Illustrative cases of Ethical Dilemmas

By Neil Dempster, Griffiths University, Brisbane Australia

Circumstances involving students 
The issue: Dealing with conflict between the school’s values and the values taught to students at home 
Case 1: Fair treatment 
Peter Bourke is the principal of a large primary school that includes students from 54 different ethnic and cultural groups. The difficulty of delivering fairness across all groups is a perennial concern to Peter.  Students of a particular ethnic group recently ‘borrowed’ a bicycle from school and failed to return it. In their culture, ‘ownership’ has little significance and the ‘borrowing’ of the bicycle was considered to be quite acceptable. However, in mainstream culture, such behaviour is commonly regarded as theft. 

When faced with situations such as this, Peter has struggled with the question of how to deal fairly with students who ‘see the world differently’. He believes that taking the legal path is an easy road to take, while readily acknowledging that this course of action delivers fairness only in the eyes of some while alienating others. 

Discussion Question: Where does a resolution that is ‘right, fair, just and good’ lie in this case?
Case 2: Working with the community over standards of behaviour 

Beverley Milton is the principal of a rural primary school located not far from a large metropolitan centre. According to Beverley, the school has a number of children who come from socially and emotionally damaging environments. The behaviours they bring into the school are quite different from what is socially acceptable. She believes that equal treatment for equal misbehaviour would be inappropriate and unfair for these children. Moreover, she believes that she should not make decisions about appropriate treatment on an ad hoc basis, or without some shared ground for decision-making. She explains it this way: 

I can’t arrive at a decision to exclude a student from school on my own. I don’t believe it’s something [about which] I have the right to say, “This is a decision made on my set of moral values and my set of principles.” Instead, I think the important things to have behind you are clearly articulated policies and statements about what is the general rule and how you might address exceptions to that general rule. Obviously you’re not always going to have things in place – sometimes something happens that is totally unexpected. But if you do have general rules, if they’re transparent, and if they have been communicated clearly, then you’re less likely, I believe, to have huge dilemmas where a decision that you take is going to have big ramifications. 

Discussion Question: How can unequal treatment for equal misbehaviour be ‘right, fair, just and good’? 

Circumstances involving staff 

The issue: Monitoring staff performance 

Case 3: ‘You have to confront the person at a certain stage’ 
Adele Kingston, the principal of a medium-sized primary school, observed over time, that one of the ancillary staff was not performing satisfactorily. He wasn’t doing his job and I suspected that he had been thieving from the school. At the time, a teacher alerted me to the fact that this person had been caught stealing from a local shop. As a result, he had become very unpopular in the community. 

Adele found this a tough situation, and one that became very ‘messy’. As she recalls: 

In the first instance you’ve got the decision about what to do when something has come to your attention. This person has been accused of thieving. It is widely known in the community and one of the teachers mentions to you, “There is something you should know.” It was not something that could be ignored. 

Then you’ve got to make a decision whether or not to take it up with the person, bring him in and talk to him about it. And finally, you’ve got the decision about whether the matter should be taken further. 

It puts stress on you. Because he was not terribly pleased with me at the time. He became vindictive and did some quite strange things. It was a little unsafe for me when I was working back late at school. But I had an excellent cleaning staff who looked out for me. 

Adele concludes: But I think that you do have to confront the person at a certain stage. 

Discussion Question: How should this issue be handled so that an ethically defensible decision is reached? 

Case 4: ‘It doesn’t make me feel good, but what was I to do?’ 

Noel Roberts, the principal of a large secondary school, recently placed one of his mathematics teachers on diminished work performance. Prior to this, the teacher had 
experienced a mild heart attack. He had returned to work after recovery, but continued to be plagued by ill health and was not performing satisfactorily. As Noel recalls: 

He did not teach the students. He wrote stuff on the blackboard and the kids were rioting. The kids who wanted to learn were told to come down to the front, and the rest could go down the back and play merry hell. In dealing with this situation, Noel was concerned about the well-being of the teacher. 

It’s a very difficult decision. The teacher lost face and everyone knew about it even though we tried to keep it confidential. This teacher was having a miserable time. He was ill and in his fifties. When he should be looking at a fairly comfortable existence, you’ve virtually taken away his source of income, or his self-esteem, or whatever little self-esteem he had left. He couldn’t change jobs. He had nowhere to go. And, you could ruin his whole life. You could end up destroying him. So it was a dilemma. 

However, Noel was also concerned about his responsibilities to the students. 

The teacher is there to do a job. He’s affecting the lives of 150 to 200 kids, having a critical effect on their lives, and he’s not accepting his responsibilities. It was nothing against the person. I couldn’t tolerate it because he’s there to do a job. Noel decided to help the teacher get a medical discharge, but the teacher did not like this at all and claimed that he was being unfairly treated. Within a month, he died of a heart attack whilst writing on the chalkboard. I think, reflects Noel, that my actions contributed to his heart attack. It doesn’t make me feel good. But what was I to do? 

Discussion Question: Was this as good as Noel could do? If not, what should he have done? 

Circumstances involving finances and resources 

The Issue:  Deciding on the allocation of funds for use by senior administration. 
Case 5: The weekend retreat 

Katherine Vincent is the newly appointed principal of a large primary school. She has been considering taking her administration team of two deputies and a registrar away for a strategic planning weekend led by an outside facilitator, but the question of whether to allocate funds to an exercise for administrators alone has troubled her. 

We looked at the prices of a facilitator and … the cost was about $1000 per day. So I had to decide if we should have the facilitator for two days. But a perception, if it gets out to the community and to the staff, would be that I blew $2000 on a facilitator. I’ve been trying to balance up the benefit to the administration team and to the school long-term against the flak that I could get from staff and community when they hear that I blew $4000 on one night away. They could perceive it as a ‘booze-up’. 

Katherine eventually decided to go ahead with the planning weekend, but only after discussing the matter with her District Director. She did this for a number of reasons, but mainly to get an external viewpoint on the issue. 

I just verbalised my concern that some staff wouldn’t perceive its worth. And he said to me, ‘Well, are you going to share the outcomes with  them?’ That helped me think about making sure I avoided problems. So I have written an article in the newsletter to parents. I’ve told the staff up front. I’ve told them why we’re going on the weekend. I’ve told the community and I’ve been honest. I’ve told them I’m paying a facilitator. 

Katherine says she feels better about a decision in which she has been honest, rather than ‘whitewashing’ something because she thinks she’ll suffer the consequences from staff and parents who hold negative views about the school. 

Discussion Question: Is an ‘honest’ decision like this ethically defensible when the consequences may create long-term antagonism in the school and its community? 

Circumstances involving external relations 

Issue: The problem of dealing with overly demanding parents. 

Case 6: Letting the vote speak 
Sandra Morgan recalled the case of a parent trying to exercise power to advance his own child’s interests. 

We had a boy who was an excellent swimmer and captain of the state swimming team. His father was very keen on his son taking a place on the School Council; he spoke to me about how fitting this would be, given his son’s contribution to the school’s sporting successes. However, when we held the elections the boy did not receive enough votes from students. The parents took him out the day after the election results after telling me in no uncertain terms that I should have intervened. I am very aware of the need for a very open approach with any voting by students, so that it’s never seen that there is any corruption of the voting process, because it certainly could lend itself to that. I believe that the principal has to be seen by staff to be very straight where matters of this kind are concerned. 

Discussion Question: Is it true that the principal’s stand is the only ethically defensible one? 

Case 7: Special pleading 

Joel Benaud relates another story about openness of process in the case of an overly demanding parent. 

At the beginning of the year there was a father who felt that his daughter should have received a silver pocket for achievement rather than an award pocket for Instrumental Music. He argued his case most lucidly and gave a very sophisticated analysis of the data in terms of who got what other pockets, as well as what he thought were the many and varied defects in the process of awarding pockets. Now one of the other staff members involved in the decision-making was very critical and said that this fellow was being overbearing and unreasonable. He argued that we should ignore the father. However, I explained that we couldn’t do that, because we had a responsibility to respond in the way that the father had approached the issue: lucidly and logically. And at the end of the day we did. We explained to the father how we went about the award task and we apologised for not better informing parents about the rules until after the event. As it turned out that was his core concern and so he accepted with more or less good grace what the situation was. In this case I had to hose down those staff members who were responding emotionally and ensure that the parent was not belittled or treated like a fool. 

Discussion Question: What judgments could be made of the principal’s actions on this matter? 
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