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Ethics are aspirational goals representing the maximum or ideal standards set by the 
profession, SUDFWLFHG�WKURXJK�RQH¶V�SURIHVVLRQDO�EHKDYLRU�DQG�LQWHUDFWLRQV��5HPOH\�	�
+HUOLK\���������7KLV�VWXG\�H[SORUHG�WHDFKHUV¶�PHDQLQJ�PDNLQJ�RI�HWKLFDO�SUDFWLFH�E\�
delineating how participants deliberated and came to make sense of what, why, and 
how, they made educational decisions.  Findings revealed a complex interplay 
characterized by 1) personal morality clashing with professional norms; 2) conflicts 
EHWZHHQ�LQGLYLGXDOL]HG�VWXGHQW�EHQHILWV�YHUVXV�WKH�ODUJHU�FRPPXQLW\¶V�QHHGV��DQG����
VWXGHQWV¶�VKRUW-term versus long-term development. Conclusions affirm the influence 
of intentional care and suggest meaning making may begin in an internalized space 
IUDPHG�E\�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQW¶V�SHUVRQDO�VHQVH�RI�PRUDOLW\�EXW�WKHQ�EH�PLWLJDWHG�E\�H[WHUQDO�
organizational and societal pressures that both inform and challenge ethical choices 
and professional practices.  
Keywords: Ethical decision-making; Ethical dilemmas; Invitational Education; 
7HDFKHU�3UHSDUDWLRQ��7HDFKHUV¶�(WKLFDO�NQRZOHGJH��7HDFKLQJ 

 

Introduction 

Although values and ethics are frequently used interchangeably, the two terms are not 
identical. Values pertains to beliefs and attitudes that provide direction to everyday living, 
whereas ethics pertains to the beliefs we hold about what constitutes right conduct. Ethics are 
moral principles adopted by an individual or group to provide rules for right conduct. As noted 
by Remley and Herlihy (2016), ethics are aspirational goals representing the maximum or ideal 
standards set by the profession, practiced through your professional behavior and interactions. 

By contrast, laws represent the body of rules governing the affairs of people within a 
community, state, or country. Laws define the minimum standards society will tolerate, which are 
enforced by the government. For example. we can agree that a minimum standard is the legal 
obligation required of educators or mental health professionals to report suspected child abuse. 
Yet, the law can further encourage working toward changing societal attitudes to prevent child 
abuse rather than only reporting it. 

Although professional actions are related to ethical behavior, it is possible to act 
unprofessionally and still not act unethically.  Community standards often establish the 
ultimate legal criteria by determining or defining what is considered reasonable behavior. 
Reasonableness can be defined as the care that is ordinarily exercised by others practicing within 
the same specialty within the professional community. 

Perhaps understanding the potential divide between community ethics compared 
professional ethics requires conceptualizing professional ethics by contrasting mandatory ethics 
with aspirational ethics. We should agree that mandatory ethics describe a level of ethical 
functioning based on one's compliance with minimal standards and acknowledgement of the basic 
tenets clarifying what we must do compared to must never do. The focus of mandatory ethics is 
on behavioral rules.  By contrast, aspirational ethics describe the highest standards of thinking and 
conduct, requiring one to do more than simply meet the letter of the ethics code. Aspirational ethics 
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entail embracing the spirit behind the code and the principles upon which the code of conduct and 
behavior ethical rests. 

While it is essential to place principles before personalities, the ethical professional should 
seek to integrate virtue ethics and principled ethics to reach better ethical decisions and policies. 
Let's take this moment to differentiate between principled ethics and virtue ethics. We should agree 
that principled ethics are a set of obligations and a method that focuses on moral issues with the 
goals of solving a particular dilemma or set of dilemmas and establishing a framework to guide 
future ethical thinking and behavior (Meara, Schmidt, & Day, 1996). 

By contrast, virtue ethics focus upon the professional's character traits and nonobligatory 
ideals to which she or he aspires rather than on solving specific ethical dilemmas. While reflection 
upon principled ethics begs the question, µIs this unethical?͛ Reflection from the pursuit of virtue 
ethics would question whether one is doing what is best for his or her followers, client, or student. 
Crucially, virtue ethics requires the professional to be conscious of ethical behavior. Therefore, 
the virtuous professional would deem it unethical to use approaches or techniques that might not 
result in the greatest benefit to her or his followers, client, or student or to use any techniques to 
which he or she has not been thoroughly trained, although their use might not be prohibited in 
practice. 

Therefore, virtue ethics focus upon ideals rather than obligations and on the character of 
the professional rather than on the action itself. Thus, principles before personalities. Five 
characteristics of virtuous professionals were described by Meara et al (1996). These were: 

භ Virtuous agents are motivated to do what is right because they judge 
it to be right, not just because they feel obligated or fear the 
consequences. 

භ Virtuous agents rely on vision and discernment, which involve 
sensitivity, judgment, and understanding that lead to decisive action. 

භ Virtuous agents have compassion and are sensitive to the suffering of 
RWKHUV��7KH\�DUH�DEOH�WR�WDNH�DFWLRQV�WR�UHGXFH�WKHLU�FOLHQWV¶�SDLQ� 

භ Virtuous agents are self-aware. They know how their assumptions, 
convictions, and biases are likely to affect their interactions with 
others. 

භ Virtuous agents relate to and understand the mores of their community 
and the importance of community in moral decision making, policy 
setting, and character development. They understand the ideals and 
expectations of their community. 

 
Educators benefit in a number of ways from working together to identify a clear, shared 

vision, developing a collaborative culture focusing on learning, engaging in collective inquiry, 
remaining action oriented, committing to continuous improvement, and being results oriented 
(Dufour et al., 2008). Greater student success is possible when educators utilize an intentionally 
caring, optimistic, respectful, and trusting (ICORT) mindset. Through intentional invitations for 
vibrant discussions and active interactions an ICORT-driven educator systemically addresses 
institutional needs through an inventory of the people, places, policies, programs, and processes 
(5-Ps) that influence the potential for success. This intentional desire promotes collaboration, 
exhibits critical, higher order thinking skills (HOTS), and analyzes accessible, reliable data 
(Anderson, 2019). In this regard, the practitioner of Invitational Education acts as a virtuous agent.  
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Effective accountability requirements hastened the emergence of professional learning 
FRPPXQLWLHV� �3/&���0DU]DQR� DQG�:DWHUV� ������� EHOLHYH�� D� 3/&� ³VXJJHVWV� D� JURXS� RI� SHRSOH�
sharing and critically interrogating their practice in an ongoing, reflective, collaborative, inclusive, 
learning oriented, growth-SURPRWLQJ�ZD\�� RSHUDWLQJ� DV� D� FROOHFWLYH� HQWHUSULVH´� �S�� ����� 7R� EH�
VXFFHVVIXO��WKH�3/&�UHTXLUHV�³UHFXOWXULQJ�WKH�WUDGLWLRQDO�FXOWXUH�RI�VFKRROV�DQG�GLVWULFWV´��'XIRXU�
et al., 2008, p. 6). This shift needs to be systemic and not merely structural, embedding sustained 
LPSURYHPHQWV� LQ� ³WKH� DVVXPSWLRQV�� EHOLHIV�� YDOXHV�� H[SHFWDWLRQV�� DQG� KDELWV� WKDW� FRQVWLWXWH� WKH�
QRUP�IRU�WKDW�RUJDQL]DWLRQ´��S������� 

The improvement to the collaborative learning culture begins with recognizing promotion 
of student learning in schools that are loosely coupled by design must be tightly coupled in relation 
to non-QHJRWLDEOH�JRDOV��11*V����%HJLQQLQJ�ZLWK�GLVWULFW�OHDGHUVKLS��D�FXOWXUH�EDVHG�RQ�³GHILQHG�
DXWRQRP\´��Marzano & Waters, 2010, p. 8) communicates NNGs to both the internal and external 
stakeholders.  Establishment of non-negotiable goals (NNGs) are a product of earlier collaboration. 
Intentional invitations promote staff empowerment (Purkey & Novak, 2016). Determination to 
collaborate, time to meet, willingness to ask earnest questions, creation of an action plan, and 
always meeting with an agenda, promotes collaborative communication aligned to the established 
NNGs.  Otherwise, change can be either slow, inconsistent, or nonexistent.  

7KHUH� LV� OLWWOH� GRXEW� WKDW� WHDFKHUV� IDFH� GHFLVLRQV� WKDW� FDQ� VLJQLILFDQWO\� DIIHFW� VWXGHQWV¶�
confidence, motivation, and learning but as Barrett, Casey, Visser, and Headley (2012) posited, 
the teaching profession has lacked a set of guidelines to provide teachers with clarity around 
decisions with ethical implications. They argued that professional ethics serve three essential 
purposes: to ensure high professional standards, to protect students, and to guide teachers in their 
decision-making (Barrett et al., 2012).  

Many agree that teaching is demanding work (Loewenberg Ball & Forzani, 2009; Santoro, 
2011), in part because it draws upon human dispositions and includes a moral set of responsibilities 
including caring for students (Goodlad, Soder, & Sirotnik; 1990). Teachers have a responsibility 
to make moral and ethical decisions all the time. They must consider the needs of students from 
diverse backgrounds, be fair, consistent, and use their professional authority while seeing past 
WHDFKHUV¶�RZQ�VHOI-interests. ³7KHUH�LV�PRUH�WKDQ�RQH�DYDLODEOH�FRXUVH�RI�DFWLRQ��DQG�WKH�LQGLYLGXDO�
WHDFKHU�PDNHV� D� FKRLFH� RI�ZKDW� VKH� FRQVLGHUV� WKH� ULJKW� FRXUVH�RI� DFWLRQ� LQ� WKH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV´�
(Heilbronn, 2010, p. 95).  

Given the nature of these demands, ethics and teaching are naturally enmeshed (Campbell, 
2008a; Cummings, Harlow, and Maddux, 2007). The expectations associated with being an ethical 
teacher often seem simple at first, however many novice teachers quickly identify a host of 
situations in which right and wrong, good, and evil, ought and ought not to, are far more 
complicated that initially perceived and tend to reside in the gray areas (Hutchings, 2016; Mahony, 
2009). The ethical decisions that teachers must make on a daily or even hourly basis are often far 
from clear-cut. Teachers often experience circumstances that evoke mixed feelings and dilemmas 
regarding ethical decisions, and their reasoning for the choices they make regarding these 
dilemmas are often unclear (Mezirow, 2000; Jersild, 1965). When parents or other teachers 
TXHVWLRQ�WHDFKHUV¶�GHFLVLRQV��RU�ZKHQ�WKHVH�FKRLFHV�JR�DJDLQVW�WKHLU�RZQ�SHUVRQDO�PRUDO�FRPSDVV�
of what they consider the right course of action based on the circumstances it can be complicated 
and demoralizing (Heilbronn, 2008). This study sought to uncover the ways in which teachers 
make meaning of the tangled incidents they describe, in which they identified ethical issues at 
play, and, how they chose to navigate these decisions and situations. The research question asked: 
In what ways do teachers make meaning of and describe enacting professional ethics? 



JOURNAL OF INVITATIONAL THEORY AND PRACTICE  8 
 

 

Theoretical background 

 There are key ethical paradigms and their contributors including alternatives to principle-
based ethics and care-based ethics that are germane to this study. First, the differences between 
personal morality versus professional ethics, laws, policies and the ethical theories of justice, care, 
cultural care, and phrenetic aspects of teachers' professional ethics must be taken into 
consideration.  
 
Morality versus Ethics 
 Often ethics and morals are used synonymously. According to Hazard (1985) morals refer to 
³WKH�QRWLRQV�RI�ULJKW�DQG�ZURQJ�WKDW�JXLGH�XV�LQGLYLGXDOO\�DQG�VXEMHFWLYHO\�LQ�RXU�GDLO\�H[LVWHQFH´�
�S��������%\�FRQWUDVW�� HWKLFV�DUH�QRUPV�VKDUHG�E\�D�JURXS�³RQ� WKH�EDVLV�RI�PXWXDO�DQG�XVXDlly 
UHFLSURFDO� UHFRJQLWLRQ´� �+D]DUG�� ������ S�� ������ )RU� WKH� SXUSRVHV� RI� WKLV� VWXG\�� WKH� GLVWLQFWLRQ�
between morality and ethics is a critical one, given they are serious, theorized concepts.  

Morality refers to how people choose to live their life, what principles to abide by for actions 
that stem from a set of beliefs from a certain culture, specific religion, or philosophical orientation, 
whereby personal interpretations of what is right and wrong are strongly influenced by the factors 
mentioned herein. Values about honor and morality can vary between individuals. Personal 
PRUDOLW\��UHIHUULQJ�WR�SHUVRQDO�SULQFLSOHV��YDOXHV��DQG�EHOLHIV�GHULYHG�IURP�RQH¶V�OLIH�H[SHULHQFHV�
that are subjective, can be cultural or religious and may or may not align with community mores 
(e.g., Campbell, 1993; Jackson, Boostrom, & Hansen,1993; Oser, 1989). 

By contrast, ethics tend to be agreed-upon statements regarding behavior and activity used to 
determine what is right and wrong within a more specific professional realm and to guide behavior 
(i.e., formal ethics within law, counseling, clergy, medicine, and education). Philosophers have 
positioned ethics as the study and development of theories that encompass the general nature of 
moral principles (e.g., Socrates, Aristotle, Kant, Newton). This can include aspects of universal 
notions of fairness, a sense of right and wrong, or what ought to be done in any given situation. 
/RZHQVWHLQ��������GHILQHG�HWKLFV�DV�³WKH�DWWHPSW�WR�WKLQN�FULWLFDOO\�DERXW�ZKDW�LV�ULJKW�DQG�ZKDW�
is wrong, ZKDW�LV�JRRG�DQG�ZKDW�LV�EDG��LQ�KXPDQ�FRQGXFW´�RU�VLPSO\�VWDWHG�KRZ�SHRSOH�VKRXOG�
conduct themselves (p. 43). 

:LWK�UHJDUG�VSHFLILFDOO\�WR�HGXFDWLRQ��+XVX��������GHILQHG�HWKLFV�DV�WKH�³QRUPV��YDOXHV��DQG�
principles that should govern the conduct of educatLRQDO�SURIHVVLRQDOV´��S�������3URIHVVLRQDO�HWKLFV�
signify the professional ethical standards that assist practitioners within situational and systemic 
contexts that acknowledge dilemmas in choosing the best course of action (Berlak & Berlak, 1981; 
Fenstermacher, 1990; Jackson et al.,1993; Hutchings, 2016; Strike, 1990).  
 
Laws, Regulations and Policies 
 Laws and regulations, or policies, for the purposes of this study, refer to the specific 
articulated rules, policies, statutes, and judicial guidelines that teachers are required to follow. As 
opposed to moral issues that focus on how people live their lives, the regulatory position takes a 
rules-based approach to right and wrong, determined by others as opposed to the individual. 
Hazard (1985) characterized ODZV� DV� ³WKH� QRUPV� WKDW� RUGLQDULO\� DUH� ZULWWHQ� DQG� H[SUHVVHG� DV�
JHQHUDOL]DWLRQV´��S��������7HDFKHUV�DUH�EHKROGHQ�WR�ODZV��UHJXODWLRQV��DQG�SROLFLHV�WKDW�RULJLQDWH�
IURP�WKHLU�FRUH�SURIHVVLRQDO�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV��LQFOXGLQJ�SURPRWLQJ�DQG�SURWHFWLQJ�VWXGHQWV¶�Vafety, 
IRVWHULQJ� JURZWK� DQG� GHYHORSPHQW�� DQG� IDFLOLWDWLQJ� VWXGHQWV¶� OHDUQLQJ�� $V� 'DUOLQJ-Hammond 
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�������ZURWH��³,W�LV�XQHWKLFDO�IRU�D�WHDFKHU�WR�FRQIRUP�WR�SUHVFULEHG�SUDFWLFHV�WKDW�DUH�KDUPIXO�WR�
children. Yet that is what teachers are required to do by policies that are pedagogically 
LQDSSURSULDWH� IRU� VRPH� RU� DOO� RI� WKHLU� SXSLOV´� �S�� ������ 7KHUHLQ� OLHV� WKH� HVVHQFH� RI� WKH� HWKLFDO�
struggle teachers often encounter. 
 
Moral Development and the Justice Perspective  
 Relevant to this study is the work that key researchers (e.g., Hoffman, 1982; Kohlberg, 1981, 
1984; Rest, 1983) have done in investigating moral development, or the changes in understandings 
of morality over a life span. Historically, cognitive-based perspectives have dominated the fields 
of psychology and were coopeted to explain teachers perceived moral responsibilities and 
decisions. For example, Kohlberg (1981, 1984) claimed that moral development progressed 
WKURXJK�VL[�VWDJHV�DQG�WKUHH�OHYHOV��H�J���WZR�VWDJHV�SHU�OHYHO���.RKOEHUJ¶V�WKHRU\�Rf development 
in the most evolved level proposed that people can follow self-chosen ethical standards of 
EHKDYLRU�� HQJDJLQJ� LQ� TXHVWLRQLQJ� UXOHV� WKDW� YLRODWH� VRPH�SHRSOH¶V� ULJKWV�� DQG� FRQVLGHULQJ� WKH�
needs of all members of a community. Kohlberg considered this phase the time when people have 
(a) the capacity to consider laws of a society, (b) can consider if and how to uphold or violate 
principles of justice, and (c) makes decisions about morality that are based on principles that appeal 
to a value of the common good rather than simply self-benefit. In this stage, a distinction is made 
EHWZHHQ�EHLQJ�OHJDOO\�ULJKW�DQG�PRUDOO\�ULJKW��)XUWKHU��EDVHG�RQ�.RKOEHUJ¶V�ZRUN��5HVW��������
developed the Defining Issues Test (DIT) and applied it specifically to teachers with the aim of 
determining their individual moral reasoning levels. Only later did care based perspectives take 
URRW�HVSRXVLQJ�WKH�LGHD�WKDW�DV�KXPDQ¶V�RXU�GHFLVLRQV�DUH�JXLGHG�SULPDULO\�E\�WKH�NQRZOHGJH�RI�
each other through relationships. This care-based approach to ethical practice contrasted 
.RKOEHUJ¶V��������IRFXVHV�RQ�HWKLFV�DV�D�PDWWHU�RI�MXVWLFH�DQG�IDLUQHVV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH�DVVXPSWLRQ�LV�
made that people follow universal rules. 

The Ethics of Care 

*LOOLJDQ¶V� ������� WKHRU\� FODLPHG� WKDW� ZRPHQ� WHQG� WR� HPphasize compassion, caring, 
empathy, and relationships over more abstract concepts such as justice in relation to moral 
XQGHUVWDQGLQJV��*LOOLJDQ¶V�UHVHDUFK� UHMHFWHG�.RKOEHUJ¶V��������������ZRUN�HVWDEOLVKHG�D�VHW�RI�
universal ethical principles. Her work (1982) focused on the ways in which being responsive to 
RWKHUV¶�QHHGV�RIWHQ�HPHUJHV�DV�PRUH�LPSRUWDQW�WKDQ�WKH�FRQFHSWV�RI�justice and fairness. Gilligan 
uncovered incidents in which people described prioritizing care for others over any sense of 
universal rXOHV� DERXW� ZKDW� LV� ULJKW� DQG� ZURQJ� HWKLFDO� SUDFWLFH�� *LOOLJDQ¶V� FRQWULEXWLRQV� WR�
SV\FKRORJ\�DQG�WKH�ILHOG¶V�XQGHUVWDQGLQJV�RI�HWKLFV�ZHLJKHG�KHDYLO\�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\��KHU�DSSURDFK�
DQG� OLQH� RI� WKLQNLQJ� UHVRQDWHG� DV� D� ZD\� WR� VWDUW� WR� XQGHUVWDQG� WHDFKHUV¶� HWKLFDl choices and 
decisions.  

In addition, Noddings¶�LQIOXHQWLDO�³HWKLFV�RI�FDUH´��������������VXJJHVWHG�WKDW�DOO�HWKLFDO�
action centers on interpersonal relationships helped examine the situated contexts of schools and 
classrooms, where relationships between teachers and student are often at the center of the learning 
experience. For Noddings, teaching is relational work, something that is inherent in the 
professional role, a part of all key aspects of instructions such as planning curriculum, 
LPSOHPHQWLQJ�OHVVRQV��RU�DVVHVVLQJ�VWXGHQW�ZRUN��1RGGLQJ¶V�DQG�*LOOLJDQ¶V�IUDPLQJ�RI�HWKLFV�LV�
JHUPDQH�WR�WKLV�H[DPLQDWLRQ�RI�KRZ�WHDFKHUV¶�PDNH�PHDQLQJ�RI�SURIHVVLRQDO�SUDFWLFH�LQ�HGXFDWLRQ��
1RGGLQJ¶V�VXJJHVWLRQ�WKDW�DOO�HWKLFDO�DFWLRQ�FHQWHUV�RQ�LQWHUSHUVRQDO�UHODWLRQVKLSV�KHOSHG�H[DPLQH�



JOURNAL OF INVITATIONAL THEORY AND PRACTICE  10 
 

the situated contexts of schools and classrooms, where relationships between teachers and students 
are often at the center of the learning experience.  

Cultural Care  

Cultural care is a theory of practice. It is defined as verbal or nonverbal gestures that display a 
SHUVRQ¶V�JHQXLQH�LQWHUHVW�LQ�DQRWKHU�SHUVRQ¶V�VRFLDO��HPRWLRQDO��PHQWDO��DQG�SK\VLFDO�ZHOO-being, 
while simultaneously recognizing and acknowledging race and culture as a significant part of a 
SHUVRQ¶V�LGHQWLW\��$V�QRWHG�LQ�WKH�JUDSKLF�EHORZ��FXOWXUDO�FDUH�LQFOXGHV�UHVSHFWLQJ��YDOXLQJ��DQG�
embracing culture from a value- and strengths-based perspective (Allen & FitzGerald, 2017, p 8).  

Intentionality care, optimism, respect, and trust (ICORT) are assumptions of Invitational 
Education theory and practice (Purkey & Novak, 2016; Anderson, 2019) 

Moral Dimensions of Teaching 
  There are also an abundance of literature exploring the moral dimensions or teaching. 
CaPSEHOO¶V������E��ZRUN�KDV�SURYLGHG�RQH�RI�WKH�PRVW�FRPSHOOLQJ�OLWHUDWXUH�UHYLHZV�DYDLODEOH�WR�
scholars interested in the moral dimensions of teaching. She claimed that besides John Dewey 
(1903) and a few other scholars, many teacher researchers failed on two fronts: (a) to address the 
moral aspects of teaching, and (b) to provide any nuanced examination of the ethical nature of 
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teacher professionalism (2008a). Instead, most scholars focused on accountability, assessment, and 
measurement of character-building curricular initiatives designed to address character education. 
In more recent years, Campbell showed that many in the field of education focused solely on the 
enactment of moral virtues in teaching (e.g., Bergem, 1993; Clark, 1990; Tom, 1980).  
 In historical terms, Campbell (2008a) assessed the landscape of teachers and chronicled the 
development of how authority, power, and morality began to make its way into the discourse. She 
FODLPHG�WKDW�³WKH�ILHOG�RI�SURIHVVLRQDO�HWKLFV�LQ�WHDFKLQJ�LV�VLWXDWHG�ZLWKin a wider concern for the 
PRUDO�GLPHQVLRQV�RI�WHDFKLQJ�DQG�VFKRROLQJ´��&DPSEHOO������D��S��������7KH�OLWHUDWXUH�VXJJHVWV�
that professional ethics are more than a list of behaviors teachers should avoid, and yet they are 
often articulated in codes of conduFW�E\�GLVWULFW�OHDGHUV�RU�SULQFLSOHV�HVSRXVHG�E\�WHDFKHUV¶�XQLRQV�
(Campbell, 2000). It would be beneficial to expand upon the few existing codes of professional 
ethics to include a set of decision rules for teachers to determine the best course of action when 
one or more underlying principles are in conflict.  

Ethical Codes 

Many professions such as low, medicine, nursing, dentistry, accounting, and counseling 
have established codes of ethics to articulate the responsibilities of the profession and have formed 
review boards that monitor and enforce codes of professional ethics (Webb, 2007). In teaching, 
while there has been some progress in developing codes of ethics, one could argue that there is 
still a vast lack of shared ethical understandings.  When asked on an impromptu basis, often pre-
VHUYLFH� WHDFKHUV� GHVFULEH� HWKLFDO� UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV� DORQJ� WKH� OLQHV� RI� YDJXH� QRWLRQV� RI� ³ZKDW�ZH�
VKRXOG�GR´�HQVXULQJ�RU�ILJKWLQJ�IRU�WKHLU�VWXGHQWV¶�OHDUQLQJ�QHHGV��LQVWLOOLQJ�GHPRFUDWLF�SUDFWLFH�LQ�
class, and being fair with students during their day-to-day professional challenges. Such 
descriptions are consistent with the National Education Association (NEA) Preamble and Principle 
I Commitment to the Student (1975). In 1975, the Representative Assembly of the NEA adopted a 
Code of Ethics of the Education Profession.  Similarly, in 1994 the advisory board for the 
Association of American Educators (AAE) developed a code of ethics for educators that was built 
to uphold the highest ethical standards to protect the rights of both students and teachers. While 
the intension was not to replace the NEA code of ethics, the AAE expanded upon the commitments 
to the students and the profession. This was a clear attempt to determine the rules of engagement 
for teachers, clarifying the behaviors and the practices that the teaching profession can, and should, 
impose on itself. 

Over the last 40 years since these initial ethical codes were developed, however, the world 
has increased in complexity and policy changes prompted the need for more specific guidelines. 
For example, the inclusion of uniquely abled learners into mainstream classrooms coincided with 
the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) developing a specific code of ethics for special 
HGXFDWRUV��7KH�&(&�FRGH�VWDWHG��³6SHFLal education professionals are committed to developing 
WKH�KLJKHVW�HGXFDWLRQ�DQG�TXDOLW\�RI�OLIH�SRWHQWLDO�RI�LQGLYLGXDOV�ZLWK�H[FHSWLRQDOLWLHV´��������S��
1). Two years later, the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC) 
produced a Code of ethical conduct and statement of commitment specific to professions working 
with early childhood students (2005). The AAE expanded upon areas already covered in greater 
detail in the original NEA code of ethics and provided additional guidance to concerns about the 
added complexity of teaching in the digital age (e.g., how to navigate digital interaction with 
students, families, and colleagues on social media). 
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Phronetic Perspective 
More recently, scholars such as Levinson and Fay (2016) have proposed a phronetic 

DSSURDFK� WR� SUDFWLFDO� HWKLFV�� DQ�$ULVWRWHOLDQ� FRQFHSW�PHDQLQJ� ³SUDFWLFDO� ZLVGRP�´� WKDW rejects 
XQLYHUVDO�SULQFLSOHV�DQG�³UHTXLUHV�D�PDUULDJH�RI�WKHRU\�DQG�SUDFWLFH´��/HYLQVRQ�DQG�)D\��������p. 
����7KH\�SRVLWHG�WKDW�³7HDFKHUV�KDYH�DQ�DOPRVW�LQILQLWH�QXPEHU�RI�SRVVLELOLWLHV�WR�VHOHFW�IURP�DW�D�
JLYHQ�PRPHQW��DQG�WKDW�LV�ZKDW�PDNHV�WHDFKLQJ�VR�FRPSOLFDWHG´��/HYLQVRQ�	�)D\��������S������ 
Phronesis, the authors argue, can help provide insight into KRZ�WHDFKHUV¶�FRPSHWLQJ�LQWHQWLRQV�DQG�
FRQIOLFWLQJ� SUHVVXUHV� FDQ� IDFWRU� LQWR� WHDFKHUV¶� HWKLFDO� GLOHPPDV� DQG� WKHLU� GHFLVLRQ-making 
processes. Santoro (2018), who also applied this approach, focused on demoralization, a type of 
dilemma in which teachers ultiPDWHO\� OHDYH� WKH�SURIHVVLRQ�DV�DOPRVW�³FRQVFLHQWLRXV�REMHFWRUV´�
EHFDXVH�³WKH\�KDYH�HWKLFDO�FRQFHUQV�DERXW�WKH�ZRUN�WKH\�DUH�GRLQJ´��S��[L���6DQWRUR�LV�UHVROXWH�LQ�
her assertion that teachers are living in difficult times. She made the case that value conflicts often 
arise for teachers surrounding issues of policies, mandates and school practices that undermine the 
wellbeing of students. 

Methods 
Participants 

The sample for this qualitative study was comprised of twelve public school teachers, who 
varied in terms of demographic backgrounds, range in years of experience, content areas taught, 
K-12 grade level experience, and ethnic and linguistic backgrounds. Six of the participants were 
beginning teachers with 2±3 years of experience; three were mid-career teachers with 4±6 years of 
experience; and three were experienced teachers with between 12±30 years of experience. Seven 
participants taught in urban school settings, while five teachers worked in suburban school settings. 
The 12 teacher participants teach in a mix of grade levels: seven taught in elementary schools (K±
3), four of whom were special education teachers with Teacher of Student with Disabilities (TSD) 
certification. Four taught high school science and one taught middle school math. Ten were female 
and two were male. All 12 participating teachers are from a variety of racial, ethnic, and linguistic 
backgrounds.  

Data Collection and Analysis 
Data sources included two semi-structured 60±90-minute interviews with participating 

teacherV¶ reflections on critical incidents from their practice. The first semi-structured, audio-
recorded interviews were conducted with the 12 participants between September and November.  
7KH�ILUVW� LQWHUYLHZ�IRFXVHG�RQ�ZKDW�PHWKRGRORJLVWV� OLNH�3DWWRQ��������GHVFULEH�DV�³Hxperience 
TXHVWLRQV´�WR�SURYLGH�VSDFH�IRU�SDUWLFLSDQWV�WR�H[SDQG�XSRQ�WKH�FRQWH[W��WKHLU�WKLQNLQJ�DERXW�HYHQWV�
and interactions in rich detail (see appendix for interview questions).The goal of the critical 
incidents (Tripp, 2012) was to provide further information supplied directly from events that 
RFFXUUHG�LQ�WKH�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�WHDFKHUV¶�SUDFWLFH�GXULQJ�WKH�GD\�DERXW�KRZ�WKH\�PDGH�PHDQLQJ�RI�
their daily decisions and the ethical implications that participants may have identified, noticed, and 
reflected upon. Recording what they perceived to be critical incidents provided the chance for 
participants to reflect upon very mundane daily events that occur routinely, prompting essential 
understandings about the meaning of what is likely happening below the surface of events 
themselves. The teachers recorded these daily moments that lingered in their minds beginning in 
October and continued throughout the spring using notes, journal reflections, text messages, voice 
recordings and email messages, all of which were coded in NVIVO using open coding.  
 *LOOLJDQ¶V� �������/LVWHQLQJ�*XLGH�PHWKRG�ZDV� XWLOL]HG� JLYHQ� LW�ZDV� GHVLJQHG� WR� DWWHQG� WR�
voice, in this case the voice of teachers. Gilligan, Spencer, Weinberg, and Bertsch (2003) presented 
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this method of analysis that focuses on voice and relationship through multiple listenings to the 
information presented by participants. The Listening Guide method requires listening for three 
GLVWLQFW�W\SHV�RI�LQIRUPDWLRQ��)LUVW��WKH�UHVHDUFKHU�OLVWHQV�IRU�SORW��UHIHUULQJ�WR�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�VWRULHV�
and events as they describe them taking place in vivid detail. Second, first-person voice refers to 
how participants speak about themselves. The second listening is referred to as the Listening for 
³,´�DQG�ILUVW-person voice, and at this stage, an I poem is created by separating out each I phrase in 
order of appearance.  Third, contrapuntal voice is a musical term, and attends to the gaps or missing 
information, conflicting understandings, or responses. Between January and March, participants 
were provided with their I poems and a second round of interviews took place. The third listening 
LV�NQRZQ�DV�WKH�/LVWHQLQJ�IRU�FRQWUDSXQWDO�YRLFHV��ZKLFK�³DWWHQGV�WR�WKH�SDUWLFLSDQWV�YRLFH�QRW�IRU�
its content or themes but for its quality or musicality. This means listening for different voices and 
WKHLU� LQWHUSOD\�� RU� KDUPRQLHV� RU� GLVVRQDQFHV� ZLWKLQ� WKH� SV\FKH�� WHQVLRQV� ZLWK� SDUWV� RI� LWVHOI´�
(Gilligan & Eddy, 2017, p. 79). This final stage attends to gaps or missing information and any 
conflicting understandings or responses.  
 

Findings 
Qualitative analysis revealed that teacher participants made ethical meaning depending on 

scenarios and the complicated contexts in which they were situated. The participating teachers in 
this study overall employed a balanced approach to mediating the tensions they encountered in 
their educational practice. These participating teachers tried to make decisions that prioritized what 
is best for students, despite multiple tensions to prioritize other pressures. Each of the twelve 
teachers articulated their commitment to enact decisions that honor what is best for the student and 
directly referenced a central grounding in their professional desire and motivation to help students. 
These participants articulated this as their fundamental responsibility of teaching, and yet they 
most often felt pressures to confirm to other demands stemming from parents and administrators. 
There were times in which the moral, ethical, or professional responsibilities that teachers 
described collided, and there were major points of entanJOHPHQW�EHWZHHQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶�FRQFHSWLRQV�
of these and which should prevail in specific scenarios. I argue that these entanglements can be 
conceptualized as four intersecting continua that help represent the ways participating teachers 
made meaning of ethical practice (see Figure 1). The first continuum that represents at one end, 
professional identity goals, and at the other end, personal identity, and concerns. Second, there is 
also a continuum that signifies how teachers can feel conflicted between short-term outcomes on 
RQH�HQG�UHJDUGLQJ�VWXGHQWV¶�DFDGHPLF�OHDUQLQJ��HPRWLRQDO��LQWHUSHUVRQDO��DQG�GHYHORSPHQWDO�QHHGV�
YHUVXV�VWXGHQWV¶� ORQJHU-term development and growth in these same domains. Third, there is a 
range across a continuum that spans a concern for communal versus the individual needs regarding 
how they made meaning of ethical practice. Each of these three continua reflect the complexity 
DQG�WKH�PXOWLIDFHWHG�QDWXUH�RI�WKH�WHDFKHUV¶�VHQVH�RI�VHOI� 
 &KDUWLQJ� WKHVH� WHDFKHU� SDUWLFLSDQWV¶� FRQVLGHUDWLRQV� DORQJ� WKH� FRQWLQXD� �VHH� )LJXUH� ���
illustrated how these tensions come together in certain contexts and intersected with one another.  
Continua 

 Personal versus Professional Responsibility 

 

  Personal Professional   
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Short Term Growth to Long Term Development 

 

Individual versus Communal Needs 

 

Ideal Outcomes and Worst-Case Scenarios 

Figure 1: Four Continua of competing tensions 

Continuum 1: Personal as Opposed to Professional Responsibility  

 The first continuum represents the tensions and the negotiations between the professional 
and, at the other end, a more personal moral orientations that both inform ethical practice. 
 

 
 
Figure 2: Continuum of Personal versus Professional Responsibility 

To demonstrate the study findings, an example for each continuum generated in this study 
is presented below. The first was illustrated by the case of Charlotte, who repeatedly described 
tensions between the personal and professional lines that must be drawn in terms of adhering to 
relational boundaries. As a second-grade inclusion teacher, Charlotte had been teaching for 12 
years, many of which were in a co-teaching setting. Her initial desire was to be a school 
psychologist, but when Charlotte decided to become a classroom teacher, she enrolled and 
completed a traditional teacher preparation program. She spent her career in the same district but 
moved between two urban schools in which most of the students were Hispanic and English 
Language Learners (ELLs). 

  
Short Term 

Growth  
Long Term 

Development 

  

 Individual Communal 

  Personal Professional   

 
Ideal 

Outcomes 
Worst-Case 
Scenarios  
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Professional ethics are about doing the right things the right way, not just when 
VRPHERG\�LV�ORRNLQJ��QRW�MXVW�EHFDXVH�\RX�DUH�JHWWLQJ�SDLG��EXW�DERXW�GRLQJ�ZKDW¶V�
ULJKW��GRLQJ�ZKDW¶V�H[Sected, and superseding those expectations. For teaching this 
is first and foremost making sure students are happy, healthy, and learning. This 
includes reflecting on practice and being honest with oneself and doing what is best 
for all the people involved, including family, friends, and/or the classroom of 
students, something that can be simple and complicated at the same time. There is 
also an aspect of staying centered, cutting out the noise and the negativity and 
VWD\LQJ�SRVLWLYH��MXVW�GRLQJ�RQH¶V�MRE�DQd just being a good person when no one is 
looking. (Charlotte, Interview 1, 9-16-17) 

 
 Charlotte expressed how she cares about her students, but she also recognizes that this creates 
tension when she is also the disciplinarian and instructional leader. In VHFRQG�JUDGH��³WKH\�DUH�VR�
OLWWOH��DQG�,�DP�QRW��,�JXHVV��,¶P�QRW�WU\LQJ�WR�EH�WKHLU�IULHQG��,¶P�WU\LQJ�WR�EH�D�WHDFKHU�ILJXUH��\RX�
NQRZ��,¶P�WU\LQJ�WR�MXVW�EH�WKH�DGXOW�LQ�WKH�URRP�«�P\�MRE�LV�WR�NHHS�>WKHP@�VDIH�DW�DOO�WLPHV´�
(Charlotte, Interview 2, 1-18-18).  
 Charlotte explained that while she does not have children of her own, her students often 
UHIHUUHG�WR�KHU�DV�³PRP´�DFFLGHQWDOO\�ZKHQ�WKH\�raised their hand to ask for guidance. She takes 
this as a positive mistake that tends to happen with students so young when they feel safe and 
comfortable in the classroom learning environment. Yet, Charlotte also tries to distance herself 
and have students show respect for the professional role of teaching. Her situation exemplifies the 
shared tensions experienced by many of the participating teachers as incidents from their practice 
prompted reflection about ethical concerns, in particular grey areas that emerged with respect to 
professional boundaries and the building of positive support relationships with students.  
 In two of her critical incident descriptions, Charlotte addressed these challenges in greater 
depth, revealing her emotional involvement and investment in student relationships and the 
tensions these create with adhering to policies. In the first incident, Charlotte described a particular 
student relationship: The student was really struggling in class and seemed to be neglected at home. 
&KDUORWWH¶V� GHVLUH� WR� FDUH� IRU� WKH� VWXGHQW�ZDV� HYLGHQW��&KDUORWWH� DQG� KHU� FROOHDJXH� KHOSHG� WKLV�
student in ways that exceeded her regular teaching responsibilities on a regular basis, for example, 
taking the student to get his hair cut right across the street from the school. In the following excerpt, 
she shared:  

I mean the boundaries were super blurred there. I was nervous about blurring the 
boundaries because I could get in trouble like, you know, I, this is crossing the line 
HYHQ�WKRXJK�ZH�KDG�>KLV�PRP¶V@�SHUPLVVLRQ��KH�ZDV�VWLOO�D�VWXGHQW��,I�,�ZDONHG�KLP�
to the barbershop a block away, I was responsible for him. And I am putting myself 
in a position that if something were to happen to him, you know, the mom could 
always renege and say no, she had no permission. You know, she could have always 
claimed that I did something, or my aide did something that we did not do, or we 
did not say. There is a policy that says unless you have this form of documentation, 
you are not supposed to have this kind of contact. There is a handbook that is, you 
know, so vague and at some point, you just do not read it although you should, 
especially in situations like this, you want to see or like what we are doing. In what 
I told my aide at the time I was like look; I cannot take him to the barbershop. 
(Charlotte, Interview 2, 1-18-18) 
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 7KLV�WHQVLRQ�FDQ�EH�LGHQWLILHG�E\�H[DPLQLQJ�WKH�,�SRHP�UHSUHVHQWLQJ�&KDUORWWH¶V�UHIOHFWLRQ�
about her choice whether to take him: 

I mean 
I was nervous 
I could get in trouble 
I am crossing the line 
I walked him 
I was responsible 
I am putting myself in a position 
I do not want this 

 
 Charlotte's care for her students also creates tensions at home and in her personal identity.  
Caring is a state of being that she cannot just turn off at the end of the day. However, over her 12 
years teaching Charlotte recognized that she has found more balance, and she has established 
boundaries for the sake of her own happiness. In this regard she shares:  

Emotionally, I think that I have learned that at the end of the day, they are not 
mine, I did not give birth to them. They are not my children that I take home. So, I 
think, although it is difficult, the weight of the emotion is difficult not to turn off 
when I get home. But I do, in my mind, I say okay, I am not her mom, I am not his 
mom, I do what I can at school, and I hope for the best when he goes home. 
(Charlotte, Interview 2, 1-18-18) 

 
 &KDUORWWH¶V�DFFRXQW�RI�PHDQLQJ�PDNLQJ�RI�KHU�HWKLFDO�SUDFWLFH�appears to involve a recognition 
that she has evolved from a very personal sense of caring and responsibility to a more professional 
understanding of her role as a caregiver, one that includes more clearly drawn boundaries that were 
hard won based on experiences with her students.  
 3URRI�RI�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�WKH�UHFRJQL]DEOH�OLPLWV�WR�&KDUORWWH¶V�SURIHVVLRQDO�UROH�LV�HYLGHQFHG�
LQ�KHU�VWDWHPHQW��³I am not his mom�´�(DUOLHU�LQ�KHU�FDUHHU��WKLV�ZDV�QRW�DV�GLVWLQFW�IRU�&KDUORWWH��
6KH� GHVLUHG� WR� LPSDFW� KHU� VWXGHQWV¶� H[SHULHQFHV� RXWVLGH� RI� VFKRRO�� DW� KRPH�� DQG� SRVLWLYHO\�
influence their long-WHUP�JURZWK�GLUHFWO\�DQG�LPPHGLDWHO\��2QH�RI�&KDUORWWH¶V�HWKLFDO�JUH\�DUHDV�
that she learned to navigate includes how she learned to draw the line between teaching 
responsibilities and not taking emotional baggage home with her.  

Continuum 2: Short-term Growth Versus Long-term Development 

 The second continuum signifies how teachers can focus on short-term results on one end about 
VWXGHQWV¶�DFDGHPLF�OHDUQLQJ��HPRWLRQDO��LQWHUSHUVRQDO��DQG�GHYHORSPHQWDO�QHHGV�YHUVXV�VWXGHQWV¶�
long-term development and growth in these same domains. 
 

 
 Figure 3: Short-term versus Long-term Development 
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Many of the participants described stressful experiences with parent-driven student grade 
disputes, pressures to provide make-up work after deadlines had passed, and a great deal of time 
spent trying to decipher policies and the best ways of managing these situations from a variety of 
perspectives (i.e., administrators, families, and students). These teachers articulated feeling 
conflicted about how to best grade student work equitably, and about providing students with fair 
and varied assessment of their learning. Underlying these assessment and grading issues was an 
ethical concern about the importance of the message about whether, in what ways, and to what 
extent to hold students accountable for their educational performance.  
 In these instances, most participating teachers articulated a belief that holding students 
DFFRXQWDEOH�ZDV� LPSRUWDQW� WR� WKH� VWXGHQWV¶� ORQJ-term growth, despite the selfish temptation to 
avoid short-term stresses and headaches with students, families, and administrators. Five of the 
teachers articulated a sense of understanding that what might not feel good for students in the 
moment (e.g., having to repeat or rework assignments, or repeat a course due to insufficient work 
RU�D�IDLOLQJ�JUDGH��LV�EHQHILFLDO�IRU�VWXGHQWV¶�ORQJ-term learning and development. Laura explained 
in her first interview her ethical dilemma around the difference between her own approach to 
assessment practices and the approach of her colleagues: 

You have a schedule, and you must follow that schedule since now they are 
VRSKRPRUHV��MXQLRUV��DQG�VHQLRUV�LQ�KLJK�VFKRRO��$QG�QRZ�ZH�VD\��³ZHOO�WKH\
UH�
ROG�HQRXJK�QRZ�DQG�WKH\�VKRXOG�EH�DEOH�WR�GR�LW�RQ�WKHLU�RZQ�´�%XW�QR�RQH�HYHU�
taught them and so how can we just say they should know how to do it? And so, I 
think a lot of the decisions that I make are based on a thoughtful analysis of the 
WKLQJV�WKDW�KDYH�JRQH�RQ�LQ�WKHVH�NLGV¶�OLYHV�XS�LQWR�WKLV�SRLQW��$QG�,�VDLG�DW�WKH�
beginning, one of the things I want to do is hold them to their accountability. But I 
think accountability means a lot of different things to a lot of different people. And 
for me, it means that yeah, maybe the work is not going to be done on time. But it 
is going to be done, and it is going to be done to their ability. I think my 
professional ethics are based on that. (Laura, Interview 1, 10-28-17) 

 
 7KHVH�H[DPSOHV�UHJDUGLQJ�DVVHVVPHQW�SUDFWLFHV�UHYHDOHG�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�WHDFKHUV¶�SULRULWL]DWLRQ�
RI� VWXGHQWV¶� ORQJ-term development over short-term growth, one of their most challenging 
endeavors. In terms of a rationale for her stance on this issue, Laura explained to her students that, 
³LQ�OLIH��WKH\�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�KDYH�GHDGOLQHV��DQG�LI�WKH\�GR�QRW�UHDFK�WKRVH�GHDGOLQHV��Whey are going 
WR�ORVH�WKHLU�MRE��$QG�LQ�FROOHJH��WKHLU�SURIHVVRUV�DUH�JRLQJ�WR�WHOO�WKHP��³Too bad�´�6R��WKH\�QHHG�
to be responsible for their grades. (Laura, Interview 2, 1-27-18) Laura described an uphill battle 
trying to get students to understand the connection to life outside the system of their high school. 
³7KH�NLGV�GR�QRW�EHOLHYH�XV�ZKHQ�ZH�WHOO�WKHP��µ:KHQ�\RX�JR�WR�FROOHJH��LW�LV�QRW�JRLQJ�WR�EH�OLNH�
WKLV�¶�DQG�WKH\�DFW�OLNH�ZH�GRQ
W�NQRZ�ZKDW�ZH
UH�WDONLQJ�DERXW�´�:KHQ�/DXUD�UHYLHZHG�KHU�,�SRHP�
on the subject after her first interview, she stated that it really revealed aspects of her practice about 
which she been thinking in depth. 

I teach 
I am with them. 
I have built really strong bonds. 
I always hold all my students accountable 
I am quite flexible.  
I will decide.  
I will take their work. 
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I think but I always hold them accountable. 
I will always stand with them.  
I am not well-liked. 
It kind of goes against the procedures, 
But I do it.  
I spend hours every single day 
I give up my prep.  
I just do not know 
I could tell them, 'No' 
I am really good at math.  
I think they enjoy that  
I often need to use the textbook.  
I have not done this math since high school.  
There is not really any decision to make. 
 If you ask me, I will stay. 

 
 In this exploration of her assessment and grading practices, Laura can get to the heart of some 
of the conflicting tensions inherent in this complicated set of factors influencing her decisions, as 
ZHOO�DV�WKH�VWXGHQWV¶�GHFLVLRQV��/DXUD�UHFRJQL]HV�DQG�FDOOs out the district and its policies, which 
SOD\�D�UROH�DV�ZHOO��$V�GHVFULEHG�DERYH��DVSHFWV�RI�/DXUD¶V�SUDFWLFH�VXFK�DV�UHVSHFWLQJ��YDOXLQJ��
and embracing culture from a value- and strengths-based perspective reveal her relation to the 
Allen and FitzGerald (2017) cultural care model.  

Continuum 3: Honoring Individual Needs and the Greater Community  

 A major element in the entangled ethical understandings of practice that were articulated in 
this study stemmed from the relational aspects of teaching. In this study, the one constant was that 
teachers tended to honor their relationships. First, they felt most compelled to honor those 
relationships with their students. Challenges often emerged when this desire to honor their 
relationships with students was at odds with the relationships or the perspectives of other adults 
within a school, within the educational community, and within the larger district. This translated 
into these teachers portraying a sense of being pulled in two different directions. Rebecca in her 
third year of teaching science in an urban high school, where she is one of three White teachers in 
WKH�VFKRRO��5HEHFFD¶V�VWXGHQWV�DUH�SUHGRPLQDQWO\�IURP�XQGHU-represented groups, and she teaches 
a high percentage of English language learners (ELLs). Rebecca shared that her son and daughter 
attend private Catholic schools, which often proves to be a challenge with differing holiday 
VFKHGXOHV�WKDQ�WKH�SXEOLF�VFKRRO�LQ�ZKLFK�VKH�ZRUNV�,Q�5HEHFFD¶V�YLHZ��RQH�PXVW�ILJXUH�RXW�WKH�
culture of the school and how people are interpreting it and then find out the interpretation one can 
live with. In her case, Rebecca thought that she had improved over the past few years figuring out 
what administration wants, being at a level she is comfortable with and at a level that students 
respect as well (i.e., students know what they can and cannot get away with and they are aware of 
which teachers going to give them hundreds no matter what their effort is) (Rebecca, Interview 1, 
10-28-17). Herein exists another continuum, along which participating teachers described 
attempting to strike a balance between the needs of their students on one end and the obligations 
engendered by being a member of a greater educational community on the other, as represented in 
Figure 4. 
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Figure 4: Individual Needs versus the Greater Community 

 5HEHFFD�GHVFULEHG�DQ�DZDUHQHVV�WKDW�VKH�KDG�LPSURYHG�RYHU�WKH�SDVW�IHZ�\HDUV�ZLWK�³figuring 
out what administration wants, being at a level that I am comfortable with, and at a level that 
students respect as well´��5HEHFFD��,QWHUYLHZ������-28-17).  
 There were many incidents in which participating teachers revealed that they find themselves 
conflicted: precariously perched between their desire to meet the needs of a particular student for 
whom they are an advocate, and pressures to comply with the directions, advice, or opinions of 
other members of the professional educational community. These participating teachers reiterated 
many times that maintaining established relationships with their students is their first priority. At 
times, teachers experienced momHQWV�LQ�ZKLFK�WKH\�ZHUH�SXOOHG�EHWZHHQ�VWXGHQWV¶�QHHGV�DQG�WKH�
need to honor the views of other adults in the greater educational community. This was manifested 
DV�WKH�YLHZV�RI�WKH�DGPLQLVWUDWLRQ�DW�D�SDUWLFXODU�VFKRRO��SDUHQWV¶�YLHZV��D�VFKRRO�SROLF\��FROleagues, 
or other support professionals. Teachers expressed the difficulties in striking a balance between 
these sometimes-opposing ends of this continuum, represented by an individual student's needs on 
one end and the voices from the educational community at large on the opposing end of this 
spectrum. Participating teachers in this study fell at different points along the continuum, with the 
majority leaning toward ensuring they meet the individual needs of their students over honoring 
the various needs or viewpoints of others from the greater educational community. Finding this 
balance between this tension was one of the ways in which these teachers made sense of their 
ethical practice.  

Prior to becoming a teacher, Olive was an assistant teacher for many years in a preschool 
program. She has taught kindergarten for four years in a suburban very progressive school. Olive 
also teaches a night class at the local community college to second language learners. She thinks 
a great deal about her college students and often imagines what her kindergarteners might need 
when they become college students. In her view, ethical decisions play out in her classroom when 
she must choose what is best for her students. For Olive, these external demands come in the form 
of the curriculum, parental expectations, or needs of the others involved: 

7KDW¶V�P\�MRE�EH\RQG�P\�MRE��WKDW¶V�P\�WUXH�KLJKHU�FDOOLQJ²if I want to be 
effective with this child, I have to forget about these things and I have to really 
focus in on what I WKLQN��ZKDW�,�IHHO��ZKDW�,�VHH��ZKDW�,�REVHUYH��ZKDW�WKH\¶YH�
shown me that they need it...we all know we can talk about multiple intelligences 
DOO�GD\�DORQJ�DQG�GLIIHUHQW�OHDUQLQJ�DSSURDFKHV�DQG�WKDW¶V�WUXH��EXW�\HW�ZH¶YH�JRW�
one curriculum, right. And so sometimes that is difficult for me, but morally I 
believe that my job is to reach the child and boost the child as much as possible. 
7KDW¶V²the professional ethic that I am behind 100%. Whatever it takes, but 
sometimes that can be tricky. It could be really tricky (Olive, Interview 1, 9-28-
17). 
 

 Individual Communal 
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 )RU�2OLYH��WKHUH�LV�D�³MRE�EH\RQG�KHU�MRE�´�6KH��OLNH�RWKHU�SDUWLFLSDWLQJ�WHDFKHUV��ZDV�DGDPDQW�
that most situations in which she tried to advocate for a particular student became complicated 
quickly and were never as straightforward as she initially anticipated at the outset. In her statement, 
Olive references the personal and professional continuum: She referenced the reality that it is 
³GLIILFXOW�IRU�PH��EXW�PRUDOO\�,�EHOLHYH�WKDW�P\�MRE�LV�WR�UHDFK�WKH�FKLOG�´� 

2OLYH¶V�GHVFULSWLRQV�RI�WKHVH�FRPSHWLQJ�WHQVLRQV�SDLQW�D�SLFWXUH�RI�DQ�HGXFDWRU�VHHNLQJ�WR�
embody the aspects of what Purkey and Novak (2016) and Anderson (2019) refer to as intentional 
care, optimism, respect, and trust (ICORT), which are assumptions of Invitational Education 
theory and practice. Olive described how she often tried to balance the influences in which she felt 
FRPSHOOHG�WR�FKRRVH�EHWZHHQ�ZKDW�LV�EHVW�IRU�KHU�VWXGHQWV�DQG�³ZKDW�WKH�SDUHQWV�ZDQW�RU�ZKDW�WKH�
FXUULFXOXP�VD\V�´�2OLYH�HPSKDVL]HG�WKDW�WKLV�EDODQFLQJ�DFW�³LV�D�OLWWOH�ULVN\´�EXW�GHVFULEHG�WKLV�DV�
a process that first starts with her own internal sense making. She described always beginning with 
an examination of her own feelings, thoughts, and observations and what is best for her student 
and what she could be proud of in any given situation. Once she is clear on her position, Olive 
GHVFULEHG�LQFRUSRUDWLQJ�RWKHU¶V�IHHOLQJV�DQG�WKRXJKWV�DQG�KHU�DWWHPSW�LV�DOZD\V�WR�QHJRWLDWH�WKH�
external demands into her approach, even if it is sometimes just to acknowledge them. 

Continuum 4: Ideal Outcomes as Opposed to Worst Case Scenarios 

 7HDFKHUV�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�WULHG�WR�DFKLHYH�WKH�PRVW�VXLWDEOH�RXWFRPHV�IRU�VWXGHQWV¶�ZHOOEHLQJ��
and only once it became clear these ideal results were not feasible in any given situation, they 
would compromise when circumstances required it. Participating teachers always described the 
lengths they would go to in avoiding the worst-case scenarios in each context which entailed 
placing the needs of adults above those RI�VWXGHQWV¶�QHHGV�� 
 3DUWLFLSDWLQJ�WHDFKHUV�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�RIWHQ�UHYHDOHG�FRQIOLFWV�DURXQG�SURWHFWLQJ�VWXGHQWV¶�ULJKWV��
working towards social justice, and promoting not just tolerance but appreciation of racial, ethic, 
gender, sexual orientation, religious, and ability differences amongst students. They often 
described situations surrounding these issues as those which presented ethical implications. It was 
while describing such situations that participants engaged in a comparison between what ideally 
could transpire versus a worst-case scenario in any given situation. Figure 5 illustrates the two 
ends of the spectrum that participating teachers considered when feeling torn between what they 
hoped would occur versus what they feared might transpire in the given situations they described. 

Figure 5: Ideal Outcomes versus Worst Case Scenarios 

Originally from Tanzania, Alex speaks both English and Swahili. She had taught for 30 
years all within the United States, both at the high school level in chemistry as well as at the 
elementary level in second grade. Alex very easily conjured many situations that she felt revealed 
her perspective on ethics. 

Well, there were things that I have done which were unethical, but I would do 
WKHP�DJDLQ��7KLQJV�OLNH�WDNLQJ�IRRG�WR�WKH�NLGV¶�KRXVHV�IRU�H[DPSOH��WKH�
WHHQDJHU¶V�KRXVH�ZKRVH�PRWKHU�KDG�MXVW�GLHG��DQG�WKH\�KDYH�QR�IRRG��$QG�KRZ�LW�
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would look for a teacher²a female teacher to go to a boy²two boys living on 
their own, WHHQDJHUV�«XQHWKLFDO�SURIHVVLRQDOO\��EXW�WKH\�KDG�QR�IRRG��,�ZRXOG�JR�
to jail for that. You know what I mean. (Alex, Interview 1, 9-29-17) 

 
Alex shared that she has done this repeatedly in different contexts. One of her students 

had to forfeit a trip to go to Six Flags, and because the entire grade went, Alex had to stay behind 
with him. So, at lunch, she took him in her car (as nearly all the students normally did) for lunch 
RII�WKH�VFKRRO¶�JURXQGV��$V�$OH[�GHVFULEHG� 

I did not really think about it at that moment, we just went, got lunch, came back 
and distributed some of the lunches, and that day²there was a sub-principal, the 
principal was out, so there was a sub from the main school. And I found out that 
he went and told the main boss that I have taken a student in my car to get lunch. 
6R��,�JRW�FDOOHG�LQ�DQG�,�VDLG�\HV��,�GLG�WKDW��DQG�KH�DVNHG��³GLG�\RX�NQRZ�WKDW�LW¶V�
DJDLQVW�SROLF\"´�DQG�,�VDLG�\HV��,�NQHZ�WKDW��,�PHDQ�,�GLG��EXW�,�GLG�QRW�WKLQN�DERXW�
it when I²so I said yeah, I knew, but this is²can I explain the situation? And he 
said, I am sorry, but it is not acceptable, you cannot do that. It is a liability issue, 
DQG�\RX�MXVW�FDQ¶W�GR�LW� (Alex, Interview 1, 9-29-17) 

 
However, what Alex did not realize until a few weeks later was that one of her female co-

workers were having sexual relationships with students in the school, a news story that she then 
realized the principal knew at the time. This left a major impression on Alex: 

It was a shock. I never ever imagined a teacher doing something like that. But 
again, it happens, there are sexual predators, but to me it was just so shocking. 
But then I thought about what I was doing, and I thought, oh my goodness, 
somebody could have accused me off the same things and what will be my 
defense, how could I prove anything otherwise? So that is scary, that is a scary 
thought. (Alex, Interview 1, 9-29-17) 

 
As part of this meaning-making endeavor, public perception emerged as one of the 

concepts that weighed heavily on participants as they described contemplating possible worst-case 
scenarios. This took the form of both actual situations they experienced or witnessed firsthand, 
through witnessing or hearing accounts of what their colleagues experienced, and through 
imagined situations that they conjured up themselves.  

From a large family of teachers, Edward at first avoided teaching but ultimately 
succumbed to joining the profession. Edward was in his third-year teaching biology in an urban 
KLJK�VFKRRO��(GZDUG�VDZ�WKH�SURIHVVLRQDO�HWKLFV�RI�WHDFKLQJ�DERXW�³doing what you are supposed 
WR�GR�ZKHQ�\RX�DUH�VXSSRVHG�WR�GR�LW��DQG�LW¶V�DERXW�KRZ�\RX�FDUU\�\RXUVHOI��how you associate 
with your students, how you associate with other teachers, how you handle conflicts that arise´�
(Edward, Interview 1, 10-2-17). 

Edward described how he struggled with how to best navigate what he characterized as 
competing expectations. Edward revealed that he is clearly able to see these issues from multiple 
SHUVSHFWLYHV��7KHVH�SHUVSHFWLYHV�LQFOXGH��D��KLV�VWXGHQWV¶�SHUVSHFWLYHV���E��KLV�RZQ�SHUVSHFWLYH�DV�
the teacher, (c) the professional expectation to establish positive teacher and student relationships, 
DQG��G��WKH�RXWVLGHUV¶�SHUVSHFWLYH��ZKR�PLJKW�MXGJH�IURP�DIDU�DV�³WKH�SXEOLF�´�(GZDUG�H[SODLQHG�
his thought processes, which were further illuminated by the contrapuntal tensions of the shift in 
YRLFH�IURP�³,´�WR�³\RX´�WR�³WKH\�´� 
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ContrDSXQWDO�DQDO\VLV�IXUWKHU�UHYHDOHG�WKH�WHQVLRQV�DSSDUHQW� LQ�(GZDUG¶V�H[SODQDWLRQ�RI�
the complexity of the situations that involve interaction with students. He portrayed many of his 
students as in need of a father figure and that they often seek attention from him as a male teacher. 
(GZDUG¶V�SHUFHSWLRQ�RI�D�MXGJLQJ�SXEOLF�LV�UHDO�LQ�KLV�PLQG�DQG�UHSUHVHQWV�WKH�FDVHV�KH�KLPVHOI�KDV�
either witnessed or those which he has heard about firsthand. 

Edward provided an account of a student club for which he is the advisor winning a trip to 
a minor league baseball game. He chose to forgo the trip with students and stated his rationale for 
WKLV�LV�WKDW�KH�PXVW�³protect his license´�DERYH�DOO�HOVH��IRU�KLV�IDPLO\
V�VDNH��)RU�(GZDUG��IHDU�RI�
the worst-case scenario wins over his hopes for the ideal outcome.  

 

 

Figure 6: First Person Voice and the I Poem 

Edward provided an example in which he revealed the tensions inherent in being a male 
teacher, trying to build rapport with students and keep them at a distance. His mentor helped him 
more effectively prevent such situations by setting up some strategically delivered warnings such 
as: 

Just remind them. Remind them that you married, remind that you have kids, and 
WKH\�GR�WKDW�DOO�WKH�WLPH��6R��,�MRNH�ZLWK�WKHP�³<RX¶UH�JRLQJ�WR�JHW�PH�ILUHG´�DQG�
³,�GRQ¶W�ZDQW�WR�JHW�ILUHG��'R�QRW�ZDON�LQ�KHUH�FRPLQJ�DQG�KXJJLQJ�PH��3HRSOH�
DUH�JRLQJ�WR�VWDUW�DVNLQJ�TXHVWLRQV�´�<RX�NQRZ�ZKHQ�\RX�MRNH�DERXW�WKDW�PRUH�
DQG�PRUH��LW�NLQG�RI�VWLFNV�WR�WKHP�OLNH�\HDK��³KH�GRHVQ¶W�OLNH�WR�EH�KXJJHG�´ 
(Edward, Interview 1, 10-2-17) 

 
 (GZDUG¶V� SURFHVV� UHYHDOV� WKH� WHQVLRQV� KH� H[SHULHQFHG� EXLOGLQJ� DQG� PDLQWDLQLQJ� SRVLWLYH�
student relationships, his largest area of ethical conflict in his daily practice.  
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Discussion 

Ethics in any profession are about communally agreed-upon principles of engagement, 
codes of involvement that guide actions, and set rules of participation that ensure safety and well-
EHLQJ��SURGXFWLYLW\��SRVLWLYH�OHDUQLQJ��DQG�GHYHORSPHQW��/RZHQVWHLQ¶V���008) conceptualization of 
ethics emphasized maximizing good and minimizing harm. She suggested that ethics are an 
attempt to think critically about human conduct and determining what is right and wrong. Teaching 
is often characterized as a humanistic profession that requires kindness, care, compassion, 
empathy, an understanding of others, and an ability to build connections with a variety of people. 
Teachers in this study reported that their primary responsibilities are grounded in promoting the 
well-being and learning of their students, thereby embodying the characteristics of virtuous, 
ICORT-driven educators. Tensions emerged however when these teachers reported trying to 
VLPXOWDQHRXVO\� DGYRFDWH� IRU� WKHLU� VWXGHQWV¶� ZHOOEHLQJ� ZKLOH� DOVR� VXSSRUWLQg and enacting the 
mission of their schools, and/or trying to uphold their own sense of professional standards of 
excellence. 

Throughout this study, participating teachers shared perspectives about the challenges they 
encountered daily when juggling the curricular and academic tasks of teaching with the relational 
needs of students with whom they forged relationships, as well as the expectations of other adults. 
These teachers articulated a central focus on building and maintaining caring relationships with 
students. However, this included substantive ethical conflicts. Care practices went in many 
directions, emanating from teachers (i.e., sources of care) to students, from teachers to colleagues 
(i.e., collective care in a school community), from teachers to families, and even as teachers 
directed care inward to sustain themselves (i.e., self-care). Often these care practices could 
compete and conflict with one another. 

$OO����RI�WKH�VWXG\¶V�SDUWLFLSDQWV�PHQWLRQHG�D�FHQWUDO�JURXQGLQJ�LQ�WKHLU�SURIHVVLRQDO�GHsire 
and motivation to care for and help students, which was not always simple to enact. While care is 
VLWXDWHG�DW�WKH�FHQWHU�RI�WHDFKHUV¶�SURIHVVLRQDO�UHVSRQVLELOLWLHV��WKHVH�WHDFKHUV�GHVFULEHG�VLWXDWLRQV�
that were far from clear cut. Ethicists including Erikson (1963), Kohlberg (1981), and Piaget 
(1965) published straightforward rules of engagement. By contrast, Gilligan (1982) and Noddings 
(1984) established care ethics as an approach that challenged what they perceived as the 
incompleteness of previous theorists. Rather than emphasizing universal truths such as justice, 
Gilligan (1982) and Nodding (1984) not only recognized the primacy of caring, but also the 
varying degrees of interdependence between individuals in any situation. They advocated for the 
ethics of care as a promising alternative to the more traditional justice-based approaches. 

In an encounter or sequence of encounters that can be appropriately called caring, 
one-party acts as carer and the other as cared-for. Over time in equal relations, the 
parties regularly exchange positions. Adult caring relations exhibit this mutuality. 
However, many important relations are, by their nature, not equal relations, and 
mutuality cannot be expected. For example, the parent-infant relation is not one of 
equality. The parent can, must, do things for the infant that the infant cannot 
possibly do for the parent. (Noddings, 2012, pp. 771±772) 
 
Noddings advocated for an ethic of care as the foundational concept in relational ethics. 

Like the plethora of feminists weighing in on this area of thinking, Tronto (2005) added to the 
literature here regarding how an ethic of care is enacted in practice specifically by identifying four 
specific elements of care, including attentiveness, responsibility, competence, and responsiveness. 
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It goes without mention that there are specific aspects of this line of thinking that have gender 
implications. First, Tong and Williams (2009) pointed out that care ethicists have more recently 
tried to separate gender from virtues and values, rather than assigning masculine and feminine 
perspectives on such topics as morality and moral development. Second, feminists such as Tronto 
(2012) have argued that gender roles are social and culturally constructed. Since care-based 
professions are traditionally comprised of women, care can sometimes be assumed to be a feminine 
characteristic or role.  

Aspects of care, or care-based ethics, emerged as a salient focus for this study. Many 
participants expressed the importance of upholding a positive influence on students and creating 
and sustaining a responsive connection with other educators and support professionals in the 
school community as well. Inherent in the descriptions of care practices presented later, there was 
a distinct importance placed on WKH� FRQWH[W� RI� WKH� VLWXDWLRQV� LQ� ZKLFK� SDUWLFLSDWLQJ� WHDFKHUV¶�
dilemmas emerged. Interdependence between teachers and students within the classroom context 
was always emphasized, and this extended to other teachers, administrators, and support 
professionals within the great school and larger district communities; essentially relationships 
SURYLGHG�ERWK� WKH�EDFNJURXQG��DV�ZHOO�DV� WKH�IRUHJURXQG�� WR� WHDFKHUV¶�FRQVLGHUDWLRQV�RI�HWKLFDO�
practice. 

3DUWLFLSDQWV¶�H[SUHVVLRQV�RI�FDUH�LQ�WKLV�VWXG\�H[KLELWHG�PXOWLSle dimensions, acting as both 
an undergirding principle and an overarching umbrella of ethical practice. Care practices also 
unfolded communally. Teachers often described the importance of individual students being a part 
of the larger inclusive community LQ�ZKLFK�DOO�VWXGHQWV¶�QHHGV�DUH�UHVSHFWHG�DQG�HDFK�PHPEHU�RI�
the community must show and be shown empathy and compassion. This was conveyed as a 
classroom priority in that each teacher seemed to feel beholden²as the articulated in their 
interviews²to build, maintain, and model effective relationship-building skills with all students 
and serve as a moral role model for students. Care based ethics were described as the venue 
whereby teachers could make a positive difference for students, through daily practice. As 
professionals in a human-focused caring profession�� WKH� VWXG\¶V� SDUWLFLSDQWV� UHSRUWHG�ZD\V� LQ�
which showing care for students helped so many aspects of their practice.  This ranged increasing 
VWXGHQWV¶�PRWLYDWLRQ� DQG� FRPPLWPHQW�� LPSURYLQJ� VWXGHQWV¶� sense of confidence for a subject, 
being more willing to try new tasks, and engaging in less appealing aspects of learning. Care was 
the vehicle for relationship development and formed a context for learning in the classroom 
community.  

6HYHQ�SDUWLFLSDQWV¶ statements right at the beginning of their first interviews directly 
reference the centrality of care in the daily work of teaching, the need to show empathy and 
compassion to students. By way of illustration, Alana VSRNH�DERXW�³KRZ�PXFK�,�FDUH�DERXW�P\�
VWXGHQWV´�DQG�KRZ�³,�WU\�WR�EH�VRPHRQH�WKDW�FDUHV�DERXW�WKHP´�VLQFH�³DV�WHDFKHUV�ZH�DUH�HQWUXVWHG�
ZLWK�WKHLU�FDUH��DQG�WKHLU�HGXFDWLRQ´��,QWHUYLHZ�����-25-17). Another example of the role that care 
SOD\V� FDQ� EH� VHHQ� LQ� %UDG\¶V� VWDWHPHQWV� WKDW� ³,� DP� YHU\� FDULQJ� DERXW� SHRSOH´� VRPHWKLQJ� KH�
FRPPXQLFDWHG�LQFOXGHG�SLWIDOOV�EHFDXVH�³,�FDUH�VR�PXFK��VRPHWLPHV�,�WKLQN�,�FDUH�DERXW�WKHP�PRUH�
WKDQ�WKH\�FDUH�DERXW�WKHPVHOYHV´��,QWHUYLHZ������-4-17). 
 Professionals undoubtedly have a responsibility to make decisions and enact principles that 
extend past their personal subjections, yet teachers in this study felt conflicted about doing so for 
several reasons explained herein. As Gilligan and Attanucci (1988) first posited, the justice stance 
is often pitted against the care approach. In actuality, the findings of this study show that most 
teachers are making decisions that employ a more integrated approach that incorporates aspects of 
both care and justice within the various I-position within their minds. These findings support the 



JOURNAL OF INVITATIONAL THEORY AND PRACTICE  25 
 

assertion that these teachers are virtuous, ICORT-driven educators that often struggled with both 
internal ethical dilemmas and competing beliefs about what it means to make positive societal 
contributions as an educator. Perhaps this explanation KHOSV�WR�XQSDFN�ZK\�.RKOEHUJ¶V��������VL[�
stages, while foundational in the field, are insufficient to explain how teachers navigate ethically 
charged situations of practice. Similarly, it may be unsatisfactory to use a theory of moral 
development to accoXQW� IRU� WHDFKHUV¶�HWKLFDO�PHDQLQJ-making process. After all, as Barrett and 
colleagues (2012) posited, professional ethics serve multiple purposes: to ensure high professional 
standards, to protect students, and to guide teachers in their decision-making. While there are 
differing theories on how to best unpack ethically complex situations, as Aristotle argues in his 
PRUDO�SKLORVRSK\��³WKH�JRRG�DQG�WKH�MXVW�DUH�QRW�IRXQG�VROHO\�LQ�DEVWUDFW�SULQFLSOHV�RU�UXOHV��EXW�
rather are lived and made in the messiness RI�HYHU\GD\�OLIH´��/HYLQVRQ�DQG�)D\��������S������� 

 

Conclusions and Implications 

The results of this study suggest that how teachers make meaning of and enact ethical 
practice depends on how they perceive and respond to multiple sets of competing tensions. These 
tensions can emerge at various times, and in different ways, depending on the context in which 
they work. Most recently this became especially clear during the COVID-19 pandemic, when 
schools and instruction were required to move online. As a result, ethical issues for teachers 
increased.  The four continua developed out of the GDWD�FROOHFWHG�DQG�DQDO\]HG�XVLQJ�*LOOLJDQ¶V�
Listening Guide clearly surfaced as the education community was forced into an unplanned online 
learning experiment.  Thereafter, teachers described their struggles to build and maintain student 
relationships in virtual and online learning environments.  Many teachers articulated the ethical 
challenges they faced as lines between home and work blurred. A representation of the tensions 
found on the first continuum: A professional orientation of ethics compared to a more personal 
moral orientation of ethical practice collided. At first many teachers during COVID-19 planned 
for a short-term disruption.  As online schooling extended, many teachers began to question the 
ZD\V�LQ�ZKLFK�VWXGHQWV¶�long-term goals, including emotional, interpersonal, and developmental 
needs, would be negatively impacted. Similarly, the fourth continuum, which represents how 
teachers navigated the desire to contribute toward ideal outcomes in any given situation versus 
avoiding the worst-case VFHQDULRV�EHFRPH�HYLGHQW�WKURXJK�WHDFKHUV¶�H[SHULHQFHV�GXULQJ�&29,'-
19. As school closures increased, concerns of the spread of the pandemic increased the focus upon 
equity as a marginalizing factor that contributed to educational disadvantages and studenWV¶�
disfranchisement (Sequeira & Dacey, 2020). 

To assist prospective teachers in the process of navigating ethical practice, unpacking these 
continua of tensions would be useful to formally address with pre-service teachers during their 
teacher preparation programs. Overall, this study contributes to the ongoing base of knowledge 
regarding how teachers navigate rule-based compared to care-based orientations to address ethical 
dilemmas and how they can enact ethical practice through an integrated hybrid approach.  
 This study suggests potential implications and recommendations for pre-service teacher 
education programs. None of the participating teachers in this study cited memories of addressing 
ethics in a stand-alone course during their preparation programs. One recommendation is to offer 
more professional development opportunities that purposefully explore reflective practice while 
contextualizing and integrating the blend of both personal moral beliefs and professional ethics as 
they evolve and emerge in daily practice.  
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 Additionally, principal/supervision and leadership programs must dedicate more time to 
raising awareness, actively modeling, and cultivating intentionally inviting, ethical school cultures 
that support teachers¶�ethical reflection. Since the start of the COVID pandemic, tHDFKHUV¶�VWUHVV�
levels and rates of burnout have reached all-time highs, resulting in many seriously considering 
leaving the profession (Zamarro et al, 2021).  

There is no clear end to the steep increases in teacher turnover. Teacher shortages are 
becoming increasingly problematic nationwide.  Amidst these challenges, it is imperative that 
educational stakeholders consider professional development opportunities that can assist teachers 
to navigate the ethical dilemmas they face daily in the classroom (Sequeira & Dacey, 2020). 

There is a gap in the existing teacher education literature related to pre-service and 
SUDFWLFLQJ�WHDFKHUV¶�HWKLFDO�SUHSDUDWLRQ�DQG�WKH�SRVVLEOH�LPSDFW�XSRQ�UHGXFLQJ�QHJDWLYH�LQFLGHQWV�
of lying, cheating, or abuse in the classroom, the school, and the field of education. Research in 
this area is clearly necessary. Relatedly, there is an absence of research comparing the effects upon 
teachers who have had an explicit course in ethics, those who went through teacher preparation 
programs experiencing an integrated approach to ethical preparation, or those teachers whose 
program lacked any ethical preparation.  

Furthermore, it is troubling that little has been explored internationally to compare ethical 
decision-making across interdisciplinary professional fields. Overall, this study contributes to the 
ongoing base of knowledge regarding how teachers make meaning of and enact ethical practice. 
,Q�DGGLWLRQ��WKLV�VWXG\¶V�GHVLJQ�VKRZHG�WKDW�*LOOLJDQ¶s (1982) Listening Guide can effectively be 
applied to teachers in their professional practice, thereby further generalizing its utility from 
SUHYLRXV�SRSXODWLRQV��LQFOXGLQJ�YHWHUDQV��QXUVHV��DQG�RWKHU�SURIHVVLRQV��8VLQJ�*LOOLJDQ¶V�/LVWHQLQJ�
Guide (1982) during this study revealed that teachers rarely adhere to absolutes. Rather, these 
participating teachers exhibited that they navigate a complex array of competing and overlapping 
tensions each day.  In real practice, they exhibited due diligence to make meaning of dilemmas 
and enact ethical practice while navigating an abundance of ethically grey areas. 
 Advocates for Invitational Education Theory and Practices will always encourage the pursuit 
of becoming a virtuous, ICORT-driven educator. If a goal without a plan is just a wish; then an 
ICORT-driven educator believes it is ethically necessary and pedagogically sound to always plan 
IRU� VXFFHVV� E\� FRQVLVWHQWO\� UHIOHFWLQJ� RQ� RQH¶V� HWKLFDO� SUDFWLFH�� 7KHUHIRUH�� VWUHQJWKHQ� \RXU�
pedagogy through the active pursuit of increased awareness, elevated knowledge, and willingness 
to evaluate ethical dilemmas with care. 
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