern of the respondents 

stating that they make decisions around what is in “the best interest of students and staff.” 

Whether the decisions were for academic reasons or not, they considered exactly what the 

educational professions expected them to do. The next several paragraphs will highlight 

examples of the theme of students’ interest that were evident in the respondents’ 

decision-making scenarios. 

   During March of 2020, the country was devastated when schools had to close due 

to the pandemic that shattered school systems that called on educational leaders to make 
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quick decisions for the sole purpose of the academic and socio-emotional well-being of 

students and staff. There were two examples in particular whereas three respondents 

identified making arduous decisions around how to create an virtual academic 

environment without assistance. Each respondent considered what was in the best interest 

of students and staff. Their decisions called on them to think beyond their own code of 

ethics and do what the profession called upon them to do. For example, Principal One’s 

second scenario described entailed a difficult decision around virtual learning.  

I mean we had to ask ourselves the other obvious example. How do you 

design an ethical way to approach the moment we're living in. right like 

We had to, like most schools, figure out what the virtual version of our 

school is going to look like this fall (2020). Understanding how we do that 

ethically and how do we create our model of learning online, while also 

listening and recognizing the conditions by which kids are learning is very 

different than it is when they're in school. 

 

Doing what was in the best interest for students and staff, in the moment, was at the 

forefront of Principal One’s decision. Ultimately, he did what he felt the profession called 

upon him to do. 

   Similarly Principal Two spoke about doing what was in the best interest of 

students and staff during the spring of 2020. Principal Two’s first scenario focused on 

virtual learning during the COVID-19 pandemic and how to successfully plan as an 

instructional leader. Principal Two planned execution of a virtual learning with his team. 

His decision making was centered around what would be in the best interest of students; 

“giving them a sense of normalcy.” This scenario, as Principal Two explained, called on 

him to “put himself in the other person's shoes because you know everybody's going 

through something different.” Principal Two wanted to ensure that everyone was 

involved in the planning process for the virtual school framework. 
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   Lastly, what sums up doing what the profession calls upon educational leaders to 

do, during an extreme circumstance that involves expedient decisions, is Principal 

Seven’s decision-making practice shared. Principal Seven’s second scenario shared 

involved school closure due to COVID 19 “without any guidelines or whatsoever.” After 

meeting with his faculty, teachers and leadership team, it was decided that the learners 

would be taught online and Google classroom would be set up. Principal Seven further 

explained after things were going well, they were given the directive to stop instruction 

for the sole purpose of learners with learning difficulties and challenges. Having the 

difficult conversation around ceasing instruction was arduous for Principal Seven: 

“everyone lost motivation, including myself.” Principal Seven explained “we worked so 

hard to establish a routine to support our kids during the during the pandemic and 

everyone was on board to that. Once we put a stop to that instruction, everything started 

to fall apart until the given the guidelines of supporting students. Students did not want to 

participate anymore.”  

   These three scenarios had a consistent pattern: all three principals described doing 

what was in the best interest of students and staff during an extreme circumstance. All 

three respondents’ decision-making practices were aligned to the ethic of profession. 

They did exactly what the field of education calls upon them to do. They acted swiftly, 

made an arduous decision as team players, and executed a plan of action that they felt 

was fitting for the extreme situation. They shared that they considered their students’ 

academic and socio-emotional well-being. Over the next several paragraphs, I will 

outline the ethic of community and the consistent patterns that were evident in the 

respondents’ scenarios that called on them to work as team players.  
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Ethic of Community 

   The “ethic of community centers the communal over the individual primary locus 

of moral agency in schools” (Furman, 2004, p. 215). The ethic of community as noted by 

Furman (2004), “focuses in on the community rather than the individual while 

complimenting and expanding on the work of Starratt (1994) and Shapiro and Stefkovich 

(1991).” After closely analyzing the participants’ decision-making practices, it can be 

noted that only eight of the administrators mentioned involving others in decision 

making. These respondents reported reaching out to their leadership teams or colleagues 

outside of the school setting before making impactful decisions.  

   Principal Seven’s scenario involved making the difficult decision to cut staff from 

his school. He shared that the decision to cut staff is never done in isolation. He shared he 

generally, in situations involving cutting staff, “looks at the student population, the needs 

of our students, and then weigh it out once deciding what I want to do.” He further 

explained that he presents what he is thinking to his instructional and leadership teams to 

get their input. Principal Seven shared he “never cut the people, we've always cut the 

position.” From the insight shared from Principal Seven, it can be assumed that he 

believes in preserving his team. 

      Sometimes principals’ decisions rely on expedient decisions while others call for 

educational leaders to utilize the experience and expertise of others. The other six 

principals whose scenarios align to the ethic of community also reported utilizing either 

their leadership teams or colleagues who work in the field of education. Decisions 

involving parents and the community were rarely outlined in the scenarios shared. 

Although this was noted after analyzing the data, it does not necessarily mean that the 
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principals in this study never utilize the parents or community when making difficult 

decisions, but it does suggest that principals turn to other educators first. 

Summary 

   The data in this section of research suggests that the ethic of care and the ethic of 

the profession were dominant factors in the participants’ decision-making practices. 

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) assert that leaders prefer making decisions based upon the 

ethic of care rather than the ethic of justice. All of the principals described putting their 

students’ needs at the forefront. According to Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) the ethic of 

the profession “expects its leaders to formulate and examine their own professional codes 

of ethics in light of individual personal code of ethics, as well as standards set forth in the 

profession, and then calls on them to place students at the center of ethical decision-

making process” (p. 19). All of the principals depicted examples of times when they said 

they did what was in the “best interest of both students and staff.” (Principal 1, et. al., 

2020) 

   The ethic of critique calls on leaders not to forget about “the voice of the silent” 

when making decisions (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). Begley (2012) notes that the ethic 

of critique is “justified in order to name and understand as much as possible the alternate 

perspectives applicable to a situation, especially those of minorities and individuals 

otherwise without voice or representation” (p. 4). Principals One, Two, Three, Four, Six, 

and Eight’s responses aligned with Begley’s assertation to “name and understand 

alternate perspective” in their recollections of difficult decisions. Principal Eight’s 

response stood out the most: 
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I think about, you know, schools being hubs of the community that 

sparked my decision… That necessarily the extended community, 

meaning the people that live across the street children, don’t even go to 

our school.  

 

The students in Principal Eight’s school did not have a playground because the neighbors, 

whose children do not attend the school, had issues with the individuals that they believe 

would be attracted to the playground after school hours. Principal Eight thought about her 

students who had to sit on concrete rather than playground benches. Her response to 

advocate for the playground prioritized the silenced voices (the minority students that her 

school served) who needed the playground the most.  

   According to Begley (2012), the ethic of justice can be “applied as a basis for 

deciding on actions that will maximize benefits for all while respecting the rights of 

individuals.” Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) further suggest that the ethic of justice is 

concerned with whether there is “a law, right, or policy that aligns with a particular case.” 

A few principals recalled their decision-making practices in ways that aligned with the 

ethic of justice. For example, Principal Three’s shared that it is his “duty and my role to 

make sure that students are getting access to the amount of instructional minutes they've 

been promised by the state, the city, and district.” He also explained: 

We ended up thinking about all of the children that were involved and 

wanting them to really understand the gravity of the circumstance. 

Especially around the sharing of the video and how that can really be 

constituted as bullying.  

 

The ethic of justice delves into whether there is a law, right, or policy that aligns to a 

particular scenario. The ethical paradigm considers whether a law, right, or policy should 

be enforced? Principal Eight shared a great example of a time when she ensured that she 
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enforced state and local educational policies when dealing with making an ethical 

decision. 

   Bon (2012) asserts that when making decisions centered around the ethic of 

community, educational leaders “must defer to community rather than individual 

perspectives” (p. 292). Principals One, Three, Four, Five, and Seven referred to their 

teams or other colleagues to avoid making decisions that would not be beneficial to the 

students that they served. Principal Seven stated, “I weigh it out once I decide what I 

want to do. I present that talk to my leadership team to get their input along with my 

instructional team.” Principal Seven’s decision to “weigh it out” with his team was 

consistent with that of the rest of the principals. Principal Ten was the only participant 

that did not mention that she referred to a team before making a final decision.  

   Analyzing the data, in this section of the research, gave me insight pertaining to 

the ethical decision-making practices of the participants in this study. After analyzing the 

data, it can also be noted that the respondents in this study responded the way they did 

because I believe they were comfortable with speaking about their everyday phenomenon 

and that they wanted the passion for their work to be highlighted in this study. It can be 

noted that all of the principals use some aspect of the multiple ethical paradigms in their 

decision making as outlined in Table 6 below.  

Administrator’s Responses to Case Study Vignette 

The next section of this research focused on exploring the administrators’ 

responses to a specific vignette. I gathered insight pertaining to the following questions 

(fashioned after Hozien [2012]). 

1. What issues are at stake here?  
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2. What should John DiCaprio do? (if necessary, probe for why/justification)  

3. What would you hope your action/decision would accomplish?  

4. What possible risks or “downsides” are there to your action/decision? 

Table 6 

Participants’ Responses 

Were the participants responses connected to the “Ethical Paradigm”? (Given Detail) 

Participant Ethic of 

Care 

Ethic of 

Critique 

Ethic of 

Justice 

 Ethic of 

Profession 

Ethic of 

Community 

1  Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

No 

Scenario 2:  

No 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

2 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

No 

Scenario 2: 

No 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

3 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

4 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

No 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

5 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

6 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

7 Scenario 1: Scenario 1: Scenario 1: Scenario 1: Scenario 1: 
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Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

No 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

No 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Table 6 

Continued 

Were the participants responses connected to the “Ethical Paradigm”? (Continued) 

Participant Ethic of 

Care 

Ethic of 

Critique 

Ethic of 

Justice 

 Ethic of 

Profession 

Ethic of 

Community 

8 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

No 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

9 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

No 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

No 

Scenario 2: 

No 

10 Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

No 

 

Scenario 1: 

Yes 

Scenario 2: 

Yes 

 

Scenario 1: 

No 

Scenario 2: 

No 

Total 

Comments  

Aligned to 

Both 

Scenarios 

(20) 

Aligned to 

Both 

Scenarios 

(16) 

Aligned to 

Both 

Scenarios 

(7) 

Aligned to 

Both 

Scenarios 

(20) 

Aligned to 

Both 

Scenarios 

(12) 

 

Black and White and Shades of Grey 

The following is an excerpt from the vignette: 

Dr. John DiCaprio had a decision to make. Should he lay off the White 

male teacher Mr. Peter Weiss who had concerns with his teaching practice 

of social studies during the school year? Mr. Weiss reminded DiCaprio of 

his earlier years as a struggling teacher. Mr. Weiss was just finishing up 

his second year of teaching when he recently informed DiCaprio that his 

wife was expecting. Should DiCaprio lay off Mr. George Taylor, an 

African American English teacher with dual certifications in English and 

Social Studies hired fresh out of college. Mr. Taylor, finishing up his first 

year, was co-advisor for the African American Culture Club and had 
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volunteered to run the “We the Students” Committee after the student 

walk-out. What should Dr. DiCaprio do? Why? This was a tough decision. 

 

   The principals in this study were asked to answer four questions about how they 

would respond if they were Dr. John DiCaprio. Next, I describe their responses to each of 

the four questions.  

What issues are at stake? 

   The responses to this question varied from the issue of race, equity, and 

representation of African American educators to the issue of laying off staff due to 

budgetary reasons. Principal One gave a clear and concise response regarding the issue of 

layoffs during a budgetary crisis. In fact, he stated that layoffs due to a budgetary crisis is 

“fraught with peril.” Principal Two’s response was centered around there being an issue 

of a “racial imbalance of teacher racial makeup to student racial makeup.” He further 

explained that there was an issue of minority hiring. Principal Three expounded on two 

separate issues that he felt would be a concern, the issue of race and there being a 

backlash from other teachers if Mr. Weiss, the white teacher, was laid off. In terms of the 

issue of race, Principal Three further explained that this vignette reflected there being a 

“disparity right in terms of the teaching staff that that doesn't reflect diversity.” Principals 

Four, Five, Six, Eight, Nine, and Ten concurred with Principal Three. They all agreed 

that the issues of race, equity, and diversity were at stake. Principal Seven was the only 

one who directly stated, “there would be an issue at stake of what is in the best interest of 

the students.” He further explained that the issue of deciding what is in the “best interest 

of the teachers would also have to be taken into consideration.”  
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What should John DiCaprio do? 

   Who should Dr. DiCaprio lay off? Should he lay off Mr. Weiss, a white male 

struggling teacher in his second year of teaching with a pregnant wife? Or should he lay 

off Mr. Taylor, an African American male teacher in his first year of teaching with dual 

certifications and supportive of the African American club? All ten principals agreed that 

laying off Mr. Weiss would be in the best interest of students and in the best interest of 

increasing the diversity composition at Dr. DiCaprio’s school. In fact, the deciding factor 

to lay off Mr. Weiss was stated to be a great choice regardless of his expecting wife and 

the backlash from fellow educators.  

   The principals all agreed that the right decision was to lay off Mr. Weiss. Though 

there was some variation in the reasons they gave, for the most part they prioritized the 

students’ and school’s needs. For example, Principal Nine saw it quite clearly: “I will still 

have to keep the one who is going to benefit the students. I would keep the teacher with the dual 

certification.” Principal Ten made a similar point, arguing that the impact on the students was the 

most important: “My first reaction here is that the principal should lay off Mr. Weiss. He's a 

struggling teacher. There's no mention of his relationships or extracurricular activities and like 

we're not keeping a teacher around just because that teachers got an expecting wife.” The next 

section delves into the principals’ responses to what they believe their action or decision, 

as mentioned prior, would accomplish. 

What would you hope your action/decision would accomplish? 

   There were various responses to what the principals in this study believed their 

decision regarding laying offs would accomplish. The two overarching themes were the 

importance of diversity and dual certification. Most principals believed that 
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accomplishing a school with a racial balance representative of the student body and 

sound instruction were essential. For example, Principal Three summed it up for all 

principals in this study. He stated that being for diversity would send a message to staff. 

He further indicated that laying off Mr. Weiss would signal that “instruction and 

pedagogy was serious.” Both Principals Five and Six both had powerful responses 

centered around diversity and the importance of sound instruction as well. Principal Five 

stated, “the biggest thing would be to provide students of color an opportunity to see a 

teacher that looks like them.” Principal Six shared that he hoped his action would “bring 

a dual certification to the table and there would be a more academic student community.” 

Principal Three, Five, and Six shared insight that concurred with the other respondents in 

this study. 

What possible risks or downsides are there to your action/decision? 

   There was a common theme around the possible risks or downsides of laying off 

teachers. Most principals shared similar responses that laying off one teacher versus 

another may cause colleagues of the teacher being laid off to be upset. For example, 

Principal One stated that one of the risks of laying off teachers is that “there's always 

blowback there are people who are going to be hurt and angry and upset.” He further 

explained that “there's always the concern that you know his (Mr. Weiss) colleagues are 

going to feel that it is a very cold decision.” Principal Two’s response was in alignment 

with that of Principal One. He stated, “There are lots of risks here. If you Get rid of 

somebody that has a pregnant wife, you may lose support of the staff. If you get rid of the 

African American teacher, you may lose the support of your minority parents and you 

may also lose support of your board.” Each principal reflected on their decision to lay off 
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one teacher versus another. Their responses, similar in nature, gave insight pertaining to 

how they reflect upon the ethic of care in decision making. They “considered the 

consequences of their decisions and actions” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016).  

Conclusion 

   The respondents’ understanding of there being an issue of race, equity, and 

diversity in the vignette was consistent. Each principal believed that retaining Mr. Taylor 

would better address the racial imbalance at the school. Additionally, principals noted 

that the fact that Mr. Weiss reminded Dr. DiCaprio of his younger years should not be a 

factor. They all that Mr. Taylor, who was dual certified, would enhance the academic 

environment of the school and that his presence would be of great help to the African 

American student population.  

   The ethics of care, critique, profession, justice, and community were prevalent in 

how the respondents answered the questions related to the vignette. When answering 

questions pertaining to who should be laid off, the respondents believed that doing what 

was in the best interest of students was essential. Their responses were consistent with 

understanding that they had to “rely on the consequences of their decisions and actions” 

if they were in Dr. DiCaprio’s shoes. Their responses were also connected to having an 

understanding on “who would benefit from what they decide” (Stefkovich & Shapiro, 

2016). Their responses reflected making decisions, pertaining to the layoff, that would be 

beneficial to the African American student population. All ten respondents felt the need 

to stick to what Dr. DiCaprio’s core value was: ensuring that there was a racial balance 

reflected in the student to staff ratio. The ethic of critique was also outlined in the 

participants’ responses to the vignette. The ethic of critique calls on administrators to 
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“consider the voice of the silenced” (Stefkovich & Shapiro, 2016). The African American 

students were the silenced voices depicted in the vignette. The respondents considered 

the African American student population when responding to the questions asked of 

them. 
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION OF RESULTS, IMPLICATIONS AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS  

 

   This study examined the ten urban principals’ reflective practice with respect to 

solving problems and making decisions. Because educational leaders’ decision making is 

essential to students, parents, faculty, and the community they serve, it is vital to gain an 

understanding of their insight pertaining to ethics and how it is applied in their everyday 

practice. It is also essential to gain an understanding of what their ideology is concerning 

ethics and morals when faced with arduous decisions.  

   This study delved into the reflective ethical practice of ten school principals when 

making difficult decisions. I explored the extent to which administrators in an urban 

setting take ethical considerations into account when they make decisions. Again, the 

study examined the following questions: 

I. How and to what extent do urban school principals consider ethics when facing 

complex challenges? 

1. What factors do they report considering? 

2. How do these factors relate to existing ethical paradigms? 

This chapter reviews the study, summarizes key findings, and discusses implications for 

research and practice. Though not generalizable to principals as a whole, the results from 

this study can add to current knowledge of the ethical practice of principals in an urban 

setting.  
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Discussion of Results 

   School administrators, such as principals, are key players in the overall structure 

of a school. The roles they play such as manager of human capital, politician, operational 

and instructional leader are essential to the academic achievement of students and 

professional growth of staff. As Principal Eight described best, they are “fixers.” The 

decisions that they make are impactful to students, parents, teachers, and the community 

they serve. This study gave rise to the ethical decision-making practices of ten principals 

throughout Philadelphia.  

   Educational Leadership by Paul Begley, a key text in the field, notes that 

educational leaders must take on the role of a moral educational leader when making 

decisions. These morals, as defined by Begley (2002) are the applied values of 

individuals: an individual’s attitudes, speech, and actions. It can be noted that the actions 

and decision-making practices of educational leaders is important and impactful when 

leading schools. Findings for this study were based on the multiple ethical paradigm and 

ethic of community created by Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) and Furman (2004). 

Chapter 4 reported the research findings of the ten principals’ decision-making practices 

and their responses to the decision that they would make as a leader in a particular case 

study titled, “Black and White and Shades of Gray.” The themes that emerged from their 

decision-making practices that aligned to the multiple ethic paradigm and ethic of 

community will be discussed. Next, the answers to the research questions and 

recommendations will be provided.  
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Implications and Outcomes 

   Given the challenges facing urban principals, it is how they make decisions as 

instructional leaders, operational leaders, managers of people, and protectors of the 

community and whether their decisions are aligned to ethical practices that is important. 

There were various parts of the multiple ethical paradigms aligned to the decision-making 

practices of the ten principals interviewed in this study. In particular, the ethics of care 

and profession were evident in each of the difficult decisions that all ten principals 

shared. Out of the twenty difficult decisions shared, the first idea relating to the ethic of 

critique was evident in seventeen scenarios. The respondents’ difficult decision scenarios 

aligned with what Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) explains as advocating for the “voice of 

the silent.” For example, Principal Three described a difficult decision he made regarding 

not expelling nor laterally transferring a student with behavior challenges due to trauma 

that the student faced. He gave insight on how he advocated for a student who he is both 

“responsible for and responsible to” (Starratt, 2004). This example did show how 

Principal Three served as a moral agent who stood up for the voice of the silent. Principal 

Three also shared how he had to make a difficult decision around speaking to his faculty, 

of predominantly white educators educating a school of predominantly African American 

students, about diversity and civil unrest. This is what Shapiro and Stefkovich (2016) 

refer to as “aiming at awaking educators to inequities in their schools.” Another great 

example of this is of Principal Eight’s advocacy to have a playground built in a school 

with the majority of white Italian residents who advocated against a playground in fear of 

the playground attracting “the wrong type of crowd” after school hours. Although the 

ethics of care, critique, profession, and community were prevalent in this study, the ethic 
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of justice was the least of the multiple ethical paradigm aligned to the respondents’ 

difficult decision-making scenarios. This was an unexpected outcome of this study that 

will be discussed further. 

  An additional important finding had to do with autonomy. Steinberg (2014) 

asserts that “giving principals greater autonomy moves the locus of decision making to 

the organizational level where schools provide educational services, the goal of which is 

to improve student learning and achievement.” One challenge that was evident, as the 

data was analyzed, was the overturning of decisions made by upper administration that 

the administrators made at the school level. More than three scenarios were shared by 

principals who were devastated by their superiors’ decisions that were not in agreement 

with theirs.  

In summary, the results of this study suggest that the principals frame their decisions 

around the ethic of care, critique, profession, and community in comparison to the ethic of justice. 

It also suggested that most principals, in this study, had minimal formal ethical leadership 

coursework that prepared them for decision making. 

Implications for Practice 

Professional Development for Administrators 

   This section outlines the recommendations offered to school based principals, 

assistant superintendents, superintendents, and other school leaders in an urban setting. 

The recommendations are from the results and conclusion of this research study. The 

results from this study have direct implications for professional development of 

principals. Principals should participate in development that provides them with an 

understanding of frameworks such as the multiple ethical paradigm, ethic of community, 
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and the turbulence theory. As noted prior, there were six respondents that reported that 

they did not have formal training on ethics. Their understanding of ethics and how to 

make ethical decisions came from their mentors and from learning by doing. For 

example, Principal Two shared while taking recent coursework to receive his 

Superintendent Eligibility Letter, he only received a “little bit” of training on ethics that 

was more related to the rules of being a Superintendent. Professional developments that 

explicitly teach and practice the multiple ethical paradigm would be important. The 

professional developments would potentially enhance the chances of administrators 

thinking about ethics from a different lens when making difficult decisions. The next 

section will address “tune up” sessions where the administrators could go through 

practice simulations around the multiple ethical paradigm. 

Tune up sessions. It would be advantageous to urban principals if they 

participated in “tune up” brainstorming sessions to assess complex decisions that they 

problem solved to gather feedback from their colleagues. The sessions could be theme 

based whereas they would think through components of the multiple ethical paradigm, 

ethic of care, and turbulence theory to see if their decisions were aligned to the particular 

component identified in the “tune up” brainstorming session. In addition, a live 

simulation centered around an ethical dilemma that an administrator had to make would 

be done at the “tune up” sessions. This would allow the administrators to think through 

how to problem solve difficult situations that take place in the school setting. The 

administrators who hear and see how other administrators think through ethical dilemmas 

perhaps would take some of the lessons learned into their school settings. In addition, 

books such as Ethical Leadership and Decision Making in Education (Shapiro & 
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Stefkovich, 2016) and Applying Turbulence Theory To Educational Leadership In 

Challenging Times (Gross, 2020) could be used to guide the theme based “tune up” 

brainstorming sessions. Administrators who think that decisions are not always aligned to 

ethics or morality would benefit the most from the live simulations. Participants Three 

and Nine explained that they did not think that ethics and morality always come into play 

when making decisions. In fact, Principal Three shared that he “thinks as educational 

leader it is hard to say that every decision we make is based on ethics or morality. Some 

decisions are based on policy based on law.” Lastly, it would be notable to mention that 

urban principals, particularly in Philadelphia, could benefit from professional 

development around the ethic of justice. The ethic of justice was the least component of 

the multiple ethical paradigm that emerged from the research study.  

     Although there is research on the topic, an implication for further research could 

be to focus on the impact of suspensions in urban school settings, as this emerged as an 

area of concern for the principals in this study. A study by the UCLA Center for Health 

Policy Research suggests that schools with high suspension rates experience a low level 

of connectedness. Babey (2019) and other colleagues assert that “school connectedness is 

imperative as it refers to students’ belief that adults and peers in the school care about 

them and their education.” There should be further research concerning suspensions in 

an urban setting and the impact of the ethic of care, critique, and profession as it aligns 

to the long-term impact on students’ academic and socio-emotional outcomes.  

   This study suggests that urban school principals did not attend institutions of 

higher learning that prepared them to make complex decisions in an urban setting. 6 

out of 10 of the principals in this study reported that the coursework they took, at 
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institutions of higher learning, did not discuss issues of ethics often.  In addition, they 

reiterated that the institutions did not prepare them for making decisions as leaders and 

that they learned best while in their school settings. Of the four principals who 

reported that their institutions of higher learning both discussed ethics and prepared 

them to make decisions as leaders, all four were graduates of institutions who focused 

on urban education.  In the next section of this research, I will explicitly describe the 

implications for policy and practice. I will also aim at giving examples of direct 

connections, in the data, that support the implications for policy making and practice.  

Implications for Policy Making 

Implementation of the Multiple Ethical Paradigm 

   States that require principals to participate in induction programs should consider 

implementing the multiple ethical paradigm, ethic of community, and turbulence theory 

in their program courses. For example, Pennsylvania Department of Education, offers 

Pennsylvania Inspired Leadership Program. This would be a great place where MEP, 

ethic of community, and the turbulence theory could be impactful.  Policy makers should 

ensure that the multiple ethical paradigms are a mandated requirement for continued 

professional education programs for school leaders. Furthermore, principals’ 

evaluations should also be scored on their ability to navigate arduous decisions that are 

aligned the ethics of care, critique, justice, profession, and community. For example, in 

Philadelphia, principals’ evaluation measures include four components: observation 

and practice, connectedness, principal student learning outcomes, and building level 

score. The second measure, connectedness, could be amended. In the School District 

of Philadelphia, connectedness aligns to the principals’ ability to “assess key skills 
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related to data-driven decision making as it pertains to achieving school-wide goals” 

(School District of Philadelphia, 2021).  

   Another recommendation is for urban school districts is to take a closer look at 

their discipline policies, particularly suspension policies. As I coded the data, there 

were several instances where principals made decisions around suspensions, had their 

decisions not to suspend students were overturned, or they decided to laterally move 

students due to fighting. Principal Five decided not to give students out of school 

suspensions. Instead, she implemented an in-school suspension. She noted that 

research suggests that suspensions “don't really do anything but exclude kids from the 

community in school for that day.” Policy makers should follow through with researchers 

who suggest that out of school suspensions impede the ability of students to feel 

connected to caring adults who nurture their ability to thrive socially, emotionally, and 

academically. Since March of 2020, when the country was faced with COVID 19, school 

districts across the United States had to make difficult decisions that relied on them to 

think about ethics and apply it to their school settings. After analyzing the data in this 

study, it gave me clear insight pertaining to how and to what extent administrators 

consider ethics when faced with difficult decisions particularly when faced with a 

pandemic.  

Future Research Suggestions 

   The findings from this research suggest a need for further exploration of this topic 

with other educational leaders in urban settings. Although this research was centered 

around answering the question how and what extent do urban school principals consider 

ethics when facing complex challenges, the study could be extended to answer the same 
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question for educational leaders such as assistant principals, assistant superintendents, 

and superintendents in urban settings.  

   Additional research should also be done to gather insight pertaining to the impact 

of suspensions on students’ connectedness and engagement. This research suggests an 

area that the principals problem solved is related to student discipline and the complex 

challenges of navigating what decision to make pertaining to suspending or laterally 

transferring students to alternative school settings. It is imperative that researchers seek to 

further understand this phenomenon as it relates to doing what is in the best interest for 

students.  

   The literature review shed light on the monumental decisions that urban leaders 

make in comparison to rural school leaders or leaders who lead in wealthier school 

settings. As explained prior, in comparison to wealthier school settings, urban school 

leaders have insurmountable pressure while attempting to fulfill the tasks of being an 

instructional leader and an effective manager (Sharp & Walter, 2012). These pressures 

are not limited to the wave of reform to educate all children, meet a specific set of 

academic standards, and produce evidence of learning using high-stake standardized tests 

in the midst of fiscal crises (Jackson, 2005). Not only are there pressures due to reform, 

urban-leaders face leading in an school in neighborhoods where three times as many 

children in poverty as the national average (Thomson, 2007). The decisions that they 

make and what these administrators make their decisions around are tremendous. 

   Questions to consider as further research questions are as follows: 

1. How and to what extent do urban school leaders (assistant superintendents and 

superintendents) consider ethics when making complex decisions? 
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2. To what extent do principals consider ethics when making decisions centered 

around school discipline in urban settings? 

   These questions can be answered by one-to-one interviews. The insight gathered 

from the interviews can be analyzed to see whether assistant superintendents and 

superintendents consider ethics when making decisions that impact the larger system in 

urban settings. 

Conclusion 

   This study delved into the extent to which administrators in an urban setting take 

ethical considerations into account when they make decisions. Several pertinent 

conclusions were drawn from this study. First, urban school principals related to this 

study make ethical decisions aligned to the multiple ethical paradigm and ethic of 

community. Although some use their decisions are aligned more than others, components 

of the alignment to the multiple ethical paradigms were evident in their shared decision-

making scenarios. The ethics of care, critique, and profession were the most prevalent in 

their ability to navigate challenging dilemmas. Next, the participants, both males and 

females, exercised a “voice of care, concern, and connection” in contrast to Gilligan’s 

theory that asserted that females were more likely to practice the ethic of care (Shapiro & 

Stefkovich, 2016).  

   Finally, although more than half of the participants noted that they did not learn 

ethics in their coursework, it is evident that both theoretical and practical application of 

ethics was learned in their positions as educational leaders. It can be further noted that 

they learned that ethics is important when making complex decisions as leaders in urban 

settings. The respondents in this study decision making described fair and just problem-
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solving practices, however it doesn’t’seem like the respondents use the second idea of the 

ethic of critique pertaining to “educators being awakened to inequities in society, 

particularly in schools”, and that is unfortunate (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2016). 
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APPENDIX A 

PARTICIPANT LETTER 

 

February _____, 2020 

 

Dear _____________________________________, 

 

You have been invited to participate in a graduate research study conducted by Pearline 

Sturdivant. Pearline is a doctoral student from Temple University’s College of 

Education’s Ed.D program. 

This study is focused on exploring the reflective practices educational leaders use when 

making decisions involving dilemmas. If you agree, you will be asked to participate in a 

one-to-one interview. The interview would be one hour in length and will be scheduled to 

accommodate your preference of time or location. The interview may be audio taped with 

written consent from you, the participant.  

Your participation is on a voluntary basis. You have the right to withdraw at any time 

without being penalized. If you decide to withdraw, data collected will be destroyed upon 

your request. All information collected from this study will be confidential. The data will 

be collected in a manner so your responses cannot be linked back to you. False names 

(pseudonyms) will be used when quoting particular participants. 

 

If you have any questions or concerns regarding participation in this study, please contact 

me, or Pearline Sturdivant or Dr. Maia Cucchiara at Temple University’s College of 

Education.  

Thank you for your assistance and time. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Pearline Sturdivan 
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APPENDIX B 

PARTICIPANT EMAIL 

 

To: (participants emails) 

Subject: Administrator’s Research Study 

Dear _________________________ 

 

You have been invited to participate in a graduate research study conducted by 

Pearline Sturdivant. Pearline is a doctoral student from Temple University’s College of 

Education’s Ed.D program. 

 

This study is focused on exploring the reflective practices educational leaders use when 

making decisions involving dilemmas.  

 

If you are willing to participate in this study, please respond to this email. Please also 

let me know the best way to reach out to you. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

 

Pearline Sturdivant 
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APPENDIX C 

PARTICIPANTS’ RESPONSE 

 

 Were the participants responses connected to the “Ethical 

Paradigm”? (Given Detail) 

Participants Ethic of 

Care 

(Yes/No) 

Ethic of 

Critique 

(Yes/No) 

Ethic of 

Justice 

(Yes/No) 

 Ethic of 

Profession 

(Yes/No) 

Ethic of 

Community 

(Yes/No) 

1  

 

    

2  

 

    

3  

 

    

4  

 

    

5  

 

    

6  

 

    

7  

 

    

8  

 

    

9  

 

    

10  

 

    

11  

 

    

12  

 

    

13  

 

    

14  

 

    

15  
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APPENDIX D 

BLACK AND WHITE AND SHADES OF GRAY 

 

   Northern Regional School District had changed dramatically over the past 10 

years. During that decade, the two townships it served had been transformed by a 

booming economy from a sleepy, rural, nearly all-White farming region into a bustling, 

quasi-suburban, multicultural area. One result of the economic expansion was a rapid 

growth in population and a concomitant change in demographics that had a profound 

effect on the composition of Northern High’s student body. In the space of just 10 years, 

the racial make-up went from 98% White and 2% African American to 70% White, 22% 

African American, and 8% Asian. There had been little change, however, in the 

composition of Northern staff. Prior to the boom, all 30 teachers had been White. Now, 

there were 85 on the staff, and only 2 were minority: one was African American and the 

other was Asian. 

   Things began to change two years previously when Dr. John DiCaprio became 

principal. A graduate of Northern nearly 20 years before, he had returned with impressive 

credentials. A Harvard doctorate and five years of administrative experience in the 

prestigious suburban district of nearby Monroe City had assured the board of his 

competence, but it was his record at Northern as a student that had landed him the job. He 

had been student council president, a mention of the National Honor Society, captain of 

the football team, and the only wrestler ever to win a state championship. His elevation to 

principal was hailed as the return of a favorite son.  
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   Despite the support he enjoyed, John’s tenure had not been without a few bumps. 

One of the most sensitive issue, and in DiCaprio’s opinion, one of the most critical, was 

the racial imbalance between the student body and the teaching staff. When he arrived, 

Northern High School had a staff that was 2.5% minority to educate a student body that 

was 30% minority. DiCaprio had pushed hard for increased minority hiring, but there was 

a great deal of resistance. A walkout by minority students in the spring triggered in part 

by this imbalance, had been a wake-up call. There was a lot at stake. Dr. DiCaprio had to 

reduce his staff due to a budget crisis. Would the student population walk out again if he 

made a decision that they felt negatively impacted them. 

   How would these lay-offs be managed? DiCaprio had a decision to make. Should 

he lay off the White male teacher Mr. Peter Weiss who had concerns with his teaching 

practice of social studies during the school year? Mr. Weiss reminded DiCaprio of his 

earlier years as a struggling teacher. Mr. Weiss was just finishing up his second year of 

teaching when he recently informed DiCaprio that his wife was expecting. Should 

DiCaprio lay off Mr. George Taylor, an African American English teacher with dual 

certifications in English and Social Studies hired fresh out of college. Mr. Taylor, 

finishing up his first year, was co-advisor for the African American Culture Club and had 

volunteered to run the “We the Students” Committee after the student walk-out. What 

should Dr. DiCaprio do? Why? This was a tough decision. 
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APPENDIX E  

EXAMPLES OF PRINCIPALS’ STATEMENTS 

 

Examples of principals’ statements and their alignment to the multiple ethical paradigms 

and the ethic of community are outlined over in the tables shared below. 

Table 7 

Principal One’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal One’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

If I am helped by someone, what should I 

do in the future about giving back to this 

individual or to society in general? 

Scenario 1: “I had to make a decision to 

keep kids safe…” 

 

Scenario 2: “Recognizing that the 

conditions by which kids are learning is 

very different than it is when they're in 

school.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

1. Who makes the laws? 

2. Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

3. Who has the power? 

4. Who are the silenced voices? 

 

 

Scenario 1: “I literally had to get to a 

place where I had to tell my supervisor 

that… I was going to send an email to my 

parent body saying don't send your child 

to school.” 

 

Scenario 2: “The lives of students our 

teachers are leading right now and the 

needs of the community are different than 

normal.” 

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.) Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.) If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

Scenario 1: Not directly mentioned in the 

description of the scenario.  

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in the 

description of the scenario. 
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Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.) What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, who 

may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

Scenario 1: “Ethically I was prepared to 

do what needed to be done for the safety 

of the kids.” 

 

Scenario 2: “The first thing that we ask 

ourselves was, is it ethical is this Is this 

aligned with our core values of the ethic 

of care?” 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

 

Scenario 1: “But where I was going to 

send an email to my parent body saying 

don't send your child to school on the first 

day of school.” 

 

Scenario 2: “And how do you design an 

academic program for your 

community with your community that 

honors the many different competing 

needs that you have at the moment.” 
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Table 8 

Principal Two’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Two’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “My process I try and put 

myself in the other person's shoes because 

you know everybody's going through 

something different…I thought the kids 

needed normalcy… Just to give them that 

sense of normalcy kids need to talk to 

other children.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I thought it was best for 

children, but also what is best for 

teacher.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening educators 

to inequities in society and, in particular, 

in schools.” 

1.)  Who makes the laws? 

2.)  Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 1: “I thought that kids needed a 

normalcy.” 

 

Scenario 2: “Because I thought is what 

was best for children” 

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.)  Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: Not directly mentioned in the 

description of the scenario.  

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in the 

description of the scenario. 

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.)  What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

Scenario 1: “I thought that kids needed a 

normalcy.” 

 

Scenario 2: “Because I thought in what 

was best for children” 



100 

2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, 

who may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: “My process I try and put 

myself in the other person's shoes because 

you know everybody's going through 

something different. Then my job is to get 

my teachers to then respond to them. So, 

once we do that, 

then it's about process. I invite everybody. 

I invite my grade group leaders and my 

leadership team to get input from 

everybody else how we can have this 

happen.” 

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in the 

description of the scenario. 

  

Table 9 

Principal Three’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Three’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

5.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

6.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

7.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

8.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “It's having a conversation 

about how are we, as an instructional staff, 

meeting not only the instructional needs of 

our students, but the social and emotional 

needs of our students.” 

 

Scenario 2: “Is it a case where we kind of 

revisit his IEP and revamp it because 

maybe as a school we're not meeting his 

need.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

5.)  Who makes the laws? 

Scenario 1: “80% of my teachers are 

white and 95% of my students are black.” 

 

Scenario 2: “Maybe as a school, we're 
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6.)  Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

7.) Who has the power? 

8.) Who are the silenced voices? 

not meeting his need.”  

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

4.)  Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

5.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

6.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: “Is it a case where we kind of 

revisit his IEP.”  

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in the 

description of the scenario. 

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

4.)  What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

5.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

6.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, 

who may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

Scenario 1: “So much civil unrest and 

unease has been brought back to the 

forefront. I am faced with, how do I have 

productive and impactful conversations 

with my staff around race and equity and 

bias.” 

 

Scenario 2: “So it's having a conversation 

about are we as an instructional staff 

meeting not only the instructional needs of 

our students, but the social and emotional 

needs of our students.” 

 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: “How do I have productive 

and impactful conversations with my staff 

around race and equity and bias. The 

reason why I will say this is a difficult 

decision is because about 80% of my 

teachers are white. and 95% of my 

students are black.” 

 

Scenario 2: “Is it a case where we kind of 

revisit his IEP? ...as a school we're not 

meeting his need.” 
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Table 10 

Principal Four’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Four’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “My priority was, first off, 

seeing if the girl is safe is the most 

important thing. I guess that goes back to I 

think of care. The first thing that we want 

to know is somebody safe.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I didn't feel like the young 

lady could feel safe in the school after that 

happening to her.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

1.) Who makes the laws? 

2.) Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 1: “80% of my teachers are 

white and 95% of my students are black.” 

 

Scenario 2: “They (the board) saw the 

video and they agreed that it was the 

appropriate context. Then, for some 

reason, we had to have another board 

meeting about it in the summer and the 

founder came into the board meeting and 

basically said that wasn't the boy’s fault 

that these were two young people who did 

something inappropriate and that the girls 

should be the girl should be punished as 

well…I was instructed to provide a 

disciplinary consequence to the young 

lady. I refuse to do so.”  

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.)  Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: “Not directly mentioned in 

the description of the scenario.”  

 

Scenario 2: “…and that was also 

according to our discipline code the 

correct punishment for the boy (male 

student).”  

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

Scenario 1: “I thought the right thing 
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professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.)  What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, 

who may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

to do would be to, you know, call the 

police and have them come up and 

give them the information that we had so 

that we could help to locate 

this young lady” 

 

Scenario 2: “I was instructed to provide a 

disciplinary consequence to the young 

lady. I refuse to do so.” 

 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: “I made a decision after being 

alerted by my climate manager that a 

missing child was on an online class. She 

needed my help with what decision to 

make…We used school messenger to send 

out a message to the whole school 

community.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I had several board meetings 

before the student is 

expelled and I show the video because it's 

on video. They agreed that it was the 

appropriate context. Then, for some 

reason, we had to have another board 

meeting about it in the summer.” 

  

Table 11 

Principal Five’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Five’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

Scenario 1: “I think that it's 

really important that we also, you know, 

think about all of the children and all of 

the 

circumstances that impact children at the 

school community.” 
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4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 2: “I really felt like I made the 

right decision for what was best for 

student learning. But, because I didn't 

have parent buy in it was complicated and 

some of the kids were resistant in the 

process. However, in the end, I think it 

was very clear that my intention was to 

make sure that the students really gained 

some insight and knowledge about the 

impact of actions.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

1.) Who makes the laws? 

2.) Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 1: “So, we found some ways to 

compromise and provide other 

opportunities for less screen time without 

compromising the amount of synchronous 

learning that 

was happening. You know, and that's sort 

of been an ongoing process where we 

adjust and we're flexible and we're trying 

to think about what's best for students and 

trying to learn about what's best for 

students as we go.” 

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in the 

scenario.  

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.)  Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: “It is my duty 

and my role to make sure that students are 

getting access to the amount of 

instructional minutes. they've been 

promised by the state, the city, district, 

etc..”  

 

Scenario 2: “We ended up thinking about 

all of the children that were involved and 

wanting them to really understand the 

gravity of the circumstance. Especially 

around the sharing of the video and how 

that can really be constituted as bullying.”  

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

Scenario 1: “Because, of course, is the 

LCA, you know, it is my, it is my duty 

and my role to make sure that students are 

getting access to the amount of 

instructional minutes.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I have the pressures, where, 

you know, based on my profession I could 
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1.)  What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, who 

may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

have suspended the students. But I was 

concerned that, then they may not learn 

from 

this because a lot of the research that we, 

you know, have available to us shares that 

that suspensions don't really do anything 

but exclude 

kids from the community in school for 

that day.” 

 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: “One of the things that I 

wanted to do was make sure that I was 

hearing from many families oftentimes at 

schools… I wanted to make sure that I 

wasn't just listening to the five or six folks 

that were really pushing hard about 

changing the schedule. Because there 

were other folks in the school community 

who I think appreciated that there were 

more opportunities for the students to be 

in front of teachers. That is one of those 

circumstances where I think that to do or 

to make any decision around something 

like that, you really have to also speak to 

many parties involved, make sure that 

you're capturing feedback from multiple 

groups of people, as opposed to just one 

group of people.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I was including them in 

conversations with the counselor, the 

assistant principal, and other students 

around their choices, their actions, and 

how they could engage differently should 

another event like that presented itself to 

them.” 
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Table 12 

Principal Six’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Six’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of 

a decision I make today? 

4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “That was really hard because 

we had known the students for many 

years. Some of them had parents who are 

very active in school community…We 

determined was that pursuing hearings for 

the students that were involved would be 

both in the best interest of the students 

who were involved because they needed to 

understand that violence, particularly in 

Philadelphia, can have.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I thought, first and 

foremost, what is in the best interest of 

students. I think it was a pretty-easy 

decision, understanding that this teacher 

really struggled to create a safe classroom 

environment.  

Also, student achievement sort of reflected 

the fact that students were unable to stay 

gauged in her construction. So then, you 

know, the second sort of thought process 

was 

like, what is best for that.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

1.) Who makes the laws? 

2.) Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 1: “The decision was in the best 

interest of the student body at large 

because creating a safe nonviolent 

learning environment is paramount to 

everything else that we do.” 

 

Scenario 2: “In that situation, I thought 

primarily about the staff at the whole 

understanding that many people were, you 

know, having to take time for that nature 

when classroom climate issues arose.” 

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.) Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

Scenario 1: “We decided to pursue, what 

we call in the district, a lateral transfer. 

For seven or eight of those students we 

pursued 



107 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

disciplinary hearing, but grass or lateral 

transfers outside of school for seven of 

them and then press for a disciplinary 

transfer for one of the students.”  

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.)  What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, who 

may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

Scenario 1: “The decision was in the best 

interest of the student body at large 

because creating a safe nonviolent 

learning environment is paramount to 

everything else that we do.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I thought, first and 

foremost, what is in the best interest of 

students.” 

 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: “I made the decision when I 

collaborated with many other leadership 

people in my school community, including 

my new counselors, my diva students, 

several teacher leaders, other leaders in the 

school district, and then informally with 

like colleagues that work in education.” 

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 
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Table 13 

Principal Seven’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Seven’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “I look at the needs of our 

students and then I weigh it out once I 

decide what I want to do.” 

 

Scenario 2: “And we said that we cannot 

be leaving kids alone. The education must 

continue.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

1.) Who makes the laws? 

2.) Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 1: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

 

Scenario 2: “We cannot be leaving 

students alone.” 

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.) Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: Not directly mentioned int his 

scenario.  

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.)  What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

Scenario 1: “But at the end, I am the one 

who's telling the person who's affected by 

that decision. So, even though it is from 

my leadership team, the ownership is still 

on me because I agree to it.” 

 

Scenario 2: “And we said that we cannot 

be leaving kids alone. The education must 

continue.” 
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2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the best 

interests of the students, who may 

be diverse in their composition 

and their needs? 

 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: “I weigh it out once I decide 

what I want to do. I present that talk to my 

leadership team to get their input along 

what my instructional team.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I reach out to my teachers, 

my leadership team, and my instructional 

team and all of the teachers and met 

online.” 

  

Table 14 

Principal Eight’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Eight’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “My decision was like, no. 

No, no, no, she should not be arrested. It 

was because of me.” 

  

Scenario 2: “When I think about 

equity, I think about what people consider 

quote unquote a good school 

when you wrap it up…My decision was 

best for my students and my school 

community.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

1.) Who makes the laws? 

2.) Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

Scenario 1: “School police lieutenant 

over read my decision and they arrested 

her because I think I was deep seated in 

the sense that I 

felt like it was because of me.” 
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3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 2: “I think about, you know, 

schools being hubs of the community that 

sparked my decision… That necessarily 

the extended community, meaning the 

people that live across the street children, 

don’t even go to our school.” 

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.) Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: “It was because it was 

protocol. So, at the moment, I was 

following you know what this is protocol 

and not because you liked her.” 

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.) What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, who 

may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

Scenario 1: “So my decision was 

based in a role being shelled out 

uniformly. So, you know, that was hard 

for me.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I think about, you know, 

schools being hubs of the community that 

sparked my decision.” 

 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

 

Scenario 2: “So, we have been planning 

and wanting a playground for years and 

we have tried to engage the community...” 
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Table 15 

Principal Nine’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Nine’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of 

a decision I make today? 

4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “So I will make it on data as 

far as the students are benefiting from it.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I took suspension as a 

consequence, off the table… to find other 

ways to modify student behavior.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening 

educators to inequities in society and, in 

particular, in schools.” 

1.) Who makes the laws? 

2.) Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 1: “So I will make it on data as 

far as the students are benefiting from it.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I got a lot of 

pushback from teachers.” 

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.) Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: Not mentioned in this 

scenario. 

 

Scenario 2: “Zero suspensions… Having 

suspension, as a consequence, is a 

traditional kind of safety net for folks. 

Removing that made people feel really 

unstable and 

vulnerable in their classrooms.” 

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.) What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

Scenario 1: ““So I will make it on data as 

far as the students are benefiting from it.” 

 

Scenario 2: “I took suspension as a 

consequence, off the table… to find other 

ways to modify student behavior.” 
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2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the 

best interests of the students, who 

may be diverse in their 

composition and their needs? 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

 

Scenario 2: “For myself, for the other 

members of my administration, and 

members of my leadership team that 

meant that we had to find other ways to 

modify student behavior.” 

 

Table 16 

Principal Ten’s Statements 

Ethical Paradigm: 

Shapiro and Stefkovich’s (2016) 

Principal Ten’s Statements 

Care: Relies on “individuals to consider 

the consequences of their decisions and 

actions.” 

1.) Who will benefit from what I 

decide? 

2.) Who will be hurt by my actions? 

3.) What are the long-term effects of a 

decision I make today? 

4.) If I am helped by someone, what 

should I do in the future about 

giving back to this individual or to 

society in general? 

Scenario 1: “He didn't have the intent to 

do it. So, I consider intent and I consider 

what's going to happen to this kid, if we if 

we follow the protocol.” 

 

Scenario 2: “To make sure that students’ 

academic needs are being met and social 

emotional needs are being met.” 

Critique: “Aimed at awakening educators 

to inequities in society and, in particular, 

in schools.” 

1.) Who makes the laws? 

2.) Who benefits from the law, rule, 

or policy? 

Scenario 1: “He didn't have the intent to 

do it. So, I consider intent and I consider 

what's going to happen to this kid, if we if 

we follow the protocol.” 
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3.) Who has the power? 

4.) Who are the silenced voices? 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

Justice: Focuses on “laws, rights, 

policies, and the concept of democracy.”  

1.) Is there a law, right, or policy that 

relates to a particular case? 

2.)  If there is a law, right, or policy, 

should it be enforced? 

3.) And if there is not a law, right, or 

policy, should there be one? 

 

Scenario 1: “You call 911 you have the 

police come and you can 

put a child into a diversion program.” 

 

Scenario 2: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

Profession: Expects its leaders to 

formulate and examine their own 

professional codes of ethics in light of 

individual personal code of ethics, as well 

as standards set forth in the profession, 

and then calls on them to place students at 

the center of ethical decision-making 

process.” 

1.) What would the profession expect 

me to do? 

2.) What does the community expect 

me to do? 

3.) What should I do based on the best 

interests of the students, who may 

be diverse in their composition 

and their needs? 

 

Scenario 1: “He didn't have the intent to 

do it. So, I consider intent and I consider 

what's going to happen to this kid, if we if 

we follow the protocol.” 

 

 

Scenario 2: “To make sure that students’ 

academic needs are being met and social 

emotional needs are being met.” 

 

Community: These skills lead to a 

practice of moral leadership that is 

focused on interpersonal and group 

skills.” 

• Listening with respect. 

• Striving for knowing and 

understanding others. 

• Communicating effectively. 

• Working in teams. 

• Engaging in ongoing dialogue. 

• Creating forums that allows all 

voices to be heard. 

Scenario 1: Not directly mentioned in this 

scenario. 

 

Scenario 2: “Not directly mentioned in 

this scenario. 

 

 


