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ABSTRACT 
 
 

JAMES ANTHONY PLATTS 
THE ROLE OF ETHICS IN THE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT, ACADEMIC 
PREPARATION, AND DECISION-MAKING PROCESSES OF  
HIGH SCHOOL LEADERS  
Under the direction of OLIVIA BOGGS, Ed.D. 

 

This non-experimental quantitative study sought to examine high school 

principals’ perceptions of their academic preparation program, ethical philosophies, and 

actions related to leadership. A 26-item Principals’ Perception Related to Ethics survey 

that included an Ethical Trait chart and five open-ended questions used a five choice 

Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Agree to Strongly Disagree” for the respondents to 

choose from.  The instrument was sent to 247 high school principals who were active 

members of a professional secondary principal organization located in the southeastern 

portion of the United States with a return rate of 30%.  The study was guided by nine 

research questions using t-Test, analysis of variance (ANOVA), and Pearson correlation. 

Based on findings of the data analysis, none of the nine null hypotheses was 

rejected, due to lack of statistical significance. The instrument did reveal that respondents 

believe additional ethical training is needed for both new and veteran high school leaders. 

The survey items revealed that high school leaders are viewed as the ethical leaders

in the building and should represent the staff and students as such. Integrity and honesty 

were key traits/characteristics that the respondents felt all high school leaders should 
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possess. Along with integrity and honesty, the respondents felt high school leaders must 

discuss ethical issues in faculty meetings, create an ethical environment for all 

stakeholders, and hire new employees that share liked ethical viewpoints as the leaders. 

Several conclusions were drawn from this study that spoke to changes needed in public 

educational settings to train and retrain those in high school leadership positions. 

Recommendations were made to conduct this study nationally.
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY 

The first decades of the twenty-first century witnessed increased allegations of 

unethical behaviors among public school leaders, resulting in loss of professional 

licensure, criminal indictments, and prison sentences.  These incidents range from 

principals and superintendents failing to disclose income from vendors, accepting 

company-paid trips, having questionable consulting relationships, and being complicit in 

high-stakes test cheating (Borja, 2005; Saltman, 2015; Shapiro & Gross, 2013). The 

proposed study targeted these ethical lapses in judgment by examining the professional 

development, academic preparation, and decision-making processes of high school 

principals. Chapter 1 discussed the targeted problem, purpose of the study, research 

questions, theoretical framework, research design, limitations, delimitations, and 

potential significance of the findings.   

Background of the Problem 

As early as 350 BC, Aristotle wrote of the critical role of goodness and virtue in 

the daily lives of mankind. In Nicomachean Ethic, Aristotle stated, “…virtue is not 

merely a state in conformity with the right principle, but one that implies the right 

principle of goodness and virtue” (Aristotle, 350 BC, p. 165-6, lines 27-30). Scholars 

concur that Aristotle’s work represents an unwavering belief that moral and intellectual 

goodness are inseparable.   



2 

 

In spite of the admonishments of Aristotle and others, horrific lapses in ethical 

leadership have persisted throughout history in all disciplines, including government, 

religion, business, health care, and education. Four of the most reproachful failures in 

morality during the twentieth century include the 1932 Tuskegee Syphilis Study (Centers 

for Disease Control and Prevention, 2013); the 1939 German Concentration Camp 

experiments (Hamburg Institute for Social Research, 1999); the Venereal Disease Studies 

in Guatemala (Presidential Commission for the Study of Bioethical Issues, 2012) and 

Japan’s Unit 731 bombing of innocent Chinese cities for the development of biological 

weapons (Kristof, 1995). Persisting to the current day are government-sanctioned acts of 

genocide and ethnic cleansing (Gordon & Ram, 2016; Valentino, 2013).   In spite of 

widespread condemnation and outrage, little is known about why trusted leaders make 

decisions that are antithetical to basic standards of human decency, ethics, and morality. 

As early as the 1800s, scholars began documenting complex issues facing the 

unique concerns of normal schools (Seerley, 1893), African Americans (The School and 

Race Problems, 1890), Native American (The Indian School Problem, 1891), school 

boards (The School Board Problem, 1892), and many more.  These issues required 

educational leaders to make decisions and initiate policies that influenced educational 

practices over many generations. 

Cheating on High Stakes Tests 

Over the last twenty-five-years a number of charges have been brought against 

teachers and administrators related to cheating on high-stakes tests. These incidents have 

placed more pressure on American public schools to address issues of ethics in education.  

Some of the more high profile cases are herein discussed. 
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A 2011 investigation by the Georgia Bureau of Investigation (GBI) concluded 

that 44 of 56 public elementary schools in Atlanta cheated on the 2009 Criterion 

Referenced Competency Test (CRCT).  The GBI further found 178 teachers and 

principals changed test answers entered by students.  Most of the accused confessed to 

cheating and blamed "inordinate pressure" to meet targets set by district administrators 

and reported that they were threatened with dire consequences, including negative 

evaluation or termination, if they failed to comply (Sario, 2011). The former 

administrators were dismissed from their positions, stripped of their licensure, and 

convicted of racketeering with prison sentences ranging from 5 to 20 years. Indictments 

included the district superintendent who died prior to a verdict being rendered. While the 

Atlanta case is the most widespread in history, educators in other school districts have 

witnessed similar lapses in judgment resulting in cheating on tests (Office of the Fulton 

County District Attorney, 2013). 

In the state of California, investigators uncovered evidence of teacher cheating on 

the 1985-86 California Assessment Program test in Los Angeles Public Schools. The 

state ultimately closed the investigation without charges being brought (Los Angeles 

Times, 1988). During the 1999-2000 school year an internal investigation in New York 

City uncovered what was believed at the time to be one of the largest instances ever of 

teacher cheating. Thirty-two schools and 52 teachers and administrators were implicated 

in a lengthy investigation (Beckett, 2013). 

Another high profile incident was uncovered in Texas.  Beckett (2013) stated an 

investigation conducted by the Dallas Morning News found evidence of cheating at 

dozens of Texas schools and suspicious test scores in hundreds more. These cases of 
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misconduct in school districts throughout the country highlight the urgency for research 

related to the professional development, academic preparation, and ethical decision-

making of educators and administrators. 

Implications for Educational Leadership 

Each year, practicing school leaders face the potential of losing their professional 

positions due to ethical missteps (Gregory, 2010).  Weaver (2007) stated that school 

leaders should avoid inappropriate relationships that can be a cause for termination. 

Surface (2009) claimed that ethical dilemmas of school leaders have created a myriad of 

problems for public schools. McWhirter (2015) stated principals in Atlanta were accused, 

tried, and convicted with academic dishonesty in the Atlanta standardized test cheating 

scandal.  

As the duties of managing a school become more demanding by federal, state, and 

organizational requirements, many school leaders bear the enormous pressure of making 

decisions that may affect all stakeholders of the school and community (Council of Chief 

State School Officers, 2008: Dempster & Berry, 2003). Even as these pressures mount, 

school leaders’ moral values must be consistent with their ethical training (Kaminsky, 

2013). When the behavior of a school leader is considered the opposite of moral, his or 

her accountability comes into question and his or her abilities to follow ethical standards 

become controversial in the sight of others (Glanz, 2006; Kocabas & Karakose, 2009). . 

Studies suggest that school leaders can practice and learn ethical decision-making, 

but the leaders must preface this new skill by knowing and understanding the premise of 

ethical principles (Pardo & Siemens, 2014; Winston & Bahnaman, 2008). These 

principles should be taught early in preparation programs to offer opportunities to 
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enhance the learning experience (Cooper, 1998; Kidder, 2009; Nash, 1989).  Kouzes and 

Posner (2007) argued that school leaders may not need the administrative science of 

finance or human resources, but without ethical development, both the school and its 

school leader fail. 

Bass and Steidlmeier (1999) and Kanungo (2001) said effective leadership must 

be based on ethical foundations. In a study on leadership and ethics, Trevino, Hartman, 

and Brown (2000) stated leaders consistently demonstrate visible moral actions and 

behaviors that extend beyond mere words or intent.  Their research supported that 

effective leadership is connected to honesty, integrity, and trustworthiness (Brown & 

Trevino, 2006). 

Northouse (2013) suggested there are five fundamental behaviors of ethical 

leaders that can be helpful to school administrators:  respect for others, service to others, 

showing justice, manifesting honesty, and building community.  Although moral 

authority is significant for school leaders to learn and know, there is no clear evidence of 

its practice in America’s schools (Gregory, 2010).  Johnson (2009) posited ethical 

awareness encompasses ethical reasoning and ethical decision making which provides 

school leaders with ethical leadership tools to build more content into school 

administration. Strike, Haller, and Stolis (2005) stated morality is at the heart of a school 

leader’s job. Kouzes and Posner (2007) agreed a school leader cannot lead ethically 

unless each is ethically trained.  

There has been a recent rash of unethical behaviors by school leaders making the 

headlines in the national news (Blinder, 2014; Freeman, 2015; McGuire, 2013). When 

school leaders’ actions are contrary to the code of ethics, integrity, or the standards of 
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character, unethical behaviors are exhibited (Chandler, 2009).  The following examples 

of unethical decision-making by high school leaders are a glimpse of what has been 

reported in recent news articles across the nation.  

Research conducted by the National Center for Fair & Open Testing documents 

increasing incidents of unethical choices made by school superintendents and principals.  

Between 2009 and 2014, Hines (2014) found documented occurrences of school 

administrators and teachers cheating and manipulating high stakes test scores in 39 states.   

Further, Hines (2014) identified over 60 methods employed by school administrators and 

teachers to influence student scores on critical tests.  

Incidents of administrator misconduct were not limited to testing violations.  A 

seven-month Associated Press review of disciplinary records in all 50 states and the 

District of Columbia found more 2,570 cases of administrator and teacher sexual 

misconduct between 2001 and 2005. Children and teens were the victims in at least 1,801 

of these cases, and more than 80 percent of those were students. Further, 50% of the 

educators accused were convicted of crimes related to their misconduct (Associated 

Press, 2007). 

Statement of the Problem 

The aforementioned occurrences of misconduct involving testing violations, 

sexual transgressions, and other violations of trust provide documentation of a critical 

problem that plagues too many public school districts.  These incidents indicated a need 

for school leaders to follow and communicate standards of excellence and high moral 

character.  
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As an initiative to help more states improve their educational programs and 

policies, President Obama enacted his Race to the Top Initiative in 2009 to provide states 

with more revenue to impact student achievement (Howell, 2015). Millions of dollars 

were distributed to states who applied for the initiative through the American Recovery 

and Reinvestment Act of 2009.  The initiative was rolled out into three distinct phases: 

Phase I where the winners received more than 500 to 120 million dollars to support 

educational innovations (Howell, 2015). Phase II much like Phase I also evaluated states 

on their needs and were also awarded millions of dollars. Phase III also allowed 

applicants to continue to re-apply for the grants. This initiative is said to have been 

partially responsible for raising the amount of reform policies for a national educational 

movement. 

Even with the adaption of the Race to the Top Initiative, several school leaders 

that did not win any money were still faced with the task of raising student achievement. 

Researchers have determined that the abuse of power and position has led many school 

leaders to commit unethical acts (Willis, 2011).  Ultimately, unethical decisions to inflate 

student test scores had devastating consequences for children who were denied the 

benefits of tutoring or remediation in reading (Nelson-Royes & Reglin, 2011), 

mathematics (Smith, Cobb, Faran, Corday, & Munter, 2013) and other disciplines.  

Further, the professional lives of teachers and administrators who were found to be 

complicit in such schemes lost their teaching credentials and in many instances found 

themselves convicted of felonies and sentenced to prison (Winerip, Severson, & Brown 

(2013). 
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Purpose of the Study 

The proposed study assessed the ethical perceptions of principals in four areas:  

(a) professional preparation, (b) ethical philosophy, (c) leadership actions, and (d) ethical 

traits.  Further, the research determined if these perceptions correlated to principal’s 

gender, certification level, and years of experience.  Finally, the study assessed 

principals’ views on the extent to which their leadership preparation programs adequately 

equipped them for ethical decision making required of school principals. 

Research Questions 

The study was guided by nine research questions.   

1. Is there a statistically significant difference between male and female high school 

principals’ mean perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate leadership course 

preparation in the field of ethics?   

2. Is there a statistically significant difference between male and female high school 

principals’ mean perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies?  

3. Is there a statistically significant difference between male and female high school 

principals’ perceptions of their leadership actions?  

4. Is there a statistically significant difference, based on level of certification, of high 

school principals’ mean perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate leadership 

course preparation in the field of ethics?  

5. Is there a statistically significant difference, based on level of certification, of high 

school principals’ mean perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies?  

6. Is there a statistically significant difference, based on level of certification, principals’ 

mean perceptions of their leadership actions?  
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7. Is there a statistically significant correlation between high school principals’ years of 

experience as an administrator and perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate 

leadership course preparation in the field of ethics? 

8. Is there a statistically significant correlation between high school principals’ years of 

experience and perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies?  

9. Is there a statistically significant correlation between high school principals’ years of 

experience and perceptions of their leadership actions?  

Procedures 

The study followed a set of protocols necessary to conduct the research. These 

included selecting an appropriate setting and sample, gaining permission, selecting an 

appropriate instrument for data collection.  Each of these is discussed in this section. 

Setting and Sample 

The setting for the study will be a southeastern state that has experienced 

significant reports of gross ethical lapses among school leaders.  A representative sample 

of currently serving high school principals will be selected and asked to participate in the 

study. Participants will be chosen from a population of approximately 1,200 principals, 

assistant principals, and other school leaders listed in a state professional education 

organization. The frequency of incidents noted in the literature of violations by high 

school leaders is the reason the sample for this study was restricted to high school 

principals.  

Permission 

Before the collection of data, the researcher obtained permission from the 

Institutional Review Boards (IRB) of Mercer University and the participating secondary 
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principal organization to conduct the research needed. The researcher was given approval 

from his dissertation committee to seek permission from Dr. Hughes to utilize her survey 

instrument (see Appendix A).  The survey created by Dr. Hughes is being used in this 

study because it addressed the same issues of ethical leadership violations in the literature 

but through the lens of elementary school leaders. This survey was used for this study as 

a result of nationwide ethical violations experienced by public high school leaders to help 

reduce the incidents from occurring or reoccurring.  Her letter of approval was granted 

(see Appendix B). Upon approval from the Mercer IRB, the survey was sent to high 

school leaders in the sample to collect their perspectives by using the list-serve from a 

secondary principal organization. 

Instrument and Data Collection 

The Principals’ Perceptions Relating to Ethics Survey (Hughes, 2006) was 

distributed to these school administrators to gauge their perceptions of four areas of 

ethical leadership (Hughes, 2006): (a) Preparation in the Field of Ethics, (b) Ethical 

Philosophy, and (c) Actions Related to Leadership.  The instrument used a Likert-type 

scale with choices ranging from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” (Creswell, 

2003).  Hughes (2006) created the survey to determine if ethics training and school 

leadership were items of concern for elementary principals in Georgia. Permission was 

requested and granted by Dr. Hughes to amend the open-ended questions of the survey to 

allow respondents to share additional information relative to their ethical preparation. 

(See Appendix). Surveys were sent electronically to participants using Survey Monkey. 

Data Analysis 
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The researcher analyzed the data using the three categorical classifications: (a) 

preparation in the field of ethics, (b) ethical philosophy, and (c) actions related to 

leadership. Further, an ethical trait chart, demographic classifications of gender, level of 

education, and years of experience was used. Upon receipt of the returned surveys, data 

was analyzed using SPSS to address each of the nine research questions.  Questions 1 

through 3 used a t-test to determine if there were significant differences in mean 

responses based on gender.  Questions 4 through 6 used Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) 

to determine if there were differences in mean responses based on type of leadership 

certification.  Questions 7 through 9 used Pearson Correlation to determine if responses 

were related to years of experience. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework was essential to conceptualizing and addressing the 

research problem. It provided a lens through which the problem was clarified and 

explained. The theoretical framework of this study used an ethical theory called 

Normative Ethic (Northouse, 2013).  Applied, meta-ethics, and normative ethics, the 

latter being the focus of this study, are distinct ethical theories used in discussion of 

ethics and leadership (Ethics, nd). Normative ethics, according to Northouse (2013), 

consisted of three domains: teleological, deontological, and virtue-ethics.  He added that 

when studying the topic of ethics that it should be broken down into two broad domains: 

theories of a leader’s conduct and theories of a leader’s character.  Expressed in simpler 

terms, Northouse  (2013) said that these theories addressed the actions of leaders and who 

the leaders are as people.   
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This model of the Normative Ethic Theory represented the conduct, duty, and 

character theories which are found in the three domains mentioned above: Teleological, 

formed from the Greek word “telos” which means “end” or “purposes” aligned with the 

leader’s conduct and often used to answer the question “What is right?” and looking at 

the outcomes or result (Northouse, 2013).  Deontological, from the Greek word “deos” 

which means “duty” and proven to answer the question “Is it good?” and is the action 

itself good.  Virtue-ethics, derived from Greek philosophers Aristotle and Plato, gave 

more meaning to the leader’s development of moral values (Northouse, 2013).  This 

study utilized the literature surrounding consequences of a leader’s action and those that 

emphasized the rules or duty that governed the leaders as well as the literature that 

discussed the leaders’ character (Northouse, 2013).   As normative ethics and ethics in 

general helped to establish organizational values, Gini (1998) said, “All leaders have an 

agenda, a series of beliefs, proposals, values, ideas, and issues that they wish to ‘put on 

the table” (p. 36). 

Significance of the Study 

In the wake of incidents of ethical violations found in P-12 education, the findings 

of the proposed study are of great significance to school leaders and leadership 

preparation programs. The literature on ethics may be enhanced by this study as it 

endeavors to answer the question is more ethical development needed for high school 

leaders. The findings of this study provided insights on the effects new ethical training 

have on new school leaders.  This study provided support to the claim that the school 

leader’s reasoning should be linked directly to his or her ethical training (McLeod, 2011). 
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Delimitations and Limitations 

A delimitation imposed by the researcher is that the study is restricted to high 

school building level leaders in a particular region of the United States. The researcher   

chose to use only school leaders in the southeast. 

A limitation of the study is that participants may have felt that the survey 

questions are too personal to complete it in its entirety. The survey to the participants is 

voluntary and school leaders have the option to complete the survey or not.  

Definitions of Terms 

The following terms were used in this study: 

Analysis of Variance or ANOVA is a statistical analysis used in SPSS to assess the 

differences between groups.  

Character is the aggregate of features and traits that form the individual nature of some 

person or thing.  

Dilemma is any situation requiring a choice between equally undesirable alternatives.  

Ethics is a branch of philosophy dealing with values relating to human conduct with 

respect to the rightness and wrongness of certain actions. 

Ethical Leadership is leadership whose decisions are made ethically with respect to the 

rightness or wrongness of certain actions. 

External Stimuli is any outside factor that evokes a change of thought or rationale for 

doing something. 

Immoral is not conforming to the patterns of conduct usually accepted or established as 

consistent with principles of personal and social ethics. 

Integrity is adherence to moral and ethical principles. 
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Morality is conforming to the rules of right conduct. 

Pearson Correlation is a statistical analysis used in SPSS that measures relationships 

between variables. 

School Leader is a person in authority of the daily operations of a school. 

Significance is a term used in quantitative research that measures whether or not the level 

of importance is present. 

t-test is a statistical analysis used in SPSS to compare means scores. 

Unethical behavior is behavior that shows the unwillingness to adhere to the proper rules 

of conduct.                                                                                                                                                                                         

Summary 

 This study intended to identify the ethical training coursework and practical 

experiences of high school leaders to determine their views on the effectiveness of their 

professional ethical preparation.  Further, the study seek to assess principals’ views on   

ethical decision-making practices and professional preparation. In the introduction, 

several studies were offered that have dealt with unethical behavior of school leaders. 

With the many duties and responsibilities school leaders face, it is often difficult at best 

to make ethical decision each time a decision has to be made.  

Many early businesses created an ethics code that is used in public schools today. 

Researchers have focused much of their attention of the process of ethical behavior, but 

very little research can be found to explain principals’ views on the role of professional 

preparation on ethical decision-making process of high school leaders.  

The purpose of this study was to assess the perceptions of school leaders’ ethical 

preparation, philosophies, and actions related to ethics on the leaders’ ethical decision-



15 

 

making process. The literature surrounding school leaders argued morality is important to 

the involvement of its members in any organization (Etzioni, 1975). Normative ethics 

was used as a theoretical framework to analyze  a leader's conduct, duty, and character. 

This chapter presented an overview of the study through description of the 

background, purpose, approach, significance, delimitations and limitations, and 

vocabulary of the research.  Chapter 2 constructed the theoretical framework of the study 

through a review of literature related to the research questions and the topic of ethical 

leadership.   

 



 

16 

 

CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

The literature reviewed includes current and past studies on the related to ethics in 

school leadership.  The review allowed the researcher to explore the scholarly literature 

regarding school leaders’ ethical preparedness, conduct, duty, and character. Further, the 

literature review assisted in placing the study in historical and theoretical context. 

In research regarding ethics, moral principles can also be examined. Ethics is 

about doing what is right as it refers to integrity, honesty, and morality (Brown & 

Trevino, 2006). This literature review is concerned with the latter, although ethics will be 

defined and analyzed throughout this chapter. The review of literature in this study 

concerned itself with the professional ethical preparedness, ethical philosophy, and 

actions related to leadership of school leaders. 

 The literature review examined ethical philosophies of the past and how their 

research has influenced the philosophies presented in this study. The researcher analyzed 

the current research to ascertain the characteristics of ethical preparedness of school 

leaders. The literature in this study began with the ethical preparedness of school leaders, 

philosophies of ethics, ethical leadership, and research regarding ethical dilemmas of 

school leaders. This chapter focused on literature to add depth in the knowledge of the 

importance of school leaders’ academic preparation in graduate programs.   

 Several citations may be considered out of date, but they are relevant to the formation of 

the theoretical framework. Using the Normative Ethical theory of Consequentialism, the 
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researcher determined if school leaders’ conduct, duty, and character align with the 

process of moral and ethical decision-making. 

Ancient Ethics 

In Ancient Greek, the term ethos meant a word similar to our modern day term for 

ethical conduct or character (Gordon, 2013). Gordon stated ethical reasoning in the 

classic and Hellenistic periods of Antiquity was the most important philosophical school 

of thought on ethical conduct or character. Gordon (2013) posited ancient ethics was 

primarily focused on the good or virtuous life as outlined in ethical virtues. The 

individualized virtue ethics of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans, and Stoics were 

all concerned with a person becoming a better person through some sort of self-

improvement (Ethical Realism, 2010). 

Socrates believed that pure knowledge is a virtue and that virtues lead to 

happiness (Ethical Realism, 2010). He thought a person’s belief system of what is right 

and wrong had an effect on their decision-making. One particular fact about Socrates was 

that he assumed there was a unity of virtues; that is, if a person had one virtue, that 

person would have them all (Ethical Realism, 2010). 

Plato believed that every person had three distinct entities inside: the emotions, 

the intellect, and the appetites (Ethical Realism, 2010). He thought that every person 

possessed the emotions to become self-motivated, the intellect to learn new things, and an 

appetite to inform a person when he or she wanted or needed something (Ethical Realism, 

2010). Plato was convinced that intellectuals could use their emotions to self-motivate to 

do whatever they desired, while non-intellect would use their emotions to over-indulge 

their appetites (Ethical Realism, 2010).  Plato helped the world to understand personal 
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dilemmas. He blamed this on our emotions and appetites being aligned together (Ethical 

Realism, 2010). 

Aristotle is believed to be the most prominent virtue-ethics philosopher of ancient 

ethics and he remains a vital and authoritative teacher of ethics today (Gordon, 2013). 

Although his Nicomachean Ethics is his most noted work, in his Eudemian Ethics, 

Aristotle referred to being happy as the highest good. He claimed that it was the life goal 

to which everyone should strive to achieve (Gordon, 2013). Aristotle believed that human 

beings had a certain function of reasoning and that reasoning is predicated on the 

disposition of each person (Gordon, 2013). 

Ethical Realism (2010) says it like this, happiness is derived from the proper 

object of virtue and all people become wiser through the practice of that virtue. He 

concluded in his discovery of happiness that morality must have a goal or primary value. 

With this thought of the pursuit of happiness as the goal, Aristotle helped the world to 

understand why we can be motivated to be virtuous and how to become wise through 

habit (Ethical Realism, 2010). 

Gordon (2013) and Ethical Realism (2010) agree that if a person’s actions are 

good or right and performed continually and practiced religiously, those actions become a 

habit and that person virtuous. Gordon delves deeper into Aristotle’s virtue-ethics as he 

expounds on his action-oriented virtue-ethics, practical wisdom, and intrinsic values of 

the virtues. In his action-oriented virtue-ethics, Aristotle explained how although a 

virtuous person must make it a habit to practice virtue, that same person is governed by 

ethical guidelines. Practical Wisdom says Gordon relates to ethical reasoning and 

decision-making skills instead of solely relying on a single virtue-ethics.  Stanford 
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Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2012) says that practical wisdom is the knowledge to speak 

the truth regardless of how painful for the betterment of the person receiving the truth. 

Finally, the intrinsic value of the virtues entailed a less important role where the goal of 

living a good life is the goal (Gordon, 2013). 

The Epicureans who shared similar views as Aristotle agreed that virtue-ethics 

was needed to receive the true values of life. Ethical Realism (2010) says Epicurean 

value positive emotion and intellectual virtues more than the thought of pain and 

suffering. Their focus was on spiritual mediation as a way to avoid thoughts of suffering 

and allowed them time to concentrate of intellectual pleasures instead of superficial 

physical ones (Ethical Realism, 2010). 

Stoics who formed their moral philosophy from Socrates also believed in 

happiness as the goal to life. Stoics were also influenced by Aristotle’s thought of virtue’s 

purpose of receiving or attaining value (Ethical Realism, 2010). Stoics found that virtue 

by itself was the most important goal. They believed that the emotions and actions of a 

person were influenced by that person’s thoughts and beliefs. All of the virtue-ethics 

from Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, the Epicureans, and Stoics lack some popularity among 

modern philosophers, but their place in history is indispensable (Ethical Realism, 2010).  

Gordon (2013) asserts a difference between ethics and morality in regards to 

Antiquity. He states that even Aristotle and Plato may not have truly been focused on 

morality in their early works. Annas (1992) posits “whether ancient scholars such as 

Plato and Aristotle as well as the Stoics and Epicureans were really talking about 

morality at all, since their main focus is limited to the agent’s happiness, which 

obviously, does not sound much like morality” (119). Gordon (2013) adds morality by 
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today’s standards is centered on the interest of others and deontological limitations. 

Morality, says Gordon, is about meeting certain standards of life, not living a good life.  

Gordon (2013) states the term morality may have originated from the adjective form of 

the Greek term ethikos and translated with the Latin adjective form of moralis to describe 

a person’s habit or customs. 

Ethics, morals, character, honesty, and integrity may all be related terms that are 

defined as the virtues that lay the foundation of the essence of an individual (Ibrahim, 

2009). Professional integrity is defined as the extent to which a person follows the code 

of ethics in professional life and school leaders are those individuals making those 

decisions (Halfon, 1989). Those making decisions that affect the lives of others are 

responsible for ensuring that they are made ethically and morally and with the utmost 

integrity. 

 Leadership, effective leadership, does not exist without integrity and integrity is 

important for long term success in any organization (Patterson, 2009). Integrity creates 

trust and provides communication that is necessary to succeed. When a school leader is 

dishonest or bereft of morals, organizations are brought to grief (Burden, 2010). 

School leaders must utilize their morals and integrity to ensure fairness in any 

situation (Burden, 2010). As scandals continue to rise among school leaders, they are 

faced with integrity deficit disorders and a leader without integrity is a danger to him or 

her and those who follow him or her (Nurse, 2009; Oxley, 2011). 

Theoretical Framework 

 The question of what is ethics has been a topic of interest as early as the days of 

Plato (427-347 b. c.) and Aristotle (384-322 b. c.)  (Northouse, 2013).  Its definition is 
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attributed to the Greek term ethos which has been translated to mean customs, conduct, or 

character. In the study of ethics and leadership, ethical theories can be divided into three 

distinct types: meta-ethics, applied, and this study’s focus on normative ethics (Ethics, 

n.d.).  While ethical theories may deal with two domains of conduct/ duty and character, 

normative ethics have three broad theories: teleological, deontological, and virtue ethics 

which was discussed in a previous section (Northouse, 2013). Baugher and Weisbord 

(2009) counters with normative ethics has two main categories: the consequences of an 

action (teleological), and a concern to follow rules (deontological). As leadership may 

focus on the leader’s conduct and character, an examination of that conduct and character 

should be observed through the lens of teleological and deontological ethics.  

Northouse (2013) states the term teleological was derived from the Greek term 

telos, which translates to mean end or purpose. Northouse says teleological ethics 

answers the question of what is right by looking at the consequences of one’s actions or 

conduct. Baugher and Weisbord (2009) and Northouse (2013) agree that the ethical 

behavior of school leaders should be examined through their actions and ability to follow 

rules. There are three distinct teleological theories: egoism, altruism, and utilitarianism. 

Egoism 

Ethical egoism, according to Baugher and Weisbord (2009) is the concern of what 

is good for self. Northouse (2013) points out while ethical egoism shows a great deal of 

concern for self-interest, it has a very low concern for the interest of others. Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy (2002) agrees that ethical egoism is centered on the claim of 

any action being morally right to increase or maximize self is right. Baugher and 

Weisbord (2009) offer insights to understanding that ethical egoism exists in social 
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consequences. In social consequences, Baugher and Weisbord report “suffering and 

social dislocation are the price for progress, self-interest is good for society, and social 

progress is the unintended side effect of the pursuit of economic self-interest, not the 

result of social-activist corporations” (p. 7).  

 A prominent advocate of ethical egoism was Thomas Hobbes who strived to 

better understand how the individual work (Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2009).  

In his philosophical writings, Hobbes, in his most noted work, Leviathan, wrote about 

how the individual works in regards to senses, reason, knowledge, imagination, and 

passions (SEP, 2009).  Hobbes was best known as a psychological egoist and believed 

that all of our actions are selfishly motivated (Ethics, n. d.). Hobbes created the social 

contract theory that claims that it is better to selfishly live in a world with moral rules 

than not, so the selfish whims of others are not thrusted upon us (Ethics, n. d.). Even as 

psychological egoism maintains that selfish interest are motivated by all human actions, 

Joseph Butler, a psychological altruist, maintains that some of our actions although 

selfish in nature are motivated by instinctive benevolence (Ethics, n. d.). 

Altruism 

Altruism says Northouse (2013) is the opposite of egoism and concerns itself with 

the moral actions of helping others without any self-interest at all. Altruism, a second 

teleological approach to ethics, was studied by Joseph Butler, a psychological altruist, 

who provided a framework for moral philosophy by his belief of human nature (Stanford 

Encyclopedia of Philosophy, 2012). Butler was one of the first philosophers to argue that 

self-love and benevolence support one another when properly understood (SEP, 2012). 



23 

 

 As a Bishop in the Church of England, Butler’s sermons focused primarily on 

self-deceptive behavior, the good of giving to others, the importance of forgiveness, and 

compassion of all humans (SEP, 2012). His sermons created his most noted work, 

Analogy of Religion, where he would recount his stance on human nature. Human nature, 

as compared to Butler’s analogy of the inside pieces of a clock, is a set of principles that 

work together to create a common end (SEP, 2012). His works on the conscience and 

passions were important constituents for human nature and he believed self-love and 

benevolence were constituents as well (SEP, 2012).  Butler thought of Hobbes’ 

psychological egoism as the selfish theory and that the theory did not distinguish the 

differences between principles and passions. Although Butler felt that self-love could be 

a general interest for securing happiness, he stood firm in his belief that benevolence for 

one another could make people happy and could exist even with self-interest (SEP, 

2012). In one of his sermons, Sermon V, Butler noted that self-interest if mixed with 

benevolent motivation will give rise to benevolent and compassionate actions. In his 

thoughts on character, Butler believed that a person who displayed benevolence in nature 

would be happy and that person’s character would encompass all of the virtues. (SEP, 

2012).  

Utilitarianism 

Utilitarianism, the third teleological approach to ethics and the focus of this study, 

is a paradigm of consequentialism and this theory is focused on the moral rightness of 

consequences or actions (SEP, 2003). Gordon (2013) says Jeremy Bentham and John 

Stuart Mills are the founders of utilitarianism and that it was their understanding of utility 

that made it possible to be seen as a standard of evaluation in ethical reasoning and 
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decision-making. Although Bentham and Mills are considered the founders of 

utilitarianism, their views on utility differed. Bentham believed the amount of pain and 

pleasure that a person received could be measured by a hedonist calculation to determine 

the unity of the actions that caused it (Gordon, 2013). Mills claimed that hedonistic 

calculations were questionable and argued that there is a distinction between mental and 

physical pleasures. Bentham created a theory called a radical quantitative hedonism 

which focused on receiving pleasure from simple life experiences. Mills created a theory 

called a qualitative hedonism which focused on the high and low qualities of pleasures 

felt through experiencing both levels (Gordon, 2013). As a result of the Classic 

utilitarianism developed by Bentham and Mills, many different utilitarian theories 

evolved which all follow four main aspects: the consequence principle, happiness, 

greatest happiness principle, and maximizing (Gordon, 2013). 

The consequence principle is more concerned with the consequences of an action 

than the action itself (Gordon, 2013). This aspect of utilitarianism says that the moral 

worth of any action is determined by its outcome. Happiness is the aspect of 

utilitarianism that says happiness is the ultimate goal of life and it has four unique parts: 

the promotion of pleasure, how to avoid pain, the obtainment of desires, and meeting the 

objectives of well-being (Gordon, 2013). The greatest happiness principle is a universal 

utilitarianism thought of the greatest happiness for the greatest number of people. The 

final aspect of utilitarianism is maximising and although altruistic in nature, it reflects the 

amount of utility that should be maximized in regards to sentient beings affected by an 

action (Gordon, 2013). 
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As utilitarian theories evolved, new theories with methodological differences 

were created: Act and Rule Utilitarianism (Gordon, 2013). Act utilitarianism or 

consequentialism outlines the principle of utility is applied to particular actions. In act 

consequentialism, the moral qualities of actions are depended on the consequences of 

those actions (SEP, 2003). Rule utilitarianism or consequentialism outlines the principle   

of moral rightness depends on the consequences of the rule. In rule consequentialism, the 

moral qualities of actions are depended on the consequences of something other than the 

action and suggest that since a rule is abstract in nature that by itself there is no 

consequences (SEP, 2003).  

Deontological Ethics 

Northouse (2013) stated in opposition to consequentialism and its principles of 

acts and rules as the means to an end was deontological ethics, which is focused on 

whether the act itself is good. Deontology is derived from the Greek term deos, it is 

translated to mean duty. Northouse posited character traits should be innate and are 

independent of any consequences. According to Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy 

(2007), deontology is a normative ethical theory that determines which choices made are 

necessary, prohibited or tolerated. This theory focused on the leader’s actions and the 

moral obligation that he or she has to the right thing (Northouse, 2013). Schumann (2001) 

agreed that a leader’s actions are only moral if the leader has the moral right to perform 

them and that moral right does not interfere with the rights of others. 

One prominent figure of deontological ethics is its founder Immanuel Kant and 

his belief to obey the duties of morality is one of the most respected ethical theory still in 

existence (Gordon, 2013). Kant’s deontological ethics is noted in his works: Groundwork 
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of the Metaphysics of Morals, Critique of Practical Reason, and Metaphysics of Morals. 

His Categorical Imperative, a maxim, explained whether or not actions have moral 

worth. Gordon (2013) says a maxim is described as a rule that tells people how to act in 

given situations. 

Kant believed that principles that could become universalized were to be acted 

upon and could be considered valid (Gordon, 2013). Kant’s deontological ethical theory 

can be considered universal in nature because it described the moral duties and 

obligations as it refers to rational beings, not just human beings (Gordon, 2013). Kant 

believed that morality was not based on emotions, personal interests, or conscience, but 

through pure reasoning. Kant’s pure practical reasoning determined morally what needs 

to be done without personal desires or empirical factors (Gordon, 2013). 

Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development 

Following in the psychological footsteps of Jean Piaget, Kohlberg expanded one 

of the best known theories of moral development into a continual process that occurs 

throughout a person’s life (Cherry, 2007).   In an analysis of Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral 

Development, the theory reflects on six stages of moral judgment which are arranged in 

an ascending order which adds complexity and differentiation to each new stage. This 

theory has new stages that emerge from previous stages (Harkness, Edwards, & Super, 

1981). Kohlberg created the foundation for the assertion of the universalism of the 

principle of justice (Rawls, 1994).  Kohlberg is primarily concerned with the concept of 

justice. Although other factors such as compassion, caring, and other interpersonal 

feelings play a part in moral reasoning, school leaders must encompass all of them.  

School leaders as professionals wear the moral robes of justice daily in their decision 
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making. Kohlberg’s theory was made evident by this question he posed to himself:  

“When is it permissible to be involved with violent means for supposedly just means?” 

(Kohlberg, 1981, p. xii). This reference to Kohlberg’s theory of moral development is 

relevant as it outlines the major premise of how the theory is employed. In a study 

performed in 1981, Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development was critically reexamined 

as biased and ethnocentric because the stages were originally derived from interviews of 

only male subjects (Harkness, Edwards, & Super, 1981).  Puka (1994) says the field of 

cognitive development “focuses most on how we think about these ethical issues (using 

our cognitive competencies) and how we act as a result” (p.7). Kohlberg’s theory 

examines the moral self and how the stages of development explain the right and wrong 

of individuals (McLeod, 2011).  

Kohlberg’s stages of moral development represent successive steps in thinking 

about right and wrong that everyone experiences. Each stage builds on the preceding 

step. Thus, reaching the stage 6, the highest level of morality, is contingent upon having 

successfully negotiated previous stages.  According to Kohlberg (1984), people who find 

themselves “stuck” at lower stages have more complications with making moral 

decisions.  Thus, a person who is at stage 3 and focusing on meeting the expectations of 

others might find it difficult to negotiate higher stages of morality when making 

decisions. 

This literature reviewed the third of these levels and its first stage: Sense of 

democracy and relativity of rules.  Kohlberg says that this stage of moral development is 

acquired by a minority of adults and is usually reached after the age of 20 years old. 

Individuals at this level understand the rules of society and when they view conflicts 
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between moral principles and the rules of society, they often side with moral principles 

over society’s rules (Cortese, 1994).  In stage 5, individuals have a clear understanding of 

personal opinions and values and these individuals in authority have laws, rules, and 

regulations that are not always obeyed. This stage states that rules exit for everyone and 

those who choose to break the rules do so at their own risk (Cherry, 2007).  This stage 

speaks to individuals who make judgments based on self-chosen principles while moral 

reasoning is based on laws and justice. 

Ethics and Principal Preparation Programs 

Rebore (2004) states ethics is about examining human behavior through the lens 

of what is right and wrong.  An ethical school leader is defined as “one who, in the face 

of  diversity, ambiguity, and challenge reflects on what is right by some set standard or 

code and acts in a rational and caring manner to realize problems and conduct business” 

(Lumenberg & Irby, 2006 p. 346).  Lashway (in Smith & Piele, 2006) states people can 

lead without teaching all subjects, but no leader can lead an ethical school without being 

ethical. The Educational Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC) established in 1996 

addresses its standard five about principal preparation programs in these words, 

“Candidates who complete the program are educational leaders who have the knowledge 

and ability to promote the success of all students by acting with integrity, fairly, and in an 

ethical manner” (p. 119).  As education continues to be doomed by principals who have 

been caught in ethical dilemmas, ethics training and school administration is more 

important than ever (Young, 2009).  

  Although moral authority is significant for school leaders to learn and know, 

there is no clear evidence of its practice in America’s schools (Gregory, 2010).  Ethics 
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and other ethical courses should be taught in preparation programs in universities in 

America (Strike, Haller, & Stolis, 2005). Strike et al. (2005) state one reason why ethical 

leadership is not taught in universities is that the Principalship as a content does not 

concentrate on ethics, values, or morals. Research suggests that principal preparation 

programs are theoretical at best and unrelated to the daily demands of the Principalship 

(Hale & Moorman, 2003). 

 Johnson (2009) states ethical awareness encompasses ethical reasoning and 

ethical decision making which provides school leaders with ethical leadership tools to 

build more content into the science of school administration. Strike et al., (2005) state 

that morality is at the heart of a school leader’s job. School leaders can practice and learn 

ethical decision-making, but the leaders must preface this new skill first by knowing and 

understanding the premise of ethical principles. These principles should be taught early in 

preparation programs to offer opportunities to enhance the learning experience (Cooper, 

1998; Kidder, 2009; Nash, 1989).  Kouzes and Posner (2007) argue that school leaders 

may not need the administrative science of finance or human resources, but without 

ethical development, both the school and its school leader fail. Kouzes and Posner (2007) 

agree a school leader cannot lead ethically unless each is familiar with his or her core 

values.  

In a mixed method study on the importance of the  Interstate School Leaders 

Licensure  Consortium (ISLLC) standards, 379 school preparation programs were 

surveyed and interviewed and the findings state that more attention should be given to 

Standard five: acting with integrity, fairness, and ethics (Machado & Cline, 2010). 

Machado and Cline (2010) state that school systems today are more inclined to be more 
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inclusive and diverse that systems 50 years old that principal preparation programs 

should be more aligned with ISLLC standards four, five, and six. Since licensure 

requirements can be mandated by the state and programs formatted to those requirements, 

the licensure of principal preparation programs may or may not include courses designed 

specifically to ethics (Larsen & Derrington, 2012). 

Whether states decide to create dedicated ethical course work or whether it is 

embedded into the traits of ethical behavior or moral character, some consideration of 

ethical training should be the focus or aim within the programs (Evans, 2007; Fullan, 

2001; Sergiovanni, 2007; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005; Starratt, 1994; Strike, Haller, & 

Stolis, 2005; Tshumann-Moran, 2007; Willower & Licata, 1997). Klocko and Kirby 

(2010) coined standard five: acting with integrity, fairness, and ethics as the ethical 

leader standard.  

Walker and Green (2006) note that almost every administration program in the 

United States included ethics education as a part of their curriculum for both elementary 

and secondary schools. Many administration preparation programs in the United States 

use the textbook designed by Strike, Hollis, and Stolis (2005) and students were 

introduced firsthand to the theoretical framework for making ethical decisions. Wilkens 

(1995) argues when ethical decisions are made, they are made in connection to a theory 

or moral development.  In 1997, approximately 60% of preparation programs for school 

leaders existed (Beck & Murphy, 1997). Today, ethical training preparation courses are 

offered in over 90% of graduate programs.  

Leadership in its moral or ethical dimensions has increased emphasis in current 

literature (Cranston, Ehrich, & Kimber, 2004; Strike, 2003; Gorman & Pauken, 2003).  
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The ISLLC (Interstate School Leaders Licensure Consortium) Standards have served as 

the benchmark for school administration programs (ISLLC, 1996).  In this literature, 

special attention will be placed on Standard 5: acting with integrity, fairness, and ethics.  

Klocko and Kirby (2010) add: “A school administrator is an educational leader who 

promotes the success of all students by acting with integrity, fairness, and in an ethical 

manner” (p. 41).  Machado and Cline (2010) concluded more emphasis should be placed 

on incorporating standard 5, dubbed the ethical leader standard, into educational 

preparedness programs.  In the sense of school preparation programs across the United 

States, Standard 5 can be observed being breached the most. Axtman (2005) reports: 

Other parts of the country are not immune. From Boston to Florida to California, 

school districts have been investigating claims that educators are providing students with 

answers, changing answers after the test is over, and giving student extra time. Other 

examples of teachers and principals cheating to boost student test scores were reported in 

Indiana, Massachusetts, and Arizona. (p. 4) 

Johnson (2011) continues this thought, “When test scores are all that matter,’ said 

Robert Schaeffer, representing the National Center for Fair and Open Testing, ‘some 

educators feel pressured to get the scores they need by hook or crook” (p. 8). 

School Leaders and Student Achievement 

In the last two decades, more demands have been placed on school leaders to 

increase student achievement. School leaders are an important factor in promoting 

student achievement and managing teacher productivity (Davis, Darling-Hammond, 

LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005). Policy makers have placed continued pressure on school 

leaders to improve student achievement.  
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Research suggests that student achievement is influenced by school leaders based 

on how they lead others and manipulate school processes (Leithwood, Seashore-Lowes, 

Anderson & Wahlstrom, 2004). School leaders have multiple responsibilities as building 

leaders, School leadership continues to evolve, and the demands of the job are 

increasingly more than one person can handle, and traditional preparation programs are 

not adequate to meet the needs of this evolving profession (AACTE, 2001; Elmore, 2000; 

Levine, 2005; NCES, 2006; Peterson, 2002). Three factors that have a direct impact on 

school leadership are: school district’s selection, hiring, and retention of qualified school 

leaders (Knapp, Copland, & Talbert, 2003) and school leader candidates who do not 

improve student learning (Levine, 2005). 

Highly qualified school leaders are in demand across the nation and more than 

60% of the qualified school leaders will retire, resign, or simply leave the position 

(Peterson, 2002). In certain areas around the country, the problem is not of qualified 

school leaders, but those committed to go into at-risk districts and underserved 

communities. In several instances, graduate leadership candidates are admitted into 

leadership programs and passed through the program based on the merits of their course 

work rather than a true assessment of the knowledge and skills needed to become a 

successful school leader (Davis et al., 2005). As a result, many of those aspiring school 

leaders being certified are not prepared to make the shift from manager to instructional 

leader. Many school districts must support the new school leaders to help them become 

effective (Davis et al., 2005). Research on how school leaders influence school 

effectiveness is steadily increasing, but helping school leaders develop skills needed to 

make a difference in what students learn is less known (Davis et al., 2005).   
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While the position of school leader continues to drastically change, many 

principal preparation programs have not adequately prepared the leaders to meet the 

demands of how to improve student achievement in the 21st century (Hale & Moorman, 

2003).  

Ethical Leadership 

Strike (2007) says school leadership is not just about morality. When ethical 

dilemmas in leadership collide into morality, a disconnect occurs between the 

community’s goals and ideas. Ciulla (2003) agrees that ethics and leadership goes hand in 

hand; that by understanding one a better understanding of the other is gained.  Like 

Morris (2010) and Kidder (2005), Ciulla (2003) admits that ethics in leadership is about 

right versus wrong or good versus evil. Concisely, Ciulla states ethics has power, 

influence, responsibility, vision, and obligation as hallmarks or benchmarks in its 

defining realm, whereas; leadership has moral obligations related to justice and duty. He 

further asserts that some leaders are ethical but unlucky, whereas, others are not as ethical 

but very lucky. Most very difficult moral decisions made by leaders are risky because 

they have imperfect or incomplete information and lack control over all the variables that 

will affect outcomes. Leaders who fail at something are worthy of forgiveness when they 

act with deliberate care and for the right moral reasons even though followers do not 

always forgive them or lose confidence in the leadership. (p. 309) 

Moral Identity 

Moral Identity is defined as rules that are governed by a set of moral principles 

associated with integrity (Aquino & Reed, 2002). Researchers and theorists have argued 

that moral identity differs from person to person in degrees of his or her overall self-
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definition (Lapsley & Lasley, 2001). As the concept of moral identity continues to 

emerge into scholarly literature of ethical leadership, it is important to realize that 

research does suggest that moral identity is positively related to a prosocial behavior like 

giving to charities and negatively related to unethical behaviors like lying and cheating 

which depends on the individual (Aquino & Reed, 2002; Aquino, Freeman, Reid, Lim, & 

Felps, 2009; Aquino, Reed, Thau, and Freeman, 2007; Reynolds & Ceranic, 2007). 

Aquino et al. (2009) argue leaders whose moral identity is continuously placed in 

the forefront understands what it means to be moral and responsive to the needs to others, 

but when leaders do not consider the interest of others, dissonance and self-condemnation 

can occur. Mayer, Aquino, Greenbaum, and Kuenzi, (2012) provide: 

If moral identity does not indeed function as a self-regulatory mechanism that 

motivates moral action, then the expected relationship between moral identity and ethical 

leadership is fairly straightforward; Leaders whose moral identity has high self-

importance should act in ways that are consistent with common understandings of what it 

means to be a moral person, which in turn should result in their being perceived as ethical 

leaders. (p. 153) 

Unethical Leadership 

To understand unethical leadership and its relationships on those around when it 

occurs, it must first be defined in context: “Unethical leadership is behaviors conducted 

and decisions made by organizational leaders that are illegal and/or violate moral 

standards, and those that impose processes and structures that promote unethical conduct 

by followers” (Brown & Mitchell, 2010).  A school leader who is unable to think or 
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rationalize past his or her own personal intent or gain leads to unethical behavior; 

however, all unethical behavior is not done intentionally (Thorton, 2011). 

Researchers have determined various names for leaders who behave unethically. 

Even in scholarly literature, several terms have been coined to describe unethical 

leadership: toxic leadership, tyrannical, abusive supervision, oppressive, manipulative, 

and calculating undermining (Frost, 2004; Tepper, 2000, 2007). Unethical leadership can 

also occur when leaders do not take time to consider all the stakeholders involved and 

unintentional consequences are sometimes just as harmful as intentional ones (Thorton, 

2011). 

Leaders who lose their way are not especially “bad” people; they lose their moral 

principles after being tempted by internal (personality traps) and external (primary traps) 

stimuli (George, 2011). Few people go into leadership roles to do wrong, yet everyone 

who does have the opportunity for error that is soon deeply regretted if moral principles 

are not consistently followed (George, 2011). George says power, money, and prestige 

should not be the guiding forces for personal fulfillment of moral leaders and there is no 

wrong in wanting them as long as they come with a deeper desire to serve for the 

greatness of the group, community, or organization and not just one’s self. 

Ethical Dilemmas 

Ethical dilemmas occur when two sets of conflicting values, beliefs, or principles 

are at odds (Pontiff, 2007).  Ethical dilemmas are classified in two ways: a right versus 

wrong dilemma and a right versus right dilemma (Kidder, 2005). The right versus wrong 

dilemma arises when moral values are violated, ignored, or misused. If a person displays 



36 

 

honesty as a part of his or her character and someone else does not, he or she according to 

Kidder (2005) is considered unethical. 

For an administrator to be truly successful, he or she must have a clear 

understanding of the ethical decision-making process. However, the conceptualization, 

interpretation, and analysis of any problem that needs solving have a tremendous impact 

on the solution or manner in which it is resolved (Hoy & Miskel, 2013). Koscec (2009) 

states school leaders who have value confusion change their ethical beliefs when their 

circumstances change. School leaders often make decisions that they later have to justify 

or rationalize because the decisions are not thoroughly thought through.  

As a result, school leaders now must make up or invent reasons for their behavior.  

Kidder (2005) like Koscec believes that trust is the first and most important quality of 

ethical leadership. Kidder (2005) offers: “For the school leader, the present dilemma may 

not only implicate doing what is right, but also what is just, fair, and worthy of repeating” 

(p. 10).  Marrella (2005) writes Kidder once said 20th century ethics won’t work in the 

21st century. This thought alone speaks to the current situations occurring around the 

world. Character, Marrella claims is critical to the development of personal and 

professional ethics. School leaders have become so enamored with fortune, power, 

position, and other attributes of success until they have come to believe that these stimuli 

are what truly matters. Marella states: 

Success gained through subterfuge, guile, malfeasance, lying, cheating, and 

stealing is ephemeral –it is a chimera. It affords no true peace of mind; and it will destroy 

the perpetrator. Success depends on steadfast commitment to ethical practices and trust is 

the foundation for all successful relationships. (p.47) 
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Kidder (1995) counters: “In the twenty-first century, the task of good people must 

be to build ethical cultures larger than the individuals who currently inhabit them” (p. 

232). As evidence that ethical dilemma is partly created through a conflict of a personal 

nature, Wilmot and Hocker (2011) offer this definition of conflict: “conflict is a felt 

struggle between two or more individuals, interdependent individuals over perceived 

incompatible differences, beliefs, values, and connectedness”  (p. 11). 

Ethical and Moral Decision Making 

Research supports school leaders being forced to make difficult or tough 

decisions that affect all stakeholders concerned: students, staff, parents, and the school 

leaders. This literature will added to the body of literature regarding ethical decision 

making of school leaders.  Ethics is the rule and guide of  the duties and responsibilities 

of school leaders and school leaders as the model or practitioner of ethical decision 

making, must not fall to personal  greed. This literature is not concerned so much with the 

kinds of ethical dilemmas, but more so the factors, rationale of the factors, and the 

consequences of those dilemmas. 

Although numerous branches of ethics exist: normative, meta-ethics, applied, 

descriptive, and moral, this literature is primarily concerned with the moral ethics of high 

school leaders. Analyzing the roles of school leaders is often difficult when each is 

looked upon as human. As humans, Green and Walker (2009) say it is understood of 

frailties that can sometimes occur in all of us. Making ethical decisions on a daily basis 

sometimes places the professional at odds with him or herself. For years, researchers 

have used Kohlberg’s theory of moral development as the framework to examine ethical 

decision-making (Kohlberg, Levine, & Hewer, 1983). His theory that humans develop 
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their own sense of reasoning is key to this literature. It should be noted that Kohlberg’s 

ethics of justice theory has been criticized by Gilligan (1982) who posits that Kohlberg’s 

theory of moral development is biased against women. The research is not concerned 

with gender only as information in regards to ethical behavior. 

 Building from Kohlberg and Gilligan, Rest, Barnett, Bebeau, Deamer, Getz, 

Moon, Spickelmeier, Thomas, and Volker (1986) proposed developing a component 

model consisting of sensitivity, judgment, motivation, and courage. Rest et al. (1986) 

concluded school leaders create unethical decisions when it at least one of these 

components becomes deficient. Rest et al. (1986) concluded: “The four processes are 

present in logical sequence, as an analytical framework for depicting what must go on for 

moral behavior to occur” (p. 5). Answering the question should ethical decision-making 

have one goal in mind, Shapiro, Gross, and Shapiro (2008) wrote: 

The educational leader should consider first and foremost what is in the best 

interests of the students, then determine what is in the best interest of the staff, what is in 

the best interest of the local community, and will the decision blend in well with the 

personal and professional beliefs of the educational leader. (p. 20) 

Answering the questions of ethical decision-making should have one goal in mind 

as Shapiro, Gross, and Shapiro (2008) concur: The education leader should consider first 

and foremost what is in the best interest of the students, then determine what is in the best 

interest of the staff, what is in the  best interest of the local community? And will the 

decision blend in well with the personal and professional beliefs of the education leader? 

(p. 20) 
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Moral Luck 

According to Ciulla (2003), moral luck is luck in decision-making or free will in 

which no one has control.  It is a way of thinking about determining the outcome of a 

situation.  Latus (2008) defines it as making a moral difference in a situation. Williams 

(1981) describes it as “intrinsic to an action based on how well a person thinks through a 

decision and whether his or her inferences are sound and turn out to be right.” Williams 

(1981) coined the phrase “moral luck” in 1970 which still has implications today in 

regards to ethical leadership decision-making.  He defines Moral luck as “an action or 

event which is governed partly by chance but is legitimately subject to a moral 

judgment.” Moral luck has played a significant role in ethical or moral decisions made by 

school leaders and their superiors. Ciulla concludes her thoughts on moral luck by saying: 

“The irony of moral luck is that leaders who are reckless and do not base their action on 

sound moral and practical arguments are usually condemned when they fail and 

celebrated as heroes when they succeed” (p. 309). 

Kant, (1781) argues against moral luck and says a leader may never know the true 

results of his or her actions or decisions if the decisions or actions are not based on moral 

judgment. While moral luck maybe considered a reason for ethical or moral outcomes, 

Mullane (2009) says good leaders must be ethical, consistent, and transparent, but above 

all else – truthful.  Jones and Hooper (2006) and Sergiovanni (2005) propose building 

trust can create positive change in organizations. Having a good education and a working 

knowledge of right and wrong Mullane (2009) argues does not always make a leader 

make the right decisions.  
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Unethical Behavior 

The root causes of unethical behavior are said to be psychological traps (Hoyk 

&Hersey, (2009).  Psychological traps, according to Hoyk and Hersey, are traps that 

distort a person’s perception until that person believes that his or her unethical is right. 

People, especially school leaders, are sometimes unaware of situations that cause him or 

her to make unethical behaviors. Hoyk and Hersey (2009) argue:  “Traps exist because at 

any given moment in time people experience impulses that motivate them to act. These 

impulses are reacting to internal and external stimuli. Sometimes, a stimulus is so 

powerful or triggers such automatic behavior that the individual acts without recognizing 

that other options exits. At other times, he or she is aware of other choices, but the 

stimulus’ impact overrides these potential actions”. (p. 3) 

There are three main types of traps that are potential pitfalls: primary (External 

Stimuli), personality (Internal Stimuli), and defensive.  Hoyk and Hersey (2009) propose 

obedience to authority is a primary trap or external stimuli that especially occur when 

people in authority, like school leaders, gives those who are under their authority 

something to do. The person may complete a task that would otherwise conflict with his 

or her beliefs because of a compelling need to obey.  Even when a subordinate is aware 

that his or her behavior is unethical, the impulse to carry out the orders of the authority 

figure overrides his or her own judgment. 

Personality traps, according to Hoyk and Hersey (2009) refer mainly to internal 

stimuli or personality traits that make a person susceptible to wrongdoing. This internal 

stimulus reflects a need for closure in any possible manner to avoid confusion. The 

researchers note to avoid confusion any opinion given on a matter is accepted instead of 
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taking time to consider a solution form other angles. The researchers posit excessive 

background noises, time pressures, and being fatigued as norms for a need for closure. 

Coworkers who cling to  a high need of closure can sometimes ignore or justify the 

unethical behavior as the perpetrator and make him or her think he or she did nothing 

wrong. 

Defense traps can be considered maneuvers or defensive to reverse an action after 

it has been committed. Guilt and shame are the two internal stimuli used in this trap 

because it addresses the weapons of the perpetrator on him or herself (Hoyk & Hersey, 

2009; Wyld, 2011). Trevino, Brown, and Harrison (2005) argue few studies have 

examined unethical behaviors in school leaders to date. Although scholarly literature  

suggest ethical leadership as a pedagogy exist, but to date there is not ample literature to 

explain unethical behavior and interpersonal conflict of school leaders. 

Ethical Organizations for School Leaders 

In 1973, the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP) 

adopted the following ten standards of ethical behavior for school principals (revised in 

2001):  The school administrator: 1. Makes the wellbeing of students the fundamental 

value in all decision-making and actions. 2. Fulfills professional responsibilities with 

honesty and integrity. 3.  Supports the principle of due process and protects the civil and 

human rights of all individuals. 4.  Obeys local, state, and national laws. 5.  Implements 

the governing board of education’s policies and administrative rules and regulations. 

6. Pursues appropriate measures to correct those laws, policies, and regulations that are 

not consistent with sound educational goals. 7.  Avoids using positions for personal gains 

through political, social, religious, economic, or other influence. 8. Accepts academic 
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degrees or professional certification only from duly accredited institutions. 9.  Maintains 

the standards and seeks to improve the effectiveness of the profession through research 

and continuing professional development. 10.  Honors all contracts until fulfillment, 

release, or dissolution mutually agreed upon by parties to contract (NASSP, 2001).  

The Educational Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC), established in 1996, 

addresses its standard five about principal preparation programs in these words, 

“Candidates who complete the program are educational leaders who have the knowledge 

and ability to promote the success of all students by acting with integrity, fairly, and in an 

ethical manner” (p. 119).  As the business of education continues to be doomed by some 

principals who have been caught in ethical dilemmas, ethics training and school 

administration is more important than ever (Young, 2009). For many years there have 

been little attention to educational leadership programs, but the ELCC has brought that 

needed attention into principal preparation program to help make their schools and 

students productive (Tubbs, Heard, & Epps, 2011). 

Zirkel (2014) states the University Council for Education Administration (UCEA) 

is similar to the NASSP, NAESP, and the AASA in its ethical standards and principles. 

The major difference between the UCEA and the others organizations is UCEA is 

primarily focused on the ethics of the preparation programs for school leaders while the 

other named organizations focus on the ethical practices of educational leaders. The 

UCEA noted that 34 states have ethical principles for school leaders in K-12 education.  

Summary 

The literature in this review is focused on scholarly articles and books written by 

experts in the field of ethics. This review of literature supports the researcher’s claim of 
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the ethical decision making skills of secondary school leaders in regards to ethical 

preparation programs, ethical philosophy, and ethical actions related to leadership.  This 

literature includes studies and scholarly articles that depict how unethical decision-

making by school leaders can destroy the vision, moral, and achievement of a school and 

community. Examples of unethical decision-making and behaviors of school leaders have 

caused the researcher to question the moral development, preparation programs, 

philosophies, and leadership skills of school leaders located in the southeast of the United 

States. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

Chapter three discusses the methodological procedures used to explore high 

school principals’ perceptions of their academic preparation, professional development, 

and ethical decision-making processes.  These self-perceptions required participants to 

examine behaviors and attributes needed to negotiate ethical dilemmas that occur in high 

schools settings.  

Research Design 

The study was guided by a non-experimental research design, which means no   

treatment was introduced nor were variables manipulated. Further, no causality was 

inferred.  The study used a combination of descriptive, comparative, and correlational 

methodologies that permitted prediction of outcomes based on specified situations.   

Setting, Population, and Sample 

The setting for the study was public schools in a southeastern state that have 

experienced significant reports of gross ethical lapses among school leaders.  A 

representative sample of currently serving high school principals was selected and asked 

to participate in the study. Participants were chosen from a population of approximately 

1,200 principals, assistant principals, and other school leaders listed in a state 

professional education organization. The sample for this study was restricted to principals   

who are active in the organization. The sample was chosen from this state organization 

because it has one of the largest principal memberships.   
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Instrumentation 

The data collection instrument used in the study was The Principal’s Perceptions 

Relating to Ethics Survey  (see Appendix A) developed by Dr. Laura Hughes (2006) for a 

pilot study targeting elementary principals in a southeastern county.  Dr. Hughes piloted 

the survey by sending it via email to 37 participants who were asked to assess the self-

perceptions of Georgia’s elementary principals on their formal leadership preparation, 

ethical philosophy, and actions related to the development and maintenance of an ethical 

school. Of the 37 elementary principals who received the instrument, only eight surveys 

were returned.  Hughes (2006) stated that the feedback received ranged from “The survey 

was too long,” to “Very well organized,” but most of the feedback returned did offer 

moral support.  

The reliability of the survey was tested using Cronbach’s alpha to seek 

consistency in the scores (Creswell, 2003; Gay & Airasian, 2000; Hughes, 2006).  

Hughes (2006) stated that her goal for the survey was to achieve a coefficient alpha of 70 

or higher which offers an acceptable level of consistency according to the literature (Yu, 

2006). The Likert scale used in the survey yielded an alpha of .79 when all of the survey 

questions were included.  Each section of the survey was calculated separately and 

yielded the following alphas: Part One alpha =.87, Part Two alpha = .43, and Part Three 

alpha = .71.  Hughes (2006) completed individual calculations on each question in Part 

Two since it yielded such a low alpha level. Hughes (2006) found Statement Eight 

problematic in its current form and removed it. Its removal raised the alpha to .59 and, on 

the advice of her methodologist, the statement of clarity was reworded and placed it back 

in the survey. Because of the change, the alpha for Part Two was .80. 
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The Principals’ Perceptions Relating to Ethics Survey (Hughes, 2006) was 

distributed to these school administrators to gauge their perceptions of four areas of 

ethical leadership (Hughes, 2006): (a) Preparation in the Field of Ethics, (b) Ethical 

Philosophy, and (c) Actions Related to Leadership.   The instrument used a Likert-type 

scale with choices ranging from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree” (Creswell, 

2003).   

Dr. Laura M. Hughes (2006) created the survey to determine if ethics training and 

school leadership were items of concern for elementary principals in Georgia. Permission 

was requested (see Appendix A) and granted (see Appendix B) by Dr. Hughes to amend 

the open-ended questions of the survey to allow respondents to share additional 

information relative to their ethical preparation. The demographics of gender, level of 

education, and years of experience was also requested through the survey.   

Hughes (2006) used the Principals’ Perception Relating to Ethics to survey 

elementary school leaders on their perceptions of various aspects of ethics and morality 

in the profession. With permission from Dr. Hughes, the researcher reworded the 

following survey questions slightly to read as follows: Statement 9 was changed from: 

Leadership in elementary school has unique ramifications due to the formative years of 

ethical development of the students; to Leadership in high school has unique 

ramifications towards ethical development of the students..  

In Part IV of the instrument, there was an ethical trait chart that leaders self-

assessed to identify which trait is the least and most important to each leader. In the open-

ended questions in Part V, the researcher made adjustments to questions B, D, and E. 

Question B was changed from: How is elementary level unique in relation to ethical 
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development of the students to; What do you attribute most to your role as principal as it 

relates to your ethical development?  Question D was revised from: What actions have 

you found successful in encouraging a positive ethical climate to; Has your role as an 

active school leader changed your ethical philosophy from the one of your leadership 

preparation program? If yes, explain.  Question E was revised from: In your opinion, 

what are characteristics of an ethical school to; In your opinion, what characteristics 

make an effective ethical school leader? The selected sample is best to complete this 

survey and answer the research questions in this cross-sectional study. The researcher 

will be able to use the list-serve from the state professional organization to survey the 

sample. Like Hughes (2006), the researcher is also asking for demographical data as a 

means of gathering additional information about the sample. 

Validity 

To test the validity of this instrument, Hughes (2006) emailed 16 experts in 

ethical education. Of the 16 experts emailed, only nine responded with any feedback 

which in turn was positive towards the survey. Of those nine experts that responded, six 

were published authors and the other three former employees of the Professional 

Standards Commission. Hughes (2006) also conducted a pilot study of 37 elementary 

principals to ensure that the survey could be easily read and was clear to purpose 

(Creswell, 2003; Nardi, 2003). Of the 37 principals emailed, eight of them returned 

feedback, which caused the researcher to make changes to the survey (Hughes, 2006).  

Reliability 

To test the reliability of the instrument, it was evaluated with Cronbach’s alpha, 

resulting in an alpha of .79 (Hughes, 2006). Only the first three section of the survey 
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yielded individual alphas: Part 1 alpha = .87, Part II alpha = .80, and Part III alpha = .71. 

These sections of the survey were calculated separately and the overall score indicated a 

score that was considered acceptable. Once the corrections were made to the survey and 

its validity and reliability was measured, the survey was converted into a web-based 

format (Hughes, 2006). 

Permission 

Before the collection of data, the researcher obtained permission from the 

Institutional Review Boards (IRB) of Mercer University and the participating secondary 

principal organization to conduct the research needed. The researcher was given approval 

from his dissertation committee to seek permission from Dr. Hughes to utilize her survey 

instrument (see Appendix A). Her letter of approval was granted (see Appendix B). Upon 

approval from the Mercer IRB, the survey was sent to high school leaders in the sample 

to collect their perspectives by using the list-serve from a secondary principal 

organization. 

Data Collection 

Before the collection of data, the researcher obtained permission from the Mercer 

University Institutional Review Boards (IRB) and the state professional organization to 

use their list-serve. With permission from the dissertation committee, the researcher 

sought and received permission from Dr. Laura Hughes (2006) to utilize and modify her 

survey instrument to meet the needs of this study.  After approval was granted, the 

researcher emailed the survey to school leaders in the sample by using the list-serve of 

the state organization. The survey data was disseminated to high school principals 
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through information provided by the state organization’s list-serve of its members. The 

data was collected through the responses returned directly to the researcher. 

Data Analysis  

The researcher analyzed the data using the three categorical classifications: (a) 

preparation in the field of ethics, (b) ethical philosophy, and (c) actions related to 

leadership. Further, demographic classifications of gender, ethnicity, and years of 

experience will be used. Upon receipt of the returned surveys, data were analyzed using 

SPSS to address each of the 9 null hypotheses.  Null hypotheses 1 through 3 used a t-test 

to determine if there are significant differences in mean responses based on gender.  Null 

hypotheses 4 through 6 used ANOVA to determine if there are differences in mean 

responses based on type of leadership certification.  Null hypotheses 7 through 9 used   

Pearson Correlation to determine if responses are related to years of experience. 

Null Hypotheses and Statistical Analyses 

Table 1 presents the 9 null hypotheses and statistical procedures used to determine 

acceptance or rejection of each. 
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Table 1  

Hypotheses and Statistical Procedures 

Null Hypotheses Analysis 

HO1. There is no statistically significant difference between 
male and female high school principals’ mean 
perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate 
leadership ethics course preparation.  

t-Test to determine the 
significance of  mean difference 
(p < .05) 

HO2. There is no statistically significant difference between 
male and female high school principals’ mean 
perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies.  

t-Test to determine the 
significance of  mean difference 
(p < .05) 

HO3. There is no statistically significant difference between 
male and female high school principals’ mean 
perceptions of their leadership actions.  

t-Test to determine the 
significance of  mean difference 
(p < .05) 

HO4. There is no statistically significant difference, based 
on certification level of high school principals’ mean 
perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate 
leadership ethics course preparation. 

ANOVA to assess if the 
differences in means is 
significant (p < .05) 

HO5. There is no statistically significant difference, based 
on level of certification of high school principals’ 
mean perceptions of their ethical leadership 
philosophies.  

ANOVA to assess if the 
differences in means is 
significant (p < .05) 

HO6. There is no statistically significant difference, based 
on level of certification of principals’ mean 
perceptions of their leadership actions.  

ANOVA to assess if the 
differences in means is 
significant at p < .05 

HO7. There is no statistically significant correlation between 
high school principals’ years of experience as an 
administrator and perceptions of the effectiveness of 
their graduate leadership ethics course preparation. 

Pearson’s r to determine 
significance of correlations  

(p < .05) 

HO8. There is no statistically significant correlation between 
high school principals’ years of experience and 
perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies.  

Pearson’s r to determine 
significance of correlations  

(p < .05) 

HO9. There is no statistically significant correlation between 
high school principals’ years of experience and 
perceptions of their leadership actions.  

Pearson’s r to determine 
significance of correlations  

(p < .05) 
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Summary 

This chapter outlined how the data from this descriptive, cross-sectional study 

were distributed, collected, and analyzed. The chapter provided a description of the 

survey instrument used to analyze the perceptions of high school leaders of their principal 

preparation program, ethical philosophies, and actions related to ethical leadership. The 

survey also included an ethical trait chart for the leaders to determine their least and most 

important traits. The analysis of the data was included in tables to show the results of 

statistical analyses of the nine hypotheses. 
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CHAPTER 4 

RESULTS 

Chapter 4 discusses findings of this empirical inquiry into the ethical perceptions 

of principals regarding their professional preparation, ethical philosophies, and actions 

related to leadership.  The researcher also sought to determine if administrators’ 

perceptions varied by years of experience, certification level, and gender. Finally, the 

study assessed principals’ views on the extent to which their leadership preparation 

programs adequately equipped them for ethical decision making required of school 

principals.  

The study was guided by a descriptive research design that used a combination of 

comparative, correlational, and descriptive methodologies. There were no variables 

manipulated nor treatments introduced. Nine null hypotheses guided the study. 

The Principals’ Perceptions Relating to Ethics Survey, created by Dr. Laura 

Hughes (2006), was used to collect the perceptions of the respondents. This 26-item 

survey rated the perceptions of the respondents using a Likert scale with five choices 

ranging from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree.” The survey asked the respondents 

to give their perceptions in three sections: I. Preparation in the Field of Ethics, II. Ethical 

Philosophies, and III. Actions Relating to Leadership. There were three additional 

sections: IV. Ethical Trait Chart; V.  Five Opened Questions relating to Ethics; and VI.  

Demographics.  
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The sample for this study was selected from the population of high school 

principals. The participants were selected from a professional educational organization 

from a southeastern state of the United States with a membership of school leaders, 

teacher leaders, and other school leadership personnel.  The sample is restricted only to 

those leaders in high schools who are still active participants of the organization. The 

participants are also all from public school settings.  

The setting for the study was public schools in a southeastern state that have 

experienced significant reports of gross ethical lapses among school leaders.  A 

representative sample of currently serving high school principals was selected and asked 

to participate in the study. Participants were chosen from a population of approximately 

1,200 principals, assistant principals, and other school leaders listed in a state 

professional education organization.  

Research Questions 

The following narrative presents the nine guiding research questions, statistical 

procedures used to address each question, findings based on the outcomes of the analyses 

and explanation of why each null hypothesis was or was not rejected.  

Research Question One:  Graduate Leadership Course 

The first research question asked, is there a statistically significant difference 

between male and female high school principals’ mean perceptions of the effectiveness of 

their graduate leadership course preparation in the field of ethics?   To answer this 

research question, the mean scores of the first six questions of the survey were found 

using a t-test in SPSS along with the sex/gender of the respondents. The mean scores 
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from the male and female high school principals were compared on their formal ethical 

training in graduate school as presented in Table 2.  

Table 2 

Mean Scores for the Respondents on their Ethical Preparation  

 
Survey Questions 

Male 
Mean 
Scores 

Female 
Mean 
Scores 

1. There was an emphasis for ethical training in my 
leadership preparation program. (N=75) 
 

 
2.0167 

 
1.7333 

2. In my leadership classes, I was afforded time to 
participate in case studies related to ethical dilemmas. 

(N=75) 

 

2.1167 

 

 

1.8000 

 

3. In my leadership classes, education was presented as a 
moral endeavor. 

(N= 75) 

 

2.1333 

 

 

2.0000 

4.  An entire ethics course is not needed in leadership 
preparation classes.  (N=75) 

 

 

3.6000 

 

3.5333 

5. Several ethics courses were offered in my leadership 
program. (N=75) 

3.4333 3.2667 

6. Of the ethical dilemmas I have faced as principal, I 
was prepared to deal with them based on my leadership 
graduate work. 

(N= 75) 

 

2.5833 

 

2.2667 

 

 Using a Two-Tailed t-test calculation, it was determined that the p-values for each 

of the six survey items were greater than the 0.5 alpha.   As a result of these calcualtions, 

the researcher must Fail to Reject the Null Hypothesis as each p-value was greater than 
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the .05 alpha. There is not enough conclusive evidence that the null is false.  The 

calculations for this research questions and those like it can be seen in Figure 1. 

Figure 1 Calculations from t-test 

Research Question Two: Ethical Leadership Philosophies 

The second research question asked, is there a statistically significant difference 

between male and female high school principals’ mean perceptions of their ethical 

leadership philosophies?  To address this question a t-test was performed to determine if 

the difference between male and female high school principals’ mean perceptions of their 

ethical leadership philosophies was significant at the 0.05 level.  Findings are presented 

in Table 3. 

  

Difference Scores Calculations 
 

Treatment 1                                                         Treatment 2 
 

N1: 12                                                                N2: 12 
df1 = N - 1 = 12 - 1 = 11                                   df2 = N - 1 = 12 - 1 = 11 

M1: 1.83                                                            M2: 1.75 
SS1: 3.77                                                           SS2: 4.26 

s2
1 = SS1/(N - 1) = 3.77/(12-1) = 0.34          s2

2 = SS2/(N - 1) = 4.26/(12-1) = 0.39 
 
T-value Calculation 

s2
p = ((df1/(df1 + df2)) * s2

1) + ((df2/(df2 + df2)) * s2
2) = ((11/22) * 0.34) + ((11/22) * 

0.39) = 0.36 

s2
M1 = s2

p/N1 = 0.36/12 = 0.03 

s2
M2 = s2

p/N2 = 0.36/12 = 0.03 

t = (M1 - M2)/√(s2
M1 + s2

M2) = 0.07/√0.06 = 0.3 



56 

 

Table 3 

Means of the Respondents of their Ethical Philosophies 

Survey Questions 
Male 
Mean 
Scores 

Female 
Mean 
Scores 

      7.   Ethical reasoning skills can be cultivated and learned.    
     (N  = 75) 

1.9000 1.8000 

8. Encouraging a moral community takes more than having 
a Code of Ethics in place in school. (N = 74) 

1.4576 1.3333 

9. Leadership in high school has unique ramifications 
toward ethical development of students. (N = 75) 

1.6333 1.6000 

10. The principal’s personal commitment to ethics is an 
important part of being an effective leader.(N = 75) 

1.2333 1.2000 

11. There just isn’t enough time in the day to stop and 
reflect on ethical decisions. (N = 75) 

4.0167 4.4000 

12. Modeling of ethical behavior is an important job of a 
leader. (N = 74) 

1.2167 1.1429 

13. Leaders can facilitate the ethical development of 
followers. (N = 75) 

1.6333 1.4000 

14. Doing what is in the best interest of students is an 
important ethical directive. (N = 75) 

1.2333 1.1333 

 

Using the Two-Tailed t-test, calculations for each of the survey items were conducted 

with all p-values returning greater than the .05 alpha.  As a result of these calcualtions, 

the researcher must Fail to Reject the Null Hypothesis in this research question as the  p-

values  for each survey item was greater than the .05 alpha. There was not enough 

conclusive evidence to find the null  false.   

Research Question Three:  Principals’ Perceptions of Leadership Actions 

The third research question asked, is there a statistically significant difference 

between male and female high school principals’ perceptions of their leadership actions?  
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To answer this research question about the significant between male and female high 

school principals’ perception of their leadership actions, a Two-Tailed t-test was used 

with the mean scores found in Table 4.   

Table 4 

Means of the Respondents of their Actions Relating to Leadership 

Survey Questions 
Male 
Mean 
Scored 

Female 
Mean 
Scored 

15. I encourage staff members to care about each other and 
help promote each other’s wellbeing. (N=75) 

1.3833 1.5333 

16. Ethical questions or situations that arise are discussed 
in faculty meetings. (N=75) 

2.1333 2.0000 

17. Students are encouraged and expected to be treated 
with respect and show respect. (N=74) 

1.2333 1.0714 

18. A formal ethics-training program is in place at my 
school. (N=74) 

2.8167 2.7857 

19. A value audit should be conducted with staff members 
on an annual basis. (N=75) 

2.5833 2.6667 

20. Staff are given time to reflect and internalize the 
meanings behind regulations and ethical standards. 
(N=74) 

2.5833 2.5714 

21. When hiring teachers, I try to find people who have 
similar values to mine. (N=74) 

2.0169 1.8667 

22. When presented with an ethical dilemma, I have peers 
which I use as a sounding board before determining an 
appropriate course of action. (N=75) 

1.5333 1.5333 

23. I model ethical behavior. (N=75) 1.2833 1.1333 

24. In general, I subordinate my own interest to the good of 
the school community. (N=75) 

1.7833 1.4000 

25. I fully accept the consequences for upholding my 
principles and actions. (N=75) 

1.2667 1.2667 

26. I expect ethical conduct regardless of the prevailing 
values of the diverse school community. (N=74) 

1.3051 1.2000 

 



58 

 

 Using the calculations from each survey item in this section, the p-values from the 

calculations were greater than the .05 alpha. As a result of these calculations, the 

researcher must Fail to Reject the Null Hypothesis for this research question as there was 

not enough conclusive evidence to find the null  false.   

Research Question Four:  Preparation in the Field of Ethics 

The fourth research question asked, is there a statistically significant difference, 

based on level of certification, of high school principals’ mean perceptions of the 

effectiveness of their graduate leadership course preparation in the field of ethics?  

To determine if there is significant difference in mean perceptions of high school 

principals of the effectiveness of their graduate leadership course preparation in the field 

of ethics, based on levels of certification (masters, specialist, and doctorate), an Analysis 

of Variance (ANOVA) was used. Results are presented in Table 5. 
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Table 5 

Respondents Mean Scores for Level of Certification and Ethical Preparation  

Survey Items Master’s Mean Specialist Mean Doctorate Mean 

1. There was an emphasis for ethics 
training in my leadership 
preparation program.  

2.2000 2.0938 1.0158 

2. In my leadership classes, I was 
afforded time to participate in case 
studies related to ethical dilemmas. 

2.2000 2.1250 1.9737 

3. In my leadership classes, education 
was presented as a moral endeavor.  

3.2000 2.1563 1.9211* 

* less than the 

0.05 alpha. 

4. An entire ethics course is not 
needed in leadership preparation.  

4.000 3.5000 3.6053 

5. Several ethics courses were offered 
in my leadership program.  

3.6000 3.5313 3.2632 

6. Of the ethical dilemmas I have 
faced as principal, I was prepared 
to deal with them based on my 
leadership graduate work.  

3.4000 2.6250 3.3158 

 

 Based on the results of the ANOVA, it was determine that only one p-value was 

lower than the .05 alpha which is indicated by the asterisk on survey item number three.  

As a result of the analysis of variance, the researcher must Fail to Reject the Null 

hypothesis for not having enough evidence to prove that the null was false.  

Research Question Five:  Leadership Philosophies 

The fifth research question asked, is there a statistically significant difference, 

based on level of certification, of high school principals’ mean perceptions of their ethical 

leadership philosophies?   To determine if there is significant difference in mean 
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perceptions of high school principals of their ethical philosophies based on levels of 

certification (masters, specialist, and doctorate), an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) was 

used.  Results are presented in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Respondents Mean Scores for Level of Certification and Ethical Philosophies 

Survey Item 
Master 
Mean 

Specialist 
Mean 

Doctorate 
Mean 

7. Ethical reasoning skills can be cultivated and 
learned.  

2.000 1.8750 1.8684 

8. Encouraging a moral community takes more 
than having a Code of Ethics in place in 
school.  

1.6000 1.4516 1.3947 

9. Leadership in high school has unique 
ramifications toward ethical development of 
students.  

2.000 1.6513 1.5526 

10. The principal’s personal commitment to ethics 
is an important part of being an effective 
leader. 

1.000 1.2188 1.2632 

11. There just isn’t enough time in the day to stop 
and reflect on ethical decisions.  

3.8000 4.0313 4.1842 

12. Modeling of ethical behavior is an important 
job of a leader.  

1.6000 1.1935 1.1579 

13. Leaders can facilitate the ethical development 
of followers. 

1.6000 1.6250 1.5867 

14. Doing what is in the best interest of students 
is an important ethical directive.  

1.6000 1.1316 1.2133 
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As a result of the analysis of each survey item, it is determined that there was not enough 

evidence to Fail to Reject the Null hypothesis as each survey item was analyzed with a p-

value greater than the .05 alpha.  

Research Question Six:  Actions Related to Leadership 

The sixth research question asked, is there a statistically significant difference, 

based on level of certification, principals’ mean perceptions of their actions related to 

leadership? Analysis:  To determine if there is significant difference in mean perceptions 

of high school principals of their perceptions of actions related to leadership, based on 

levels of certification (masters, specialist, and doctorate), an Analysis of Variance 

(ANOVA) was used.  Results are presented in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Respondents’ Mean Scores of Level of Certification and Actions Related to Leadership 

Survey Items Master 
Mean 

Specialist 
Mean 

Doctorate 
Mean 

15. I encourage staff members to care about 
each other and help promote each other’s 
wellbeing. 

1.8000 1.5000 1.2895 

16. Ethical questions or situations that arise are 
discussed in faculty meetings.  

2.000 2.3438 1.9211 

17. Students are encouraged and expected to be 
treated with respect and show respect.  

1.8000 1.1613 1.1519 

18. A formal ethics training program is in place 
at my school.  

3.4000 2.9063 2.6486 

19. A value audit should be conducted with 
staff members on an annual basis. 

2.4000 2.6875 2.5526 

20. Staff are given time to reflect and 
internalize the meanings behind regulations 
and ethical standards 

3.000 2.5161 2.5789 

21. When hiring teachers, I try to find people 
who have similar values to mine. 

1.8000 1.9032 2.0789 

22. When presented with an ethical dilemma, I 
have peers who I use as a sounding board 
before determining an appropriate course 
of action. 

1.2000 1.5938 1.5263 

23. I model ethical behavior. 1.6000 1.3125 1.1579 
24. In general, I subordinate my own interest to 

the good of the school community.  
1.8000 1.7188 1.6842 

25. I fully accept the consequences for 
upholding my principles and actions.  

1.6000 1.3125 1.1842 

26. I expect ethical conduct regardless of the 
prevailing values of the diverse school 
community.  

1.6000 1.3871 1.1579 

 

As a result of each item being analyzed, the p-values of each item was greater than the 

.05 alpha which indicated that the researcher had to Fail to Reject the null hypothesis for 

the lack of evidence to proof the null was false.  

 

 



63 

 

Research Question Seven:  Effectiveness of Graduate Ethics Course Preparation 

The seventh research question asked, is there a statistically significant correlation 

between high school principals’ years of experience as an administrator and perceptions 

of the effectiveness of their graduate leadership course preparation in the field of ethics? 

A Pearson Correlation test was used to address this research question. To measure the 

strength of the relationship between the respondents’ years of experience and perceptions 

of their graduate leadership preparation course, a bivariate analysis was used to determine 

a value between +1 and -1.  In Figure 4 below, the analysis of the first survey items of 

Section I of the survey was given. 

 

Figure 2 Correlations of Respondents’ Years of Experience and Ethical Preparation 

 
This figure shows the correlation coefficient r-value as .117, but the significance level of 

the p-value was .318 for this survey item was greater than the .05 alpha.  In Table 8 

  Survey Question 1  Total Years 
of 
Experience 

There was an 
emphasis for ethical 
training in my 
leadership 
preparation program. 

Total Years of Experience Pearson 
Correlation 

1                                                          
.117  

 Sig. (2 Tailed)                           
.318 

           
N 

                            
75                                               

There was an emphasis for 
ethical training in my 
leadership preparation 
program. 

Pearson 
Correlation 

                                     
.117  

    
                             

1                                    

 Sig. (2 Tailed) .318                             
  

N 
                                    

75 
                                                            

75 
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below, each survey item was analyzed to determine if there was a significant correlation 

between the years of experience and the mean perceptions of high school principals in 

their professional ethical preparation program. 

Table 8 

Respondents’ Pearson Correlation of Their Years of Experience and Ethical Preparation 

Survey Questions Correlation 
Coefficient 

2.  In my leadership classes, I was afforded time to participate in case 
studies related to ethical dilemmas. 

-.029 

3.  In my leadership classes, education was presented as a moral endeavor. .037 

4.  An entire ethics course is not needed in leadership preparation classes. .049 

5.  Several ethics courses were offered in my leadership program. .123 

6.  Of the ethical dilemmas I have faced as principal, I was prepared to deal 
with them based on my leadership graduate work. 

-.022 

 

Of the survey items in Section I, none showed a p-value less than the .05 alpha. Because 

of the overall significances of the p-values of each survey item proven greater than the 

.05 alpha, the researcher must Fail to Reject the null hypothesis. The findings showed no 

significant relationship between the years of experience and the leaders’ perceptions of 

the effectiveness of their graduate leadership course preparation in the field of ethics. 

Research Question Eight:  Graduate Leadership Course 

The eighth research question asked, is there a statistically significant correlation 

between high school principals’ years of experience and perceptions of their ethical 

leadership philosophies? Pearson correlation was used to determine if there is a 

significant relationship between principals’ years experience and their perceptions of 

their ethical leadership philosophy.  Results of the analysis are presented in Table 9.  
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Table 9 

Respondents’ Pearson Correlation of Their Years of Experience and Ethical Philosophies 

Survey Questions Correlation 
Coefficients 

7. Ethical reasoning skills can be cultivated and learned. -.072 

8. Encouraging a moral community takes more than having a 
Code of Ethics in place in school. 

.024 

9. Leadership in high school has unique ramifications toward 
ethical development of students. 

-.201 

10. The principal’s personal commitment to ethics is an important 
part of being an effective leader. 

-.029 

11. There just isn’t enough time in the day to stop and reflect on 
ethical decisions. 

.127 

12.  Modeling of ethical behavior is an important job of a leader. .069 

13. Leaders can facilitate the ethical development of followers.  .101 

14. Doing what is in the best interest of students is an important 
ethical directive.  

-.014 

  

Although the overall coefficient r-values in this section of the survey items appeared less 

than the .05 alpha, the significant p-values of each  item was higher than the .05 alpha.. 

Because of these findings, the researcher Failed to Reject the null hypothesis and found 

that the years of experience and the perceptions of high school leaders ethical leadership 

philosophies are statistically significant.   

Research Question Nine:  Actions Related to Leadership 

The ninth research question asked, is there a statistically significant correlation 

between high school principals’ years of experience and perceptions of their actions 

related to leadership? Pearson correlation was conducted to determine if years of 

experience and high school principals’ perceptions of their actions related to leadership 

were significantly related (see Table 10). 
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Table 10 

Respondents’ Years of Experience and Perceptions of Actions Related to Leadership 

Survey Questions Correlation 
Coefficient 

15. I encourage staff members to care about each other and help 
promote each other’s wellbeing. 

-.191 

16. Ethical questions or situations which arise are discussed in 
faculty meetings. 

-.152 

17. Students are encouraged and expected to be treated with respect 
and show respect. 

-.157 

18. A formal ethics training program is in place at my school. -.072* 

19. A value audit should be conducted with staff members on an 
annual basis. 

.024 

20. Staff are given time to reflect and internalize the               
meanings behind regulations and ethical standards. 

-.127 

21. When hiring teachers, I try to find people who have similar 
values to mine. 

.179 

22. When presented with an ethical dilemma, I have peers which I 
use as a sounding board before determining an appropriate 
course of action. 

-.137 

23. I model ethical behavior -.056 

24. In general, I subordinate my own interest to the good of the 
school community.  

.014 

25. I fully accept the consequences for upholding my principles and 
actions. 

-.138 

26. I expect ethical conduct regardless of the prevailing values of 
the diverse school community. 

-.057* 

*Asterisk indicates p-values less than the .05 alpha. 

 For this final section of the survey and last research question, the twelve 

correlation coefficient r-values were found. The significance of the p-values however 

proofed greater than the .05 alpha which caused the researcher once again to Fail to reject 

the null hypothesis. The correlation between high school principals’ years of experience 

and perceptions of their actions related to leadership was not statistically significant.  
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Respondents 

As mentioned throughout the study, the respondents for this research were high 

school principals. From the population of high school principals in the southeastern state 

which the research was conducted, a sample was chosen from the list-serve of a state 

professional organization.  On June 8, 2016, 247 high school principals were surveyed 

from the list-serve from the state organization mentioned earlier.  Fifty-one (51) surveys 

were returned that month. The researcher allowed the survey to stay open until September 

2016 and the survey was sent again to gather more responses. In September 2016, 33 

more responses were secured before the end of the month deadline. Of the total 84 

responses received, nine of the respondents simply opened the survey but did not take it, 

which brought the final total to 75 respondents. The total percentage of surveys returned 

was 30%.  

Demographics of Respondents 

The demographics of the respondents were disaggregated by gender, years of 

experience, and certification levels.  

The results identified 60 of the respondents were male (71.4%) and 15 

respondents were female (17.9%, see Table 11). 

Table 11 

Gender of Respondents 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Gender     Frequency    Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Male                                                         60     71.4 
Female          15                                                   17.9 
___________________________________________________________________  
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Years of experience as a high school principal was calculated and the results 

range from 3.6% for one to three years, 15.5% for seven to nine years, and 33.3% for 

thirteen or more years (see Table 12). 

Table 12 

Years of Experience of Respondents 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Years of Experience    Frequency    Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
1 – 3 years                                                  3                                                    3.6 
4 – 6 years                     18      21.4 
7 – 9 years            13      15.5 
10 – 12 years          13     15.5 
13 or more years         28          33.3 
_______________________________________________________________________                             
 

There were three certification levels: master’s, specialist, and doctorate. The 

results from this section identified 6.0% of the respondents with a Master’s degree, 

38.1% with a Specialist degree and the plurality of the respondents surveyed 45.2 % with 

a Doctorate degree (see Table 13).  

Table 13 

Certification Level of Respondents 

________________________________________________________________________ 
Name of Degree   Frequency    Percent 
________________________________________________________________________ 
Master’s                     5           6.0 
Specialist                    32     38.1 
Doctorate         38                                                   45.2 
_______________________________________________________________________  

 

Findings 

 What follows is the data analyzed from the Principals’ Perceptions Relating to 

Ethics surveys returned on the ethical preparation, ethical philosophy, and actions related 
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to leadership of high school principals. The nine research questions were also analyzed 

using data from t-test, ANOVA, and Pearson Correlations. The data from the 26 survey 

items, Ethical Trait chart, and the five open-ended questions were analyzed and coded for 

themes.  

When asked in Statement 1 if there was an emphasis for ethical training in their 

leadership preparation program, 76.2% of the respondents agreed or strongly agreed that 

there was emphasis. They agreed with Statement 2 when asked if they participated in 

case studies that related to ethical dilemmas in their leadership classes with 72.4%. Both 

Statements 3 and 4 were answered in opposition when asked about whether education 

was presented as a moral endeavor with 58.4% disagreeing and 50% echoing the same 

that ethical courses are not needed in leadership preparation classes.  In Statement 5, 

although the principals agreed (48.8%) that ethics courses were offered in their leadership   

programs, 21.4% of the respondents were undecided. Lastly, in Statement 6 of the 

perceptions of Preparation in the Field of Ethics section of the survey, 82.1% of the 

respondents felt that their ethical leadership program prepared them for the ethical 

dilemmas they faced while being a high school principal.  The frequencies and 

percentages of the first six survey items from the respondents’ perceptions of ethical 

preparedness can be found in Table 14.   
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Table 14 

Frequencies and Percentages of Respondents’ Perception of Preparation in Ethics 

Survey Questions Level of Agreement Frequency Percentage 

1. There was an emphasis for ethical 
training in my leadership 
preparation program. 

(N = 75) 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

21 
43 

5 
5 
1 

25.0 
51.2 
6.0 
6.0 
1.2 

2. In my leadership classes, I was 
afforded time to participate in case 
studies related to ethical dilemmas. 

(N= 75) 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

17 
44 

8 
5 
1 

20.2 
52.4 
9.5 
6.0 
1.2 

3. In my leadership classes, education 
was presented as a moral endeavor. 

(N= 75) 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

8 
14 

4 
24 
25 

9.5 
16.7 
4.8 

28.6 
29.8 

4. An entire ethics course is not needed 
in leadership preparation classes.  

(N= 75) 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 

Strongly Disagree 

2 
15 
16 
35 

7 

2.4 
17.9 
19.0 
41.7 
8.3 

5. Several ethics courses were offered 
in my leadership program. 

(N=75) 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

14 
27 
48 
13 

3 

16.7 
32.1 
21.4 
15.5 
3.6 

6. Of the ethical dilemmas I have faced 
as principal, I was prepared to deal 
with them based on my leadership 
graduate work. 

(N= 75) 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

18 
51 

3 
3 
0 

21.4 
60.7 
3.6 
3.6 

0 

 

 The next eight survey questions are concerned with the respondents’ perceptions 

of their ethical philosophies. These eight questions explored the respondents’ ethical 
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reasoning, behaviors, and ethical development. The frequency and percentage chart in 

Table 15 indicates their perceptions.  

Table 15 

Frequency and Percentage of the Respondents’ Ethical Philosophies 

Survey Questions Level of 
Agreement 

Frequency Percentage 

7. Ethical reasoning skills can be 
cultivated and learned. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

18 
51 

3 
3 
0 

21.4 
60.7 

3.6 
3.6 

0 
 

8. Encouraging a moral 
community takes more than 
having a Code of Ethics in 
place in school. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

45 
27 

1 
1 
0 

 

53.6 
32.1 

1.2 
1.2 

0 

9. Leadership in high school has 
unique ramifications toward 
ethical development of 
students. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

35 
34 

5 
1 
0 

41.7 
10.5 

6.0 
1.2 

0 

10. The principal’s personal 
commitment to ethics is an 
important part of being an 
effective leader. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

58 
17 

0 
0 
0 

69.0 
20.2 

0 
0 
0 

11. There just isn’t enough time in 
the day to stop and reflect on 
ethical decisions. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

0 
7 
4 

39 
25 

0 
8.3 
4.8 

46.4 
29.8 

12. Modeling of ethical behavior is 
an important job of a leader. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 

59 
16 

0 
0 

70.2 
17.9 

0 
0 
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Strongly Disagree 0 
 

0 

13. Leaders can facilitate the 
ethical development of 
followers. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

33 
41 

0 
1 
0 

 

39.3 
48.8 

0 
1.2 

0 

14. Doing what is in the best 
interest of students is an 
important ethical directive.  

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

60 
14 

1 
0 
0 

 

71.4 
16.7 

1.2 
0 
0 

 

 

 In Statement 7, the respondents felt that ethical reasoning could be cultivated and 

learned with 82.1 % strongly agreeing and agreeing.   In Statement 8, 85.7% of the 

respondents felt that more than just having an existing Code of Ethics in school was 

needed to create a sense of a moral community.  In Statement 9, although the percentage 

dropped from mostly all of the respondents strongly agreeing and agreeing in Statements 

7 and 8, 51.2 % felt school leadership has a unique responsibility to ensure that the 

students in the building are learning ethical values. In Statement 10, 89.2% felt that the 

principal’s own personal commitment to being an ethical leader was important. Of all of 

the questions in this Ethical Philosophy section of the survey, Statement 11 was the only 

one phrased negatively to evoke an action of not having enough time in the day to think 

or act ethically.  Approximately 76% of the respondents opposed the idea of there not 

being enough time in the day to stop and reflect ethically. There were, however, 8.3% of 

the respondents who did agree that there is not enough time to do it and 4.8% remained 

neutral.  In Statement 12, 88.1% of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed that a 
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leader’s modeling of ethical behavior is important.  In Statement 13, although 88.1 % of 

the respondents strongly agreed or agreed that a leader could facilitate ethical 

development of followers, one person disagreed. In the last Statement of this Ethical 

Philosophy section of the survey, 88.1 % of the respondents agreed that is it an ethical 

directive to do what is right in the best interest of students. No one disagreed, but one 

person did remain neutral.   

 In the last section of the survey, Actions Relating to Leadership, twelve 

statements addressed concerns about actions leaders take to help others around him/her 

embrace ethical values. In Table 16 below, the frequencies and percentages of the 

respondents are offered. 

Table 16 

Frequency and Percentage of the Respondents’ Perceptions of Leadership Actions 

Survey Questions Level of 
Agreement 

Frequency Percentage 

15. I encourage staff 
members to care about 
each other and help 
promote each other’s 
wellbeing. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

47 
25 

3 
0 
0 

56.0 
29.8 

3.6 
0 
0 

16. Ethical questions or 
situations that arise are 
discussed in faculty 
meetings. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

15 
41 
16 

2 
1 

17.9 
48.8 
19.0 

2.4 
1.2 

17. Students are encouraged 
and expected to be 
treated with respect and 
show respect. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

59 
16 

0 
0 
0 

70.2 
17.9 

0 
0 
0 

18. A formal ethics training 
program is in place at 
my school. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 

13 
21 
12 

15.5 
25.0 
14.3 
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Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

23 
5 

27.4 
6.0 

19. A value audit should be 
conducted with 

       staff members on an 
annual basis. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

4 
35 
24 
11 

1 

4.8 
41.7 
28.6 
13.1 

1.2 
20. Staff are given time to 

reflect and internalize 
the meanings behind 
regulations and ethical 
standards. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

6 
33 
22 
12 

1 

7.1 
39.3 
26.2 
14.3 

1.2 
21. When hiring teachers, I 

try to find people who 
have similar values to 
mine. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

22 
36 
11 

5 
0 

26.2 
42.9 
13.1 

6.0 
0 

22. When presented with an 
ethical dilemma, I have 
peers who I use as a 
sounding board before 
determining an 
appropriate course of 
action. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

38 
36 

1 
1 
0 

45.2 
41.7 

1.2 
1.2 

0 

23. I model ethical behavior. Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

56 
19 

0 
0 
0 

66.7 
22.6 

0 
0 
0 

24. In general, I subordinate 
my own interest to the 
good of the school 
community. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

37 
27 

8 
2 
1 

44.0 
32.1 

9.5 
2.4 
1.2 

25. I fully accept the 
consequences for 
upholding my principles 
and actions. 

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

55 
20 

0 
0 
0 

65.5 
23.8 

0 
0 
0 

26. I expect ethical conduct 
regardless of the 
prevailing values of the 
diverse school 
community.  

Strongly Agree 
Agree 
Neutral 
Disagree 
Strongly Disagree 

53 
21 

0 
0 
0 

63.1 
25.0 

0 
0 
0 
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In Statement 15, the leader was asked if he or she encouraged the staff to care for 

one another and promoted its wellbeing, 72 of the 75 respondents answered in the 

affirmative. Three remained neutral, but no one disagreed.  In Statement 16, it asked if 

ethical questions and situations that arose in the school were discussed in faculty 

meetings and 66.7% of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed while 19% remained 

neutral. In Statement 17, it asked if student are encouraged and expected to be treated 

with respect and to give respect, all 75 respondents who completed the survey either 

strongly agreed or agreed.  In Statement 18, it asked if there was a formal ethical training 

program found in the school and although 40.5% of the respondents agreed, 27.4% 

disagreed and 14.3% remained neutral on the subject.  In Statement 19, it asked if a value 

audit should be conducted with the staff on an annual basis, 4.8% strongly agreed and 

41.7% agreed, but 28.6% remained neutral while 13.1% disagreed.  In Statement 20, it 

asked if staff members are given time to reflect and internalize the meanings behind 

regulations and ethical standards and like Statement 19, a low percentage of the 

respondents strongly agreed with 7.1% and 39.3% agreed, but 26.2% remained neutral 

and 14.3% disagreed.   In Statement 21, it asked when hiring staff members if the 

principal looked for employees with liked ethical values, 76.1% of the respondents 

strongly agreed or agreed while 13.1% remained neutral and 6.0% disagreed.  In 

Statement 22, it asked  if when faced with ethical dilemmas, did the principal have peers 

that were used as sounding boards before determining the appropriate course of action, 73 

of the 75 responds returned either strongly agreed or agreed.  In Statement 23, it asked if 

a principal modeled ethical behavior in the school and all 75 respondents who completed 

the survey answered in the affirmative.  In Statement 24, it asked if the principal placed 
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his or her own interest second to those of his or her school community, 64 of the 

respondent affirmed that he or she did while 8 remained neutral and 3 said they 

disagreed.  In Statement 25, it asked if the principals fully accepted the consequences for 

upholding their principles and actions and again all of the 75 respondents answered in the 

affirmative.  In the last Statement of Part III of the survey, it asked if a principal expected 

ethical conduct regardless of the prevailing values of the diverse school community and 

74 of the respondents strongly agreed or agreed and none opposed. 

Ethical Traits 

 In Part IV of the survey, an Ethical Traits chart was introduced. In this chart, 10 

ethical traits were rated from Most Important to Somewhat Important to Least Important. 

In Table 17 below, the ratings of these 10 ethical traits were analyzed. 

Table 17 

Percentage of the Respondents’ Ethical Traits  

Ethical Traits Most Important Somewhat Important Least Important 

Respect                (N=74) 82.43 10.81 0 
Tolerance  (N=71) 60.56 30.99 7.04 
Trust                      (N=73) 82.19 10.96 0 
Responsibility  (N=73) 80.82 12.33 1.3 
Integrity                 (N=75) 93.33 0 0 
Justice                  (N=73) 58.90 35.62 2.74 
Compassion          (N=72) 72.22 20.83 4.17 
Virtue                    (N=73) 56.16 36.99 4.11 
Commitment  (N=2) 70.83 23.61 0 
Honesty            (N=74) 94.59 0 0 

To complete the analysis of the Ethical Traits chart, the researcher divided the 

traits into four tiers, ranking them from the most important to least important in the first 

column only.  Both honesty (94.59%) and integrity (93.33%) were ranked in tier one as 



77 

 

the overall highest ranked traits on the chart.  The tier two ranked traits were respect   

(82.43%), trust (82.19%), and responsibility (80.82%).  The tier three ranked traits were 

compassion (72.22%) and commitment (70.83%). The tier four ranked ethical traits were 

tolerance (60.56%), justice (58.90%), and virtue (56.16%). 

 In the second column of Somewhat Important, the tiered groupings remained the 

same even as the percentages changed their positions in the rankings.  The tier one 

ranking was virtue (36.99%), justice (35.62%), and tolerance (30.99%). The tier two 

rankings were commitment (23.61%) and compassion (20.83%).  The tier three rankings 

were responsibility (12.33%), trust (10.96%), and respect (10.81%). The tier four 

rankings were opposite of the most important with integrity (0%) and honesty (0%) as the 

lowest traits.  

In the Least Important column, the rankings changed considerably as the scores 

changed positions one last time from a zero value to whole number.   The tier one 

rankings were respect, trust, integrity, commitment, and honesty; all with zero rankings 

as least important. The tier two traits were justice (2.74%) and responsibility (1.32%). 

The tier three traits were virtue (4.11%) and compassion (4.17).  Tolerance was the tier 

four trait with a percentage of 7.04, the highest for the column.  

Five Open-Ended Questions 

 In this section of the survey, there were five open-ended questions. The five 

questions are related to the first three sections of the survey that dealt with leadership 

preparation, ethical philosophy, and actions related to leadership. The responses have 

been coded into themes to create a narrative for the findings.  
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Question 1:  Preparedness for Ethical Dilemmas 

The first open-ended question asked participants to respond to the question, how 

prepared are you to handle the ethical dilemmas you face as a principal due to formal 

leadership preparation in graduate school? For this question, responses were received 

from 66 participants.  Their responses were coded into three groups:  Very Prepared, 

Somewhat Prepared, and Not Prepared.  In the Very Prepared column, 39% of the 

respondents agreed that they were very prepared to handle the ethical dilemmas they face 

as a principal due to their formal leadership preparation in graduate school. 34% of the 

respondents said that they were somewhat prepared and 26% said that their formal 

preparation was so long ago that it did not prepare them.  One percent (1%) responded to 

the question with a N/A.  

 Several themes regarding why the respondents felt prepared were found from the 

responses to include faith, on the job experiences, the use of mentors, real-life situations, 

up-bringing, and the need for more ethical training.  To provide examples several of the 

respondents’ comments, the researcher used the month, date, and the time each 

respondent replied to create coded numbers for confidential reporting. An example would 

be a respondent who took the survey on 6/9/2016 at 1:59 p.m. The respondent’s coded 

number would be 69159.  

 Several comments from the respondents were offered for the themes identified 

from the survey. The first theme identified was faith.  Respondent 924630 said, “It is hard 

to say how much of my ethical training is a result of my faith or my training. However, I 

believe that I am very well prepared to handle the ethical dilemmas I face.” Respondent 

69702 offered this response when asked how prepared the ethical training was, “I was 
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somewhat prepared. I utilize my experience, my faith, and my ethical moral compass.” 

Respondent 69636 agreed that faith is important by stating, “Ethical training is my 

graduate classes was limited at best.  Ethical dilemmas are solved or addressed as a result 

of my faith and my Christian values as a follower of the teaching of Jesus Christ. 

Although I full understand the separation of church and state and never impose my 

beliefs on my school community, I work diligently to model the ethical behavior that I 

expect from my staff, students, and parents.”  

 A large majority of the respondents offered on the job experience as a way they 

prepared to handle ethical dilemmas.  Respondent 921114 said, “Experience is great for 

preparation.” Respondent 921729 agreed with this comment, “Graduate school provided 

a foundation. Experiences has been the real preparation.” Respondent 920859 stated, “I 

have learned more from the experience of being a principal than from my graduate 

school.” Respondent 69136 stated, “My preparation was very limited….attained skills 

through actual on the job experience.” Finally, respondent 69845 offered, “Most of my 

abilities have been cultivated on the job, or were developed before leadership preparation. 

However, leadership classes offered me the opportunity to be exposed to situations in 

theory before I was exposed to them in reality. This allowed me to develop some level of 

familiarity with what I actually face as a school leader.”  

The next theme identified was the use of mentors.  Respondent 924825 said, 

“Most of my experience and preparedness has little to do with my formal leadership 

training and more to do with those who helped mentor me in my role.” Respondent   

69907 added, “Graduate school did not help nearly as much as learning from other 

practitioners in the field.” Respondent 69750 stated, “My leadership classes barely 
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touched on ethical dilemmas. Fortunately, I have worked under some awesome principals 

and that is where most of my learning has taken place.” 

Several of the respondents felt that real-life situations had a greater impact on 

their preparation than their formal ethical training.   When respondent 921806 was asked 

about how prepared the formal ethical training was, the response was, “I felt prepared, 

but real-life situations force preparedness.”  Respondent 69854 stated, “I am not sure that 

any one class prepared me for ethical dilemmas. I do believe topics discussed across 

multiple classes along with real-life scenarios have been beneficial to me.”   Respondent 

69901 believed, “You are never truly prepared until you face real-life situations and 

forced to deal with them.”       

Even a few respondents felt that their upbringing prepared them more that their 

formal ethical training courses. Respondent 921131 offered, “My formal education did 

not prepare me, my upbringing and work experience did.” When respondent 920911 was 

asked about being prepared this response was given, “I would say I am very prepared, but 

this has as much to do with experience and upbringing than graduate studies.”   

Respondent 69756 agreed with Respondent 921131 and offered, “Formal leadership 

training did nothing to prepare me for leadership. My ethical training came from my 

upbringing and modeling the ethical behaviors of strong leaders that I respect.”    

The last theme identified has the most importance to this study which is the need 

for more formal ethical training.   Respondent 920756 wrote, “I was well prepared for 

dealing with ethical dilemmas mainly because I pursued my doctorate in educational 

administration. I would have loved to have had a course focused solely on ethical 

leadership at some point in my leadership training.”  Respondent 611955 agreed and 
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added, “Being well-prepared to deal with ethical dilemmas requires both formal training 

and hands-on abilities to problem-solve. I believe formal leadership preparation could use 

more ethics training.” Lastly, respondent 681012 stated, “I was somewhat prepared. I 

don’t think any program can truly prepare a principal for the ethical issues he/she may 

face, but a solid foundation and background of ethics is critical to success as a leader.”   

Open Question Responses 2:  Principal Traits for Ethical Development 

The second open-ended question asked participants to respond to the question, 

what do you attribute most to your role as principal as it relates to your ethical 

development? For this question, 50 responses were returned. Of those responses, four 

reoccurring primary themes from Question A were found: faith, mentors, experiences, 

and upbringing. One new theme emerged from this opened-ended question on ethical 

trait.  The five primary themes identified were calculated for the percentage of their 

occurrence in the results: Faith (16%), Mentors, (18%), Experience (30%), Ethical traits 

(8%), and Upbringing (8%). There were six sub-themes that all received calculations for 

frequency: common sense (4%), personal beliefs (4%), military background (2%), honor 

code (2%), leading by example (2%), and modeling (2%). Two respondents did not 

understand the question.    

Open Question Responses 3:  Mentors Used to Help with Ethical Dilemmas 

The third open-ended question asked participants to respond to the question, 

when faced with an ethical dilemma, with whom do you seek advice? Table 18 

summarizes the frequencies of responses. 
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Table 18 

Frequency of Persons from Whom School Leaders Sought Advice  

Advice Sought From Frequency 

Peer/Colleagues 31 

Superintendent 13 

Central Office Staff   7 

Mentors   6 

Administrative Team   6 

Assistant Principal  3 

Faith/ Spiritual Advisor 3 

Immediate Supervisor 2 

Family 2 

Director of Personnel 1 

School Teacher Leader 1 

District Leader 1 

 

 Of the 50 respondents who answered the open-ended questions, 76 responses 

were calculated. Most high school principals seek advice from other principals in their 

network.  Colleagues and peers have had similar situations of their own which makes 

them a valuable resource when dealing with ethical dilemmas. In the smaller school 

districts, the leaders consult the superintendent for advice. Central Office personnel could 

provide insights for school leaders since they receive important changes to policies and 

other regulations a school leader would need to know.  Mentors have been a familiar 

theme in all three open-ended questions. This showed the importance of having someone 

who has already been there to offer suggestions and guidance. The administrative team 

and assistant principal can offer new viewpoints on situations that may challenge the 
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school leader.  Another familiar theme of faith or spiritual advisor has also resonated 

through this portion of the study.  An immediate supervisor could be an asset for advice, 

direct supervision, and mentorship. Family has always been a sounding board for ideas, 

concerns, and finding the answers to difficult tasks. The last three advisors can also offer 

help when faced with an ethical dilemma.  

Open Question Responses 4:  Changes in Ethical Philosophy 

The fourth open-ended question asked participants to respond to the question, has 

your role as an active school leader changed your ethical philosophy from the one of your 

leadership preparation program? If yes, explain.  Of the 50 respondents who answered 

this question, 39 answered no. Only 10 of the 50 said that their ethical philosophy 

changed from the one of their leadership preparation program. One person gave a N/A.  

Respondents 923816 said no when asked, but did offer, “I did not think about those 

things 15 years ago.”  Respondent 9211056 said, “Not really. Georgia Southern provided 

me with a depth of knowledge and opportunities to work through ethical cases in each 

class taken at the graduate level in the leadership department.” Although this respondent 

answered no, does not change the fact that the preparation received proofed invaluable. 

Respondent 920818 agreed with respondent 9211056 that their ethical philosophy did not 

change, but offered this, “My experience have certainly broadened my perspectives.”  

Respondent 611955 said no and stated, “Ethical behavior should not necessarily shift as 

one’s position does.”   Respondent 69907 said, “Not really, but I learned a lot more about 

the intricacies of ethics in the real world that I did in graduate school.” Lastly, respondent 

69845 answered “no”, but gave this comment: “I had a strong ethical base before my 

leadership program, which continues to guide me today.” Many of the respondents in this 
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section felt that   experiences, real-life situations, and personal upbringing attributed more 

to their ethical philosophies than a formal leadership program.  

 Several respondents answered positively about their ethical philosophies changing 

following one of their ethical preparation training. Respondent 920756 stated, “If I 

understand the question correctly, I would say that my daily decision making as s school 

leader has evolved since my leadership preparation program. Specifically, the leadership 

program provided me with the practice scenarios to develop my ethical philosophy.  My 

experiences over time solidified and enlightened my leadership philosophy.”  Respondent 

6131110 also said yes and offered, “Experiencing the different scenarios throughout my 

career have changed my ethical philosophy.” Respondent 6231007 added, “Yes my 

philosophy has changed. Simply experiencing   how the ethics of others waivers as the 

personal involvement of the ethical dilemma increases.” Lastly, respondent 613409 said, 

“Yes, real life experiences change your worldview.” These responses prove that the 

training received in formal ethical preparation training courses offered scenarios that 

resemble actual situations found in the leaders’ schools. The familiar themes of 

experience and real-life situations continue to resonate throughout this section of the 

survey. The comment from respondent 6231007 resounded the overall viewpoint of this 

study that ethics can waiver as personal involvement of the ethical dilemma increased. 

Whether the ethical philosophies of the school leaders changed or not, ethical dilemmas 

continue to occur.  

Open Question Responses 5:  Characteristics of an Effective Ethical School Leader 

The fifth open-ended question asked participants to respond to the question, in 

your opinion, what are the characteristics that make an effective ethical school leader? 
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For this question, 50 respondents answered and of those 50 who did answer this question, 

35 themes were identified.  The frequency of the top six themes can be seen in Table 19 

below.  

Table 19 

Frequency of the Characteristics of an Effective Ethical School Leader 

Characteristics Frequency 

Integrity 17 

Honesty 14 

Compassion 9 

Moral Character 8 

Knowing right from wrong 7 

Consistent 6 

 

 Several of the themes that did not make this table were reflected in the Ethical 

Trait Chart in Part IV of the survey to include: commitment, trust, respectful, and virtue.  

Integrity and honesty were the highest rated characteristics for this question just as they 

were in the Ethical Trait Chart. Although there were 35 themes identified from the 

responses offered, many of them repeated several in the table above while others were 

only mentioned once during the responses.   

Summary 

In this chapter, data were analyzed and the findings from the Principals’ 

Perception Related to Ethics survey were reported. This 26-tem survey assessed the high 

school principals’ perceptions of their ethical preparation program, ethical philosophies, 

and actions related to leadership.  The respondents were asked to rate each survey 
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question using a Likert scale ranging from “Strongly Agree” to “Strongly Disagree.” 

Respondents were also asked to rate ten ethical traits in Part IV of the survey from “Most 

Important” to “Least Important.” 

Nine research questions guided this study. Three questions required t-Test 

analysis to determine if differences in means scores between male and female 

respondents were significant.  None were found to be significant at p<0.05; three 

analyzed with ANOVA of means scores of level of certification were also found not 

statistically significant; and three questions using the Pearson Correlation yielded p-

values greater than the required .05 alpha in regards to correlations between the 

respondents years of experience and their academic preparation, ethical philosophies, and 

actions related to leadership.  The purpose was to determine if the hypotheses were 

accepted or rejected; none were statistically significant.  

The survey was originally sent out on June 8, 2016 to 247 high school principals 

who were part of a professional organization located in a southeastern state. Of the 247 

surveys sent out, 51 responses were returned that month.  The survey remained open 

through September 2016 when 33 more were returned, for a total of 84. Nine of the 

respondents did not complete the survey but simply opened it, brining the final total 

number of usable responses to 75. The total percentage of surveys returned was 30%.   

In Part VI of the survey, the respondents were asked to share information of their 

gender, years of experience, and certification level.  Of the 75 respondents that completed 

the survey, 60 were male and 15 were female.  When years of experience were 

calculated, 3.8% had one to three years. 21. 1% had four to six years, 15.5% had seven to 

nine and ten to twelve years, and 33.3% had 13 or more years of experience as a high 
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school principal.  The data identified three levels of certification: master, specialist, and 

doctorate.  The results showed 6% with a master degree, 38.1% with specialist degrees, 

and 45.2% with doctorate degrees.   

In the findings of this chapter, all 26 questions were analyzed to determine 

frequencies and percentages in each of the three sections of the survey: ethical 

preparation program, ethical philosophies, and actions related to leadership.  In Part IV of 

the survey, an Ethical Trait Chart asked the respondents to rate 10 ethical traits from 

“Most Important” to “Least Important.” The traits were: respect, tolerance, trust, 

responsibility, integrity, justice, compassion, virtue, commitment, and honesty.  Honesty 

and integrity were ranked the highest of the ten followed by respect, trust, and 

responsibility as the next highest ranked.  Compassion and commitment were the next 

highest with tolerance, justice, and virtue ranked the lowest of all ten.  

In Part V of the survey, there were five open-ended questions that related to the 

first three sections of the survey. Question A related to ethical preparation, Questions B 

and D to ethical philosophies, Question C to actions related to leadership, and Question E 

to the Ethical Trait Chart in Part IV of the survey. These questions allowed the researcher 

to create a narrative from the responses given.  The insight shared in these open-ended 

questions provided evidence for the need of more training related to ethics using 

scenarios from real-life situations in graduate leadership courses.  

Finally, in this chapter 14 tables and 2 figures were created to help determine the 

findings of the survey.  Many of the tables and figures described mean scores, frequency 

and percentage, calculation charts, and correlation coefficients.  Through the use of these 

tables and figures, the researcher was able to better describe the perceptions of the 
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respondents as they related to the 26 item survey questions. Even the five open-ended 

questions at the end of the survey presented further insights of perceptions based on the 

three major parts of the instrument.  
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CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSION, AND IMPLICATIONS 

 “Integrity is telling myself the truth. And honesty is telling the truth to other people."  

- Spencer Johnson  

When the question of unethical behavior of school leaders is raised, there are 

alarming statistics regarding its occurrence in public education (Mayer. Kuenzi, & 

Greenbaum, 2010). The misbehaviors have included changing test scores, stealing, 

conflicts of interest, and sexual harassing of colleagues (Mayer et al., 2010). It is 

unfortunate that the frequency and percentages of these and many other misbehaviors are 

continuing to grow due solely to their being unnoticed or under-reported for fear of 

retaliation by those committing the violations (Mayer et al., 2010).     

In an effort to address the unethical behaviors of school leaders, research on 

ethical leadership has contributed valuable understanding of the relationship between   

leadership and misbehaviors in organizations (Brown, Trevino, & Harrison, 2005).  

Brown and Trevino (2006) claimed the initial research on ethical leadership was 

promising and that a considerable amount of research is still needed. To avoid unethical 

behaviors, Mayer et al., (2005) stated leaders should make decisions with the “what is the 

right thing to do” statement in mind when making ethical decisions.   

Summary of the Study 

This purpose of this study was to ascertain the perceptions of high school 

principals in regards to their formal graduate ethical preparation program, ethical 
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philosophies, and actions related to leadership.  In Chapter One, the researcher presented   

the importance of this study to the body of literature on ethical leadership. The purpose of 

this study was to also address the problems identified with unethical decisions of high 

school principals. The problem addressed was the misconduct of high school principals  

to include the unorthodox ways in which they conducted business in their schools, the 

abuse of power on their subordinates, and the scandal of inflated test scores ( Pauken, 

2012; Willis, 2011).  

The study was guided by nine null hypotheses research questions: 

1. Is there a statistically significant difference between male and female high school 

principals’ mean perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate leadership course 

preparation in the field of ethics?   

2. Is there a statistically significant difference between male and female high school 

principals’ mean perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies?  

3. Is there a statistically significant difference between male and female high school 

principals’ perceptions of their leadership actions?  

4. Is there a statistically significant difference, based on level of certification, of high 

school principals’ mean perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate leadership 

course preparation in the field of ethics?  

5. Is there a statistically significant difference, based on level of certification, of high 

school principals’ mean perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies?  

6. Is there a statistically significant difference, based on level of certification, principals’ 

mean perceptions of their leadership actions?  
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7. Is there a statistically significant correlation between high school principals’ years of 

experience as an administrator and perceptions of the effectiveness of their graduate 

leadership course preparation in the field of ethics? 

8. Is there a statistically significant correlation between high school principals’ years of 

experience and perceptions of their ethical leadership philosophies?  

9. Is there a statistically significant correlation between high school principals’ years of 

experience and perceptions of their leadership actions?  

The first three research questions asked if there was a significant differences 

between the male and female respondents in regards to the three major parts of the 

survey:  ethical preparation program, ethical philosophies, and action related to 

leadership. The next three asked if there was a significant difference between their level 

of certification and their perceptions of the same. The last three asked if there was a 

significant difference between their years of experience and their perceptions for the 

same three major parts of the survey.  

The sample for the study was chosen from a population of approximately 1200 

high school principals, assistant principals, and teacher leaders. The sample was chosen 

from a list-serve from a professional principals’ organization located in a southeastern 

part of the United States.  Before the survey was emailed to the high school principals, 

permission from Mercer’s IRB review board and Dr. Hughes, who created the instrument 

had to be obtained.  The permission was granted by both entities and the survey was 

emailed to the sample. To ascertain the perceptions of the high school principals, a 26 

item survey was emailed to 247 high school principals from the leadership organization. 

Of the 247 surveys emailed with two required deadline dates given, 84 responses were 
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returned. Of the 84 responses returned, it was discovered that nine respondents simply 

opened the survey, but did not complete it bringing the final total of 75 respondents for a 

return rate of 30%.  

The literature discussed in Chapter Two was found to compliment the findings of 

the study and provided evidence that substantiates the researcher’s intent.  Literature on 

ethics and its effect on leadership of high school principals was examined through the 

leaders’ perceptions of ethical preparedness, ethical philosophies, and actions related to 

leadership. The review also provided insights along with the findings from this research 

as to how important ethical training will be to those new building principals in the future. 

Further discussion on the literature from this study is forthcoming.  

In Chapter Three, the researcher introduced the research design as a non-

experimental design where no treatments were added to the participants.  The setting for 

this study was located in a southeastern state of the United States. The population for this 

study was revealed through the literature as high school principals. The high school 

principals were selected due to documented occurrences of ethical misconduct.  These 

misbehaviors included trust violations, inappropriate relationships, stealing, and conflicts 

of interest violations. The sample was chosen from a professional leadership organization 

for high school principals. From the list-serve of the organization, 247 high school 

principals were identified as mentioned above.  With permission to move forward granted 

from both Mercer University’s IRB review board and Dr. Laura Hughes whose 

instrument was used in this study, the researcher modified the survey from its original 

elementary school leader template to one that was suited for the high school principals.  

The only moderate changes to the instrument were the five open-ended questions at the 
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end of the instrument.  The verbiage was changed to reflect what the literature addressed 

as a concern and for what the researcher correlated with the three major parts of the 

survey. The demographic information at the end of the survey asked for the gender, level 

of certification, and years of experience of the respondents.  

In Chapter Four, all of the survey items were analyzed and the findings reported. 

The nine null hypotheses guiding research questions were analyzed using three statistical 

analysis methods: t-test, Analysis of Variance (ANOVA), and Pearson Correlation.  The 

first three research questions compared the mean scores of the male and female 

respondents with their perceptions on ethical preparation training, ethical   philosophies, 

and actions related to leadership. All three research questions Failed to reject the null 

hypotheses due to not enough evidence to prove that the hypotheses were false.  The next 

three null hypotheses research questions compared means to assess whether the 

differences in means was significant using the analysis of variance with the same three 

parts of the survey and their level of certification. The researcher failed to reject the null 

hypotheses again.  The final three research questions used the Pearson’s r to determine 

significance of correlations between the respondents’ years of experience and the three 

parts of the survey. The researcher failed to reject the null hypotheses for these research 

questions as their perceptions were no statistically significant at .05 alpha. The survey 

items also revealed evidence from the respondents’ perceptions for the three major parts 

of the survey. Survey items 1-6 on ethical preparation revealed that the respondents 

agreed overall the need for more ethical training in graduate courses.  In survey items 7-

14 for ethical philosophies, the respondents agreed overall that it is important for building 

to have a philosophy of leadership guided by ethical standards.  For survey items 15-26 
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on actions related to leadership, the respondents agreed that it is important for the leader 

to set the example of ethical behavior for the staff and that there should be some type of 

ethical training at school.  There was an Ethical Trait chart in part four of the survey 

which asked the respondents to rate ten ethical traits from “Most Important” to “Least 

Important.”  Integrity and honesty were rated the two most important traits on the chart. 

In the last section of the survey, the five open-ended questions asked reflecting 

viewpoints from the respondents in regards to the first three parts of the survey: ethical 

preparation, ethical philosophies, and actions related to leadership. Majors themes were 

analyzed and reported.  

Summary of Major Findings 

In this section, the major findings of Chapter Four were revisited.  The nine null 

hypotheses research questions guided this study and provided valuable information in 

regards to the position of high school principals. As stated earlier in the summary of 

Chapter Four, a 26 item survey created by Hughes (2006) was used to ascertain the 

perceptions of high school principals in terms of their ethical preparation program, ethical 

philosophies, and actions related to leadership.  The research questions addressed the 

gender, level of certification, and years of experience with the respondents’ perceptions 

of the three main parts of the survey. Each research questions was measured using a 

significance level of a .05 alpha.  Using three statistical analysis methods, t-test, Analysis 

of Variance, and Pearson’s r, the researcher used the .05 alpha to measure the 

significance levels of the respondents’ perceptions to determine if the perceptions would 

be significant.  The findings proved to be insignificant for all nine null hypotheses.  

Through the analysis of the individual 26 survey items, it was determined that most of the 
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respondents with 20 years or more did not have formal ethical training before becoming a 

high school principal. Those with less than ten years did have some formal ethical 

training, but those with five or less years did have ethical training in graduate school and 

were prepared to face the ethical dilemmas they faced on the job. When asked about their 

ethical philosophies, many agreed that their philosophies remained the same as the one 

that had in their graduate courses. There were others who did say that their philosophy 

changed while on the job.  Years of experience and real-life situational experiences were 

the reasons given the change in philosophies.  When asked about their actions related to 

leadership, the main finding encompassed the leaders treating others with respect and 

setting the ethical standard for the staff.  In the Ethical trait chart, honesty and integrity 

were identified as the most important traits needed for school leaders. When asked in the 

open-ended questions of what characteristics are important to an ethical school leader, 

again, honesty and integrity were the highest characteristics named. When asked whom 

do you seek advice from when faced with ethical dilemmas, the majority of the 

respondents choose a peer or colleague. While the list was a little extensive, mentors, 

spiritual advisors, and central office personnel were also named.  

Discussion of Findings 

Studies suggest that school leaders can practice and learn ethical decision-making, 

but the leaders must preface this new skill by knowing and understanding the premise of 

ethical principles (Pardo & Siemens, 2014; Winston & Bahnaman, 2008). These 

principles should be taught early in preparation programs to offer opportunities to 

enhance the learning experience (Cooper, 1998; Kidder, 2009; Nash, 1989). The findings 

agreed with Cooper, Kidder, and Nash (1998, 2009, 1989) that an emphasis on ethical 
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leadership principles in their academic preparation programs was warranted.  The 

Educational  Leadership Constituent Council (ELCC) established in 1996 addressed a 

standard of ethics about the importance of academic preparation program, The  standard 

read,, “ Candidates who complete the academic program are educational leaders who 

have the  knowledge and ability  to promote the success of all students by acting with 

integrity, fairly, and in an ethical manner” (p. 119).  When asked about whether entire 

ethical courses are needed in leadership preparation courses, Strike, Haller, and Stolis, 

(2005) stated ethics and other ethical courses should be taught in preparation in 

universities in America. In regards to ethical coursework in preparation courses, Strike et 

al., (2005) stated school leaders can practice and learn ethical decision-making, but the 

leaders must preface this new skill first by knowing and understanding the premise of 

ethical premises. When asked whether several ethics courses should be offered in 

leadership preparation course, 21.4% of the respondents were undecided, but Larsen and 

Derrington (2012) stated that principal preparation programs may or may not include 

courses designed specifically to ethics. 

Conclusions 

What follows are the conclusion drawn from this research study.   

1.  There were no differences between male and female high school principals in 

regards to the need for graduate course work in the field of ethics. The fact that more men 

were principals in high school than female only speaks to the choice of where one wants 

to work in a public education setting.   

2.  As for their ethical philosophies, there were no differences in whether or not 

their philosophies remained the same from their graduate courses or if it changed when 
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they became a high school principal.  The research did provide evidence that many of the 

respondents felt that through the experiences shared on the job and the real-life situations 

they were presented with that their philosophies did change.  

3.  Although their years of experience varied, the majority of the high school 

principals identified in this study did have 13 or more years on the job. There was no 

statistically significant data presented that prove male and female are not equally capable 

of leading a high school.    

4. In the first section of the survey on ethical preparation for items 1-6, the 

respondents agreed that ethical academic preparation is an important factor in being 

successful with the decision-making process. A large percentage of the respondents did 

agree that more training in ethics should be placed in the graduate courses for leadership 

preparation.  Others felt that their coursework did not prepare them at all, but that would 

be the respondents that did not have much or any preparation in the field of ethics.   

5.  For the second section of the survey on ethical philosophies for survey items 7-

14, the respondents that a high school principal must know and learn ethical principles. 

They felt that the leaders must be able to facilitate the ethical development of the staff 

and place their own interests second to those of the students and school community. 

When asked what each attributed to their ethical development, three major themes are 

found: some choose their faith, the relationships with a friend/mentor, and their 

upbringing.  

6. For the third section of the survey on actions related to leadership for survey 

items 15-26, the respondents strongly agreed that the school leader should be a model of 

ethical behavior. They felt it was the leaders’ responsibility to talk about ethical values in 
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faculty meeting, to promote the well-being of the staff, and when possible to interview 

and hire staff members with like ethical values as the leader.  

7.  Of the ten traits, integrity and honesty were repeated traits throughout the 

study that the respondents valued.  The literature supports the respondents’ viewpoints. 

Trust was also among the traits/characteristics of an ethical leader found in the literature.    

Implications  

The implications for ethical leadership follow. Each implication offered has come 

from either the research or the literature provided. The researcher is pleased to offer these 

implications for the body of literature in the field of ethics. 

1. Leadership preparation programs should require ore ethical foundational 

courses that are centered on real-life scenarios for training on how to handle 

violations when they occur in the work environment. 

2. Although morality is concerned with the character or who a person is, does 

not negate the fact that ethical foundation courses and yearly credentialing are 

needed for public high school principals. 

3. New ethical courses should be created in graduate classes that would assess 

the leaders’ readiness though specific instructional scenarios in preparation of 

being considered for course completion and/or certification. 

4. School systems must put in place some sort of pre-assessment instrument 

during the hiring process to assess the candidate’s knowledge of ethical 

behavior, laws, and policies. 

5. Ethical training must exist that will test the morality and ethical development 

of the new leader during graduate course work. 
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6. Whether or not a graduate candidate fits into a consequential ethical theory 

framework, the course should still be taken to allow each candidate an 

opportunity to see the consequences of their actions in real-life sitautions and 

the why behind them. 

7. Graduate ethical coursework should emphasize somewhat of a utilitarian 

concept in regards to moral rightness of consequences. 

8. Consequential principles should guide ethical preparedness in graduate 

courses in regards to concentrating on the outcomes of leaders than the actions 

themselves. 

9. While character development maybe hard to define, the conduct and duty of 

candidates in preparation programs should be the focus. 

10.  Ethical training must teach new candidates to be truthful regardless of the 

findings of others when it is meant for the betterment of the school 

community. 

A foundational set of ethical preparation courses centered ethical principles must 

be required in graduate courses to hold candidates accountable.  
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19-Apr-2016

 

Mr. James Platts

3001 Mercer University Dr.

Tift College of Education - Atlanta

Macon, GA 31207-0001

 

RE: The Role of Ethics in the Professional Development, Academic Preparation, and Decision-making Processes of Georgia High School Leaders

(H1604124)

 

Dear Mr. Platts:

 

Your application entitled: The Role of Ethics in the Professional Development, Academic Preparation, and Decision-making Processes of Georgia High

School Leaders (H1604124) was reviewed by this Institutional Review Board for Human Subjects Research in accordance with Federal Regulations 21

CFR 56.110(b) and 45 CFR 46.110(b) (for expedited review) and was approved under Category 7 per 63 FR 60364.

 

Your application was approved for one year of study on 19-Apr-2016. The protocol expires 18-Apr-2017. If the study continues beyond one year, it

must be re-evaluated by the IRB Committee.

 

Item(s) Approved:

New study with use of online survey

 

Please complete the survey for the IRB and the Office of Research Compliance. To access the survey, click on the following

link: https://www.surveymonkey.com/s/K7CTT8R

 

"Mercer University has adopted and agrees to conduct its clinical research studies in accordance with the International

Conference on Harmonization's (ICF) Guidelines for Good Clinical Practice."

Respectfully,

Ava Chambliss-Richardson, M.ED., CIP, CIM

Member

Intuitional Review Board

Mercer University IRB & Office of Research Compliance

Phone (478) 301-4101

Fax (478) 301-2329

ORC_Mercer@Mercer.Edu

 

____________________________________________________

1501 Mercer University Dr. | Macon, Georgia 31207-0001

(478) 301-4101 | FAX (478) 301-2329
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Windsor Forest High School  

12419 Largo Drive 
Savannah, Georgia 31419-6201 

Telephone (912) 395-3400 
November 6, 2015 

Dr. Laura M. Hughes 
500 N. Main Street 
Dearing, GA 30808 
 
Dear Dr. Hughes: 

 
I am writing to request permission to use the Principal’s Perceptions Relating to 

Ethics Survey that you developed for your 2006 dissertation. I applaud the excellent 
research that you conducted and the contribution that it makes to the field of ethics.  

 
I am an assistant principal at Windsor Forest High School (Chatham County 

School District) and a doctoral candidate in Educational Leadership at Mercer University.  
My proposed dissertation research will seek to determine ways in which moral 
development, ethical training, and professional practices used by high school principals 
contribute to their ethical decision-making paradigms.  Your instrument is ideal for the 
research that I proposed. With approval from my dissertation committee, I am asking 
permission to use that instrument and to change the five open ended questions at the end 
of the survey to meet the specific needs of my study.  

 
Your consideration of this request is greatly appreciated.  You may reach me at 

(912) 395-3400, extension 760601 or james.platts@sccpss.com to reply to my request.  
 

Sincerely, 
 
 
James A. Platts, Ed. S 
Assistant Principal 
 
cc:   Dr. Olivia Boggs (Dissertation Chair) 
 Mercer University 
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MERCER STAMPED REQUEST TO PARTICIPANTS 
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Dear Respondent, 
 
My name is James A. Platts and I am a doctoral student with Mercer 

University. I am conducting a research study about the role of ethics as it relates 

to high school principals. The name of my study is The Role of Ethics in the 

Professional Development, Academic Preparation, and Decision-making 

Processes of High School Leaders. I am emailing to ask if you would like to 

participate by completing a survey for this research project. Mercer University’s 

IRB requires investigators to provide informed consent to the research 

participants. 

If you would be interested in taking this survey, please click on this link 
and provide your consent to take the survey: (place the Survey Monkey Link 
Here).   

 
If you have any questions about the study contact the investigator James 

A. Platts, 912-604-4656, and James.Anthony.Platts@live.mercer.edu. 
 
Mercer University’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) reviewed study # 

H1604124 and approved it on 19-Apr-2016. 
 

Questions about your rights as a research participant:  

If you have questions about your rights or are dissatisfied at any time with any 

part of this study, you can contact, anonymously if you wish, the Institutional 

Review Board by phone at (478) 301-4101 or email at ORC_Research 

@Mercer.edu.  

Thank you in advance for your time and participation! 

 
 

 

04/19/2016 
04/18/2017 
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Principals’ Perceptions Relating to Ethics 

 Part 1: Preparation in the Field of Ethics 

Please use the following scale to rate your graduate leadership preparation course(s) in 
the field of ethics. Select the level that describes your level of preparedness.  

SA- Strongly Agree   A- Agree    N- Neutral       D – Disagree      SD – Strongly 

Disagree 

1. There was an emphasis for ethics training in my 

leadership preparation program. 

SA A N D SD 

2. In my leadership classes, I was afforded time to 

participate in case studies related to ethical 

dilemmas. 

     

3. In my leadership classes, education was 

presented as a moral endeavor. 

     

4. An entire ethics course is not needed in 

leadership preparation classes. 

     

5. Several ethics courses were offered in my 

leadership program. 

     

6. Of the ethical dilemmas I have faced as 

principal, I was prepared to deal with them 

based on my leadership graduate work. 
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Part II: Ethical Philosophy 
 

Please use the following scale to rate your personal beliefs as they relate to leadership in 
your school. Select the level that describes your leadership philosophy. 

SA- Strongly Agree   A- Agree    N- Neutral       D – Disagree      SD – Strongly 

Disagree 

 

7. Ethical reasoning skills can be cultivated and 

learned. 

SA A N D SD 

8. Encouraging a moral community takes more than 

having a Code of Ethics in place in school. 

     

9. Leadership in high school has unique 

ramifications toward ethical development of 

students. 

     

10. The principal’s personal commitment to ethics is 

an important part of being an effective leader. 

SA A N D SD 

11. There just isn’t enough time in the day to stop 

and reflect on ethical decisions. 

     

12. Modeling of ethical behavior is an important job 

of a leader. 

     

13. Leaders can facilitate the ethical development of 

followers. 

     

14. Doing what is in the best interest of students is 

an important ethical directive. 
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Part III: Ethical Leadership  

Please use the following scale to rate the behaviors you perform yourself or encourage 
others to do in your school. Select the level that describes your perceptions. 

15. I encourage staff members to care about each 

other and help promote each other’s well being. 

SA A N D SD 

16. Ethical questions or situations which arise are 

discussed in faculty meetings. 

     

17. Students are encouraged and expected to be 

treated with respect and show respect. 

     

18. A formal ethics training program is in place at 

my school. 

     

19.  A value audit should be conducted with 

       staff members on an annual basis. 

     

20.  Staff are given time to reflect and internalize 

the 

              meanings behind regulations and ethical 

standards. 

     

21. When hiring teachers, I try to find people who     

have similar values to mine. 

     

22. When presented with an ethical dilemma, I have 

peers which I use as a sounding board before 

determining an appropriate course of action. 

     

23. I model ethical behavior      

24.  In general, I subordinate my own interest to the 

good of the school community. 

     

25. I fully accept the consequences for upholding 

my principles and actions. 

     

26. I expect ethical conduct regardless of the 

prevailing values of the diverse school 

community. 
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Part IV: Ethical Traits 

Please check each of the following ethical traits on a scale from most important to least 
important. You may duplicate your answers. 

Trait Most 

Important 

 Somewhat 

Important 

 Least 

Important 

Respect      

Tolerance      

Trust      

Responsibility      

Integrity      

Justice      

Compassion 

 

     

Virtue      

Commitment 

 

     

Honesty 
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Part V: Open-Ended Responses 

Please respond to the following open-ended questions. 

 

A. How prepared are you to handle the ethical dilemmas you face as a principal due 
to your formal leadership preparation in graduate school?  

 

 

 

 

B. What do you attribute most to your role as principal as it relates to your ethical 
development?  

 

 
 
 
 

C. When faced with an ethical dilemma, with whom do you seek advice? 
 

 

D. Has your role as an active school leader changed your ethical philosophy from the 
one of your leadership preparation program? If yes, explain. 

 

 

 

E. In your opinion, what characteristics make an effective ethical school leader? 
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Part VI:  Demographic Data 

 

Please check the appropriate responses. 

 

Sex:                                                                    Certification Level 

______Male                                                       ______Master 
______Female                                                   ______Specialist 
                                                                           ______Doctorate 
Total years of experience as a principal            
______1-3                                                           
______4-6                                                           
______7-9 
______10-12 
______13 or more 
 
 
Hughes (2006).  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


