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ABSTRACT: Special education teachers who also serve as case managers for
students with disabilities are in unique leadership positions in which they face
complex ethical dilemmas and are called on to make decisions that involve
multiple competing interests and pressures. The purpose of this study was to
explore how special education leaders identify ethical dilemmas and to examine
the ethical perspectives that influenced their decision making. Through a series
of focus group interviews based on a semistructured interview protocol, special
education case mangers engaged in collective discussions about ethics and
ethical decision making. The findings suggest that special education leaders op-
erate according to an ethical framework that integrates personal and professional
codes of ethics and emphasizes the best interests of the child. The complexity of
integrating legal compliance pressures and administrative policy directives into
the framework, however, led to inner conflict for many of the participants.

Researchers have focused increasingly on the importance of discussing
the ethical standards (Berkeley & Ludlow, 2008), ethical competencies
(Jacob & Hartshome, 2003), and ethical decision-making models (Shapiro
& Stefkovich, 2005) that guide educational leaders. In addition, research-
ers have examined the influence of ethical codes on decision-making
practices in a number of educational contexts in which students with
disabilities are served and from a variety of perspectives, including pro-
fessionals sei"ving as consultants in early childhood progranis (Wesley &
Buysse, 2006), school psychologists conducting assessments (Helton &
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Ray, 2005), and teachers of students with emotional and behavioral disor-
ders (Mafhur, 2007). Fiedler and Van Haren (2008) focused on special edu-
cation administrators and teachers in an effort to assess their knowledge
and application of the Council for Exceptional Children's code of ethics.
Collectively, these efforts reveal growing recognition of fhe important role
of ethics in education leadership and the significant influence of ethical
codes given the unique challenges in special education. The present study
sought to build on these past research efforts by expanding the focus to
include special education teachers who seive in unique leadership roles
as case managers and by exploring how these individuals resolve ethical
dilemmas in special education.

Ethical dilemmas in special education are well documented and are
often defined as a situation that forces educators or educational leadei-s to
choose among competing interests, such as determining the placement of
a child with an emotional-behavioral disability and maintaining the safety
of other students (Fiedler & Van Haren, 2008). Ethical dilemmas may also
occur as a result of concerns about overrepresentation and disputes over
inclusion (Artiles, 1998), as well as demands for scarce resources and pres-
sures to maximize educational potential (Howe & Miramontes, 1991). En-
suring that special education leaders are informed by both legal and ethical
principles is critical, given the increasing numbers of students identified
as disabled (U.S. Department of Education, 2010), serious concerns about
overrepresentation of minority students (see, e.g., Arnold & Lassmann,
2003; Larnj P. v. Riles, 1972), and significant financial and emotional costs
associated with poor leadership (Mueller, Singer, & Draper, 2008).

Wliile Howe and Miramontes (1991) recognized that ethical questions
are related to legal questions, they cautioned against the tendency to over-
simplify the relationship between law and ethics. In other words, law and
ethics are related, but they do not always coincide. In special education,
the laws delineate rights and responsibilities of key individuals, such as
paients, children, teachers, and administrators, and they establish federal
and state obligations for funding, monitoring compliance, and providing
necessai-y education programs and services. Yet, laws are open to inter-
pretation, general in nature, and primarily focused on concrete actions
rather than individual dispositions. For example, a law may require the
physical presence of a general education teacher at a child's individualized
education plan, but the law is silent about this teacher's integrity, profes-
sionalism, and collegiality. In other words, laws are enforceable and estab-
lish mandatory obligations, but ethics are infonnal standards of conduct
(Homer, 2003) that encourage ideal dispositions.



326 SUSAN C. BON AND ADAM J. BIGBEE

The purpose of the present study is to explore how special education
leaders identify ethical dilenuuas and to examine the ethical perspectives
that influence their decision making. Special education teachers who serve
as case managers may not receive formal recognition as leaders, but they
have nonetlieless assumed critical leadership roles in special education.
According to Bays and Crockett (2007), principals who lack time and ex-
pertise may disperse responsibility for special education to other individu-
als, including directors of special education and special education teach-
ers. Tlieir study revealed that special educators who taught full-time in the
classroom were also serving as team leaders, consultants, or coordinators.

Given these additional expectations, special educators often function
directly as educational leaders with significant influence over the special
education programs and services provided for students with disabilities.
Specifically, in their dual role as teacher and case manager, special educa-
tors are responsible for ensuring compliance with the student's individual-
ized education plan, facilitating dialogue, and promoting trust among fam-
ily membere or gtiardians of students with disabilities, schoel systems, and
classroom teachers. Despite these significant responsibilities, the unique
leaderehip role of special education teachers who serve as case managers
has been insufficiently examiner!, especially in tenns of the complex ethi-
cal dilemmas that such individuals are likely to face in their dual capacity.
For purposes of clarity and consistency, special education teachers who
serve as case managers are referred to as special education leaders.

The primary goal of this stiidy was to explore the influence and role
of ethics on decisions made by special education leaders. To achieve the
identified goal, this study was designed to answer the following two re-
search questions:

How do special education leaders identify and define ethical dilemmas?
How do personal and professional codes of ethics influence decision mak-

ing when special education leaders are faced with ethical dilemmas?

When faced with complex ethical dilemmas, special education leaders
often make decisions that are ill-informed, overinfonned, or made in haste
without a clear awareness of the ethical standards that apply (Billingsley,
2007). This study seeks to gather empirical evidence to increase under-
standing of how special education leaders draw on ethical codes when at-
tempting to identify and resolve ethical dilemmas. The empirical evidence
is analyzed with the ethic of the profession, which is a component of the
multiple pei-spectives ethics model established by Shapiro and Stefkovich
(2005). Their multiparadigm approach is widely recognized as a model for
resolving etliical dilemmas in education leadership (Begley, 2001; Beck,
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Murphy, & Associates, 1997; Furman, 2004). The ethic of the profession
incorporates personal and professional codes of ethics with the best in-
terests of students at the center of professional judgments and decisions.
Given the focus in this study on ethical codes and dilemmas, this ethic of
the profession model serves as the conceptual framework guiding analysis
and discussion of the data gathered during focus group interviews.

We hope that a broader contribution of this qualitative study will emerge
through the conversations about ethical dilemmas faced by special edu-
cation leadere. Special education leaders in particular need to engage in
ongoing efforts to increase their ability to identify ethical dilemmas and
access ethical standards to use the standards to guide and support their
decision making in such situations. The focus group discussions provide
a safe environment and critical opportimity to begin formulating a profes-
sional framework and language of ethics that serves as a practical guide
for tackling the emerging challenges faced by special education leaders.

ETHICAL LEADERSHIP

Tlie concept of ethical leadership continues to receive significant atten-
tion and is increasingly the focus of scholars in the field of education
(Begley, 2001). According to Starratt (2004), ethical leadership is charac-
terized by the leader's attempt to act according to their espoused system
of principles, beliefs, assumptions, and values. Ethical leadership implies
that the leader is both aware of his or her personal system of ethics and
willing to act consistently with these beliefs. While researchers typically
differ to some degree when defining ethics, for purposes of this study, the
definition provided by Fiedler and Van Haren (2008) is persuasive; that is,
ethics involves the cognition of individual beliefs and provides a rationale
for subsequent actions.

As individuals with tremendous uifluence over the lives of others—
especially, children—school leaders have a significant responsibility to
act in a moral and ethical mamier. In fact, ethical leadership has been
recognized as an important research focus by a leading professional asso-
ciation for educational administrators. Specifically, the University Council
for Educational Administrators established the Centre for the Study of
Leadership and Ethics (http://www.uceaorg/leadership-ethics/), which is
focused on supporting, promoting, and disseminating theory and research
on values and leadership (LIniversity Coimcil for Educational Administra-
tors). Likewise, the Council for Exceptional Children, which represents a
large international community of special educators, has adopted the ethical
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principles for special education professionals. Finally, ethics as a principle
and underlying value in education leadership is further reflected in tlie state
licensure and certification standards (see, e.g.. Painter, 2006).

While a moral purpose is typically assumed to be the primary motive guid-
ing educators' decisions in schools (FuUan, 2001), Campbell (1997) noted
that theories aioimd ethics and morality are not easily reconciled with how
they are carried out in practice. Tlie manner in which ethical theories are
incorporated in the decision-making process is particularly difficult because
collective discussions about ethical concepts infrequently occur in educa-
tion (Strike, 1995). According to Joseph and Efron (1993), teachers and lead-
ers mast fu-st develop and adhere to a set of ethical standards to be prepared
to identify and confront the many conflicts that arise in schools.

Strike (1995) emphasized the importance of developing a shared lan-
guage of ethics that guide and promote resolution of ethical dilemmas.
Unless educational leaders are provided opportunities to engage in col-
lective discussions about ethics, they will not likely develop the ethical
perspectives and undei-standing of ethical standards, which would have
then provided valuable guidance as they navigated the complex realities
of education (Campbell, 1997). Tluis, an important component of ethical
leadei-ship relates to how individual beliefs about ethical dilemmas are
discussed and ac ĵusted if necessary to promote a shared vision of ethics.
Identifying a practical model for the interactive application of personal
and professional codes of ethics will also improve the resolution of dilem-
mas for individual decision makere and within a group dynamic.

Campbell (2001) claimed that it is not the literal words of the code that
are meai\t to guide, but it is the connection that they make with the "un-
derlying ideals, the core ethical principles . . . that are meant to embody
those principles" (p. 407). Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) developed a
conceptual framework for "ethical reasoning in edticational leadership to
guide the decision-making of principals as they confront unfamiliai" and
complex dilemmas in their schools" (p. 182). Building on the work of Star-
ratt (2003) and Noddings (1992), their framework calls for an awareness
and application of the ethics of justice, care, and critique and the ethic of
the profession. Tlieir conceptual model has gained recognition because it
proposed a nuiltiparadigm approach to ethical problem solving for educa-
tional leaders. In the present study, the ethic of the profession serves as
the conceptual framework guiding the data analysis process.

ETHIC OF THE PROFESSION

Tlie ethic of the profession comprises peisonal values and professional codes
of etliics, and it urges educational leaders to serve the best interests of their
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Students (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). Personal values aie internalized in
varying degrees, depending on the individual. Tliese values are formed from
many sources, including education, culture, family, and religion. Professional
codes are formed by the individual in tlie context of work and influenced by
professional communities, advocacy groups, and other agencies.

Shapiro and Stefkovich posited that educational leaders generally rely
on their pereonal values and professional codes or nonns of conduct to
guide their decisions when faced with ethical dilemmas. While the ethic
of the profession is gaining recognition in the educational leadership field
(Frick & Gutierrez, 2008; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005), the influence of
ethics—particularly, the ethic of the profession—on individuals in special
education leadership positions has been largely unexplored in research.

Frick and Gutierrez (2008) examined the moral aspects of educational
leadership in an effort to provide empirical evidence to validate the ethic
of the profession model developed by Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005). They
used a phenomenological-like interview perspective to gather data from 11
public school principals working in secondary school settings. According
to their study, the school leaders identified a significant moral responsi-
bility to value students, educate all students, negotiate positive compro-
mises, serve as role models, and adhere to laws, policies, and professional
expectations. On the basis of these school leaders' responses, Frick and
Gutierrez concluded that "the findings bring clarity to the meaning of what
is morally unique to the profession" (p. 54) and validate the professional
ethic framework proposed by Shapiro and Stefkovich. As the ethic of the
profession framework develops and emerges more clearly with the con-
tributions of empirical studies (Frick & Gutierrez, 2008), the potential to
expand it beyond the principalship to other contexts and leaderehip posi-
tions in schools is closer to being realized.

As revealed in the previous discussion, there has been increasing em-
phasis on the importance of ethical leadership in schools, but surprisingly
little attention has focused on the ethical perspectives that influence
special education leaders. Given the history of neglect and vulnerable stu-
dents in special education, a professional framework that offers practical
guidance for ethical problem solving should emerge as a valuable source
for special education leaders. The following section examines the ethics
of special education, focusing on the etliical issues that confront special
education teachers and leaders.

ETHICS AND SPECIAL EDUCATION

Special educafion leaders are expected to make mmierous decisions that
have short- and long-tenn ethical implications for children with disabilities.
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For example, decisions about eligibility and placement will immediately
affect the child's educational opportunities and influence subsequent de-
cisions about the child's individual needs. In addition, special education
leaders are responsible for the detemiination of educational programs,
supplemental services, instmctional practices, and, ultimately, the imple-
mentation of policies and regulations—all of which influence present and
future opportunities for the child to access a meaningful education program.
All these decisions "reflect a priori consideration saturated with values and
meaning" (Paul, French, & Cranston-Gingras, 2001, p. 1).

According to Fiedler and Van Haren (2008), awareness of ethical stan-
dards is vital in special education because special educators care for and
educate students who are vulnerable as a result of their mmority status in
the education environment. Yet, there is a surprising lack of research on eth-
ics and ethical principles in special education (Fiedler & Van Haren, 2008)
and the teacher education field (Howe & Miramontes, 1992). Fiedler and Van
Haren (2008) surveyed special administrators and teachers in an attempt to
detemiine their knowledge and application of the Council for Exceptional
Children's code of ethics and standards for professional practice. Tlieir
study revealed that only 54% of special educators—including teachers and
administratore—were knowledgeable about the coimcil's ethical code. In
addition, tlie special educatore in their study were reportedly more comfort-
able adhering to legal prescriptions than they were advocating to improve
existing regulations. Given these findings, Fiedler and Van Haren recom-
mended efforts to improve professional development that focuses on shared
learning and discussion among administrators and teachers about the role
and influence of ethics in their professional lives.

According to Howe and Miramonfes (1992), "there is a danger that ethi-
cal questions will be ignored in favor of legal ones" (p. 8) in special educa-
tion. Specifically, growing concems about legal compliance and threats
of lawsuits may lead to an overemphasis on special education laws and
might obscure the history of special education as an ethical enterprise,
which requires an enhanced focus on the best interests of the child. Tlie
Individuals With Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) of 2004 and the No
Child Left Behind Act of 2001 have had a tremendous impact on how state
and local govemments and school districts make decisions about special
education programs, deliveiy of services, and instniction. School leaders
who aie aware of and adhere to IDEA and No Child Left Behind mandates
arguably make decisions that protect the legal rights of students with dis-
abilities. Yet, these legally compliant decisions may not be consistent with
the ethical foundations of special education (Howe & Miramontes, 1991).
If principals have difficulty balancing responsibilities to ensure quality in-
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stniction while monitoring legal compliance (Bays & Crockett, 2007), then
special education leaders may also stniggle to negotiate legal mandates
and ethical dilemmas, especially in light of their dual roles as teachers and
case managers.

Howe and Miramontes (1991) proposed a framework to illustrate the
importance of ethical deliberation in the special education field. It reflects
early efforts to identify a model that promotes continuity between what is
taught and what is negotiated by the special educator in the school-based
setting. During this same period, Starratt (1991) was urging the education
field to move from the theoretical and abstract to the concrete and practi-
cal. Specifically, Starratt encouraged the field to develop "a theory that
helps practitioners frame moral situations encountered in practice so that
their moral content becomes more intelligible and more available to the
practical intuitive sense of the practitioner" (p. 186).

Unlike other professions, such as psychology and medicine, special edu-
cation training has "relied too much on ethical issues emerging randomly
in class discussions and internships" (Paul et al., 2001, p. 1). Tlie failure
of higher education preparatory programs to emphasize the importance
of negotiating ethical dilemmas (Berkeley & Ludlow, 2008) is alanning in
light of the moral and political complexity inherent in decisions made by
special education leaders. Special education leaders are responsible for
addressing the previously unmet needs of children who otherwise risk
neglect in the general education system (Paul et al, 2001, p. 2). In other
words, students with disabilities are potentially vulnerable members of
the school community and are thus especially dependent on educators to
safeguard their educational interests.

Berkeley and Ludlow (2008) claimed that it is imperative for practitio-
ners and researchers to address ways of drawing attention to ethics and
special education. Currently, special educators face numerous challenges
that impede opporiunities for genuine reflection about the ethical issues
in special education. The challenges include, for example, an overwhelm-
ing workload and frequent demands that require immediate attention; yet,
building administrators are often inexperienced dealing with the complex-
ity of special education issues and so offer limited direction to special
educators. Given the limited experience and knowledge of building admin-
istrators, an important source of guidance and support for special educa-
tors is likely to come from a colleague—particularly, the special education
leader (Bays & Crockett, 2007).

Consequently, special education leaders have influential roles in schools,
as well as the opportunity to provide valuable insight and guidance when
consulted by their colleagues. Given their influential roles and the imique
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challenges that likely arise in special education, it is important to better un-
derstand how special education leaders identify an ethical dilemma and how
their ethical perspectives influence their decision making. Focus group in-
terviews were chosen as a qualitative research tool to engage special educa-
tion leadere in rich discussions about ethics and ethical dilemmas in special
education. Based on the focus group discussions, the present study souglit
to gather empirical evidence to increase understanding about the influence
of personal and professional codes of ethics on special education leaders.

METHOD

Tlie primary puipose of this study was to explore how special education
leaders identify ethical dilemmas and to examine how personal and pro-
fessional codes of ethics influence their decision making when faced with
ethical dilemmas. This research was guided by foiu" semistnictured ques-
tions, with additional prompts for several questions used to clarify and
probe for richer discussion (see appendix). The questions and prompts
were designed to promote conversations about the influence of ethics in
the luiique milieu of special education.

In our review of literature, we discovered inadequate information about
the influence and interaction of ethical codes on the decisions made by
special education leaders when faced with ethical dilemmas. Despite in-
creasing attention on values and ethics in the educational leadership field,
the topic of special education leadership and ethics has received scant
interest in the literature. Tlius, our chosen methodology is admittedly
exploratory and focused on gathering preliminary data to guide future
research efforts in this field of inquiiy.

To accomplish this exploratory task, we used the focus group inter-
view to engage deeply in conversations about ethical dilemmas and the
influence of personal and professional codes of ethics on decisions made
by special education leaders. The focus group participants were chosen
because of their dual roles as teachers directly responsible for providing
instruction to students with disabilities and as special education case man-
agers accountable for monitoring the legal safeguards provided by federal
and state laws and policies.

PARTICIPANTS

Using a purposeful sampling method, we identified special education
teachers who serve as case managers (as indicated earlier, the participants
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are referred to as special education leaders), and we invited them to
participate in this study. Tlie participants have a specific source of knowl-
edge and experience in special education because of their dual roles and
responsibilities as teachers and case managers. Tlie dual role of special
education teacher and case manager puts them in a unique leadership posi-
tion. Not only are they responsible for providing direct instmction to stu-
dents with disabilities, but they are also expected to guide students, fami-
lies, and educators through the special education process and to ensure
legal compliance with special education laws, policies, and regulations. In
their leadership role, these individuals are likely to encounter a range of
conflicting role expectations and competing priorities that directly influ-
ence the provision of special education programs and services for students
with disabilities and that frequently lead to ethical dilemmas.

These special education leaders were also chosen because they were
acquainted with one of the primary researchers, with whom they had es-
tablished a level of trust while working together in the special education
community. The special education leaders and one of the researchers were
from a large suburban school system in northern Virginia. It was antici-
pated that this trust among the special education leaders and researcher
would enhance the potential for candid and open conversations in the
focus group setting.

A total of 12 special education leaders participated in the four focus
group sessions. Ten women and two men participated, and on average, the
participants had 13 years of exi^erience in special education. All special
education leaders reported that they lacked soi administrative license and
had no or limited experience in an administrative position beyond their
roles as case managers, although one special education leader reported
that she had 2 years of experience as a department chair.

FOCUS GROUP INTERVIEWS

The focus group interview was chosen to ensure that the paiticipants'
voices were heard and because it enabled us to gather direct thoughts and
observations from special education leaders who are directly involved in
ethical dilemmas (Ledennan, 1990). Focus group interviews promote nor-
mal conversations about a specific issue, and they preference participants'
voices rather than researchers' agendas (Vaughn, Schumm, & Sinagub,
1996). Furthermore, the language of ethics is evolving in special education
and has been explored inadequately thus far, which indicates the appro-
priateness of exploratory research such as the focus group intei-view to
answer the primary research questions in this study.
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Table 1. Focus Group Participants

Group Participants

1 1 African American man, 3 White women
2 2 White women
3 1 African American woman, 1 White woman, 1 White man
4 3 White women

A less structured approach was used to conduct the focus groups based
on our conclusions that past efforts investigating educators' perspectives
on ethics in special education—particularly, ethical dilemmas—are scarce.
Furthermore, we recognized that there is no common and clear language
that educators use when discussing ethics (Berkeley & Ludlow, 2008).
Participants were encouraged to speak for themselves instead of being
directed according to researcher-imposed agendas (Morgan, 1997).

In this study, we conducted four focus group interviews (Morgan, 2002),
each lasting approximately 2 hours, based on a semistnictured interview
protocol. As illustrated in Table 1, the participants were predominantly
women, and racial diversity was limited across the focus groups. All focus
group conversations were recorded electronically. Using specific questions
to guide but not limit their discussions within each focus group, we asked
the special education leaders to share their views and other information re-
garding their experiences witli ethical dilemmas in special education.

DATA ANALYSIS

Tlie data were examined with and coded on the basis of constant com-
parative analysis (Glaser, 1978, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss, 1987)
to generate themes (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008) and identify a theoreti-
cal scheme. We began the data analysis process by reviewing transcripts
of the focus group interviews and making initial notations about the con-
cepts that emerged from the data. This first stage enabled us to "chunk"
the extensive narratives that emerged during focus group discussions into
smaller segments that could be coded (Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2008). Fol-
lowing the initial process of reading transcripts, the emerging concepts
were then examined for similarities and grouped into categories (Maxwell
& Miller, 2008). We sought to systematically identify and determine rela-
tionships among the categories or segments of data to reveal emerging
themes (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003).

Our goal was to identify ethical perspectives for possible inclusion into
a professional framework of ethics and not test a predetermined expecta-
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tion; thus, we were careful during the initial review and coding of data to
examine the categories for possible integration into a single theoretical
scheme (Bays & Crockett, 2007). During the final stages of our constant
comparison analysis, we refined and integrated the codes that emerged
throughout the data analysis process, using the selective coding process
(Strauss & Corbin, 1990). The integrated categories led us to identify the
ethic of the profession as the dominant theoretical framework for shar-
ing our data. Thus, we adopted the professional ethic model (Shapiro &
Stefkovich, 2005) as the conceptual framework and used it to guide not
only our analysis but also our organization and discussion of data gath-
ered during the focus group interviews. Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005)
presented the ethic of the profession as a model with three key integrated
components: professional code of ethics, personal code of ethics, and best
interests of the child.

In the Findings section, we rely on the identified research questions to
guide our overview and discussion of the primary and secondary themes
that emerged from the data. First, we examine the meaning of ethical
dilemma and explore how and why special education leaders identified
certain situations as ethical dilemmas. We then focus on how the special
education leaders explained the influence of their personal and profes-
sional codes of ethics when faced with ethical dilemmas, and we examine
the emerging themes within the context of the professional paradigm pro-
posed by Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005). Specifically, the primary themes
emerging in this study are consistent with the three key components of the
ethic of the profession framework, including professional code of ethics,
personal code of ethics, and best interests of the child. As the discussion
reveals, the key components of the professional paradigm are intenelated
and sometimes compete with one another.

A secondary theme emerged, but it did not clearly fit within the ethic of
the profession paradigm; thus, the secondary theme was explored for con-
textual meaning. Tlie secondary theme comprises several key elements,
including an emphasis on legal compliance, pressure from administrative
directives, and heightened concem about employment security. One key
element—namely, emphasis on legal compliance—emerged when the
special education leaders were asked to explain the source of their profes-
sional codes of ethics. Although the participants mentioned other sources,
such as fomier teachers, colleagues, and family members, the mmority
of special education leaders refened to laws and legal compliance when
asked about their professional codes of ethics. Shapiro and Stefkov-
ich (2005) had also encountered this phenomenon; they explained that
"professional ethics has generally been viewed as a subset of the justice
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paradigm" (p. 19). Concerns about legal compliance, administrative direc-
tives, and Job security repeatedly emerged as limits on the special educa-
tion leaders' abilities to address the best interests of the child.

FINDINGS

Tlie flndings provide clarity and inform our understanding of how ethical
dilemmas are identified and how special education leaders are influenced
by professional and personal codes of ethics. This section is organized ac-
cording to the identified research questions. First, we focus on how special
education leaders defined or identified an ethical dilemma, and we share
examples of ethical dilemmas provided by the participants. Tliis section
then examines the influence of professional and personal codes of ethics
when special education leaders encoimter ethical dilemmas.

ETHICAL DILEMMAS

When asked, "How would you define or identify an ethical dilemma in
special education?" many special education leaders struggled to come up
with a response. Tlius, we started and ended the conversation with this
question, in an attempt to provide foctis at the beginning of the discus-
sion and an opportunity for the special education leaders to clarify their
thoughts after engaging in disctission. Although many special education
leadere stniggled to provide a concrete definition and example, they were
able to explain how they felt when faced with an ethical dilemma. In each
focus group, the special education leaders referred to "intuition" or a "gut
feeling" or exclaimed "you just know" in their attempt to explain. Tliree
of four focus grotips specifically mentioned that a "conflict of interest"
describes an ethical dilemma. Although a mjyority of the special education
leaders could not think of a specific example, several participants shared
and described conflicts that arose between their professional and personal
codes of ethics.

In one of the focus groups with three female special education leaders,
the participant with the least experience shared what she had written
down as her definition of an ethical dilemma: "I believe an ethical dilemma
is one in which yotir personal beliefs do not correspond with the laws, best
practices or policies of your school." In this same focus group, another
participant shared an example of an ethical dilemma that happened when
she was coteaching with someone who said or did some tilings tliat were
not appropriate for kids:
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I've had situations . . . coteaching situation where I was uncomfortable with
something the coteacher said or did, and haven't said anything about it. . . .
Most of them are minor but things that defmitely when you're talking about
how do you know something is wrong and because you're squirming because
you're like oh man,.. . I wish that person had not said that or did that . . . and
I am not likely to report that I don't feel like I should say anything, do any-
thing, report it . . . and I guess in a way that's compromising my own ethical
code not to say anything because I defmitely do not like to be in the situation
. . . and I haven't said anything because I'm not this person's administrator, but
I don't want to team with this person next year.

She would not share any further specifics of this situation and added,
"I really need to be imonymous here."

In another group with two female special education leaders, one partici-
pant shared an example of an ethical dilemma she faced as a case manager
when working with parents and teachers:

Last year I had a student on my caseload . . . mother had asked me to take
certain measures to instnict the student's teachers on what they should be
doing for him.... I felt veiy uncomfortable as a case manager, with not really
a leadership or administrator role, making those recommendations to other
teachei-s . . . and I ended up suggesting to the parent that they contact the
teachers on their own . .. because I really didn't feel that that was my role to
tell other teachers how to run their classrooms.... My initial discomfort sent
off a chain reaction.... It is not ethically correct for me to tell another teacher
how to run their classroom so long as they are following the accommodations
the student needs.

The special education leaders also identified certain situations as ethical
dilemmas because of a perceived conflict between professional and per-
sonal codes of ethics or moral codes. For example, a female special edu-
cation leader explained, "To me an ethical dilemma is when my personal
and professional codes conflict. Professionally it was a conflict of interest
for me to advocate for a child, knowing that he might one day end up in
my classroom."

Wlien talking about ethical dilemmas, the special education leaders re-
peatedly mentioned that their primary focus was on meeting the best inter-
ests of the child. Finally, their responses and conversation clearly revealed
that they were aware of and influenced by professional and personal codes
of ethics. To understand how professional and personal codes of ethics
influence educators, we asked them to explain their decision-making pro-
cesses when faced with ethical dilemmas. Their responses are reported
and organized according to the primary themes—professional codes of
ethics, personal codes of ethics, and best interests of the child, which
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are also three critical components of the ethic of the profession model
(Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005). Given the alignment between the themes
that emerged in our study and the key components of the ethic of the pro-
fession model, this model serves as a conceptual framework guiding our
analysis. Tlie three primary themes are explained separately but are in fact
integrated as key components of the ethic of the profession framework.

PROFESSIONAL CODE OF ETHICS

In each group, a nifyority of special education leaders reported that they
did not receive formal instmction on ethics, although it was to some extent
embedded in preservice courses. For example, one female special educa-
tion leader explained, "We never had a class in ethics, it was just a part of
everything," which was a typical response to our question about the source
of their professional code of ethics. Only one special education leader re-
ported that she had a class that addressed ethics in teaching.

The lack of fomial instmction on ethics seemed not to matter to one
special education leader, who explained that the professional code of
ethics emerges after "you get a job; you weave that into how you do your
job." Yet, another special education leader claimed that her preservice
training left her unprepared to deal with ethical dilemmas: "I was so naive
. . . unsure of the line between what was right and wrong.... I knew I was
stepping over the line [with her first ethical dilemma], but I had no other
tool to deal with it."

Special education leaders in each focus group generally recalled that
their classes focused more on the history of laws and regulations related
to special education rather than on ethical principles. In addition, their dis-
cussions about professional ethics revealed that many special education
leadere across the focus groups lacked a clear awareness of the distinction
between law and ethics. One conmient in the second focus group more
clearly captured this phenomenon as the participants discussed whether
professional ethics clearly emerged during their preservice training. One
female special education leader explained.

As special educators, we have laws that are in place, so in a way the first hand
information is very cut and dry I mean there's a law and this is what needs to
be followed and then you have to take it down to the state level, to the county
level, to your school level, and how does each of those different aspects or
different tiers address those laws. So ha\ing that available to you to read, to
understand, to implement, I tliink really is your first line of defense.

Tlie other female participant in this group added, "I agree with that it is tlie
interpretation of the special education laws that we follow." These state-
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ments were echoed in other groups as well, particularly in response to
questions probing for information about the source of the educators' pro-
fessional ethical codes. For example, a female participant added, "Ideas of
ethics and procedures go back to the federal law, this is how it should be
done, this is the law."

Special education leaders identified other sources that influenced their
development of professional codes, including family, colleagues they re-
spected, even their fonner teachers in school. Tliese comments revealed
that the distinction between professional codes and personal codes of eth-
ics are not always steadfast; rather, the educators' professional codes are
deeply influenced by their personal codes.

Tliere was a general sense that although the special education leaders
wanted to act according to their personal ethical codes, they deferred to
the professional codes for their own protection or because of the group
setting. As a female special education leader explained, "even though it
might not be what's best for the kids, I need to keep my job." Although she
was a teacher with nearly 20 years of service, her responses revealed that
she still felt that her job was not secure. Another female special education
leader explained that "the personal definitely shapes professional. . . like
when talking about [manifestation determination reviews], it is a commit-
tee decision . . . so maybe you'll be the one dissenting person . . . but I'm
not going to stomp my feet and cry."

PERSONAL CODE OF ETHICS

As the comments indicate, special education leaders expressed an un-
comfortable tension between adherence to professional ethical codes and
their personal codes of ethics. Tliis tension was especially present in the
group dynamic according to participants who reported that a number of
barriers affected their efforts to activate personal and professional codes
of ethics. Tlie special education leaders readily shared that their personal
ethical codes emerged from strict upbringings under "strong" parental
infiuences—whether it was the influence of a "strong Yankee woman"
for one female participant or a "strong Southern man" for the African
American male. In fact, the most frequently reported source of influence
on personal ethical codes came from special education leaders' families.
A minority of special education leaders referenced their parents, saying
that before they make a decision, they consider, "What would my parents
think of me?"

Other influences on personal codes of ethics were mentioned, such
as faith, culture, historical occurrences, and prior employment. Several
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special education leaders commented that in addition to being influenced
by their parents, their personal codes were affected by their own role as
parents. One male special education leader indicated that "being a parent
plays a part of [my personal code of ethics).... I want my children to be
proud of who I am." Wlien explaining the various influences on her per-
sonal code of ethics, a female special education leader added, "I think how
I would want a teacher to treat my child."

The special education leadere engaged in rich conversation when they
were asked to share and exjilain how they balanced their personal and
professional codes. Wliile there were several special education leaders
who spoke of the significant role that personal ethical codes have on their
decision-making process, it was the professional side that tended to domi-
nate. Although they were in separate focus groups, two special education
leadei-s mentioned that professional ethics squeeze out personal ethics.
Specifically, a male participant explained.

Your personal side is slowly being slowly squeezed ouf vnth all the regula-
tions that we are being forced to follow .. . whereas in the past I might have
made a lot more of my decisions on case by case and kind of see what [the
students] need.

And the African American female explained.

Professional ethics kind of squeeze the moral ones down because . . . for one
thing you don't wanf to get in trouble with anybody, you're trying to keep your
job so you kind of go along with the flow even thougli sometimes it might not
be what's best for the kids.

As she talked, the otlier female participant interjected briefly, saying
"yeali" to express her agreement.

Finally, the discussions across the groups revealed a strong sense of
guidance from their professional and personal codes of ethics. In one
group, the participants nodded in agreement when a female special educa-
tion leader stated, "What may be ethical in [one] situation may not be ethi-
cal in another." Another female participant in the group explained, "Per-
sonal feelings guide what is right for child but professionally must move
on when parent disagrees so you can document and use that evidence to
inform making a better decision for the child."

BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD

When asked to explain how professional or personal codes of ethics
guide their decision-making process as they faced ethical dilemmas, the
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mjyority of special education leaders explained that the child's needs are
important. One participant, a male special education leader, said.

How about SOL [standaids of learning] time, that's really strict rtiles that we
are supposed to follow. You're not supposed to help in any way .. . and a kid
you have been working with all year says "what's that word" and you blurt
it out without thinking and technically you should turn yourself in. . . . I did
think about that when I was driving home and technically I just broke tlie
lilies today.

Tliis prompted an African American female participant to add.

The population that I work with, with testing and SOL, they're used to a lot of
support from me Sometimes they do get the answer out of me because my
goal is for them to pass this test so they can graduate and move on to the next
level.... So they get a lot of help and move on to get a job in the world. . . . I
know . . . it's something I shouldn't have done but my firet thought is what's
best for the child. You're kind of looldn' at what they tell you should be doing
as far as legally and then you look at the child and there's this kid here who
needs you .so you're kind of in middle of do I do what they tell me to do or do
I do what's best for the child?

The male special education leader joiiied back in:

That's the htiman pait of teaching . . . if we were robots . .. oops sorry I can't
help you write that paper... .You use your own judgment... you kinda bend
the rules a little bit for a case by case situation which I think would be also
bending your own set of ethics just a little.

Some of the richest discussions about the best interests of the child
emerged when we probed the special education leaders to explain how their
ethical codes guided decisions when they faced ethical dilemmas. One of
the less experienced (in terms of years of service) special education lead-
ers shared an experience with administrative pressures that left her feeling
abandoned as an educator. She explained that she had a student whose

mom refeired him to child study for LD [learning disability]. . . . We did evalu-
ate him and he was found ineligible.... At that point it was in litigation and so
they found him eligible for [emotional disturbance] but [the moui] didn't want
that. . . . I was so suiprised, I had all the documentation . . . and I had done
everything they said you were supposed to do . . . I had so many files on this
child and he was not eligible for LD. . . . School board or [central office] said
could find him eligible for LD . . . because they wanted the lawsuit to go away
. . . but then he stabbed someone in the community . . . so now he's in ja i l . . . .
I still have the file jtist in c a s e . . . . I felt a little abandoned in that. . . . We had
tested him . . . he wasn't eligible. . . . I was really disappointed with how that
went down because he wasn't eligible but they said he was anyway.
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Another commonality relating to the influence of rules and regulations
emerged among the special education leaders during the discussion of
ethical dilemmas and personal and professional codes of ethics. For ex-
ample, one male special education leader had to decide whether it was
ethical or not to tutor a student who was under the influence of a chemi-
cal substance. Wlien he was a special education homebound teacher, he
explained.

Because kids that we have to see in order to teach them, they've been kicked
out of school for various reasons, one might have been drug usage, they may
have missed 7 times in a row and they finally show up but I can tell they've
been using. . . . I should say go home . . . and go report it. But there's been
times I'm so grateful that they are actually there . . . and they were actually
better students, whatever they were taking, they were very focused . . . and
then I never reported that [student] came to homebound totally stoned and
we did a whole bunch of great stuff. . . . I thought about it a lot. . . . As a
teacher I probably should have said something to the parent or whatever to
the principal.

In this situation, the implicated rules were not unique to special education
but rather were related to the student code of conduct applicable to all stu-
dents, which prohibits the use of dnigs and alcohol by students on school
grounds and during school-related activities.

In all the focns group discussions among special education leaders, the
general consensus was that many situations cannot be informed by a firm
set of niles or governing principles other than what is "in the best interests
of the child." While all special education leaders claimed to be focused on
the best interests of the child, several reported that they were sometimes
deterred by outside pressures. For example, the special education leaders
repeatedly mentioned concerns about laws and regulations, administrative
or central office directives, and job security.

LEGAL COMPLIANCE, ADMINISTRATIVE DIRECTIVES,
EMPLOYMENT SECURITY

Althougli special education leaders emphasized the best interests of the
child as a core value in addition to their personal and professional ethi-
cal codes, the complex pressures of legal compliance and administrative
directives were repeatedly referenced as a source of conflict and concern
for many. In each group, at least one special education leader expressed
angst when trying to reconcile what he or she had perceived as a conflict
among best interests of the child, legal compliance, and administrative
policy directives. Furihennore, in each group, special education leaders
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identified specific concems that led them to question whether they would
jeopardize their employment if they failed to comply with the conflicting
legal mandates and administrative policy directives.

One female participant shared an example to explain that what is best
for the child may not be consistent vnth the legally sound procedure—
specifically, when one of her senior students was stmggling to graduate:

For the most part my decisions are guided by personal [e th ics]— Remember
[student name] that became my aid. . . . I know that [he] was special ed but
I figured that out early December of his senior year. . . . Rather than starting
something in motion that I knew wasn't going to go anywhere, I just made
him my aid and tutored him during my planning block. . . . I'm sure that's not
exactly what I should have done but that felt like quickest most efficient and
reasonable . . . because I knew he needed help and I did not see putting him
through an evaluation that I knew would not come thiougli until Apr i l . . . . It
feels wrong to me that he's been shoved tlirough all these years even though
I didn't do it.

A female special education leader interjected, "You were in accord with
your ethical mind-set, you were bending it to fit." To which the less expe-
rienced participant added,

I'm sure professionally I was supposed to not switch his schedule and I should
have evaluated him and maybe he would have been here another yeai". . . . It
didn't feel reasonable to me so I did what wotild make my stomach feel better.

References to legal compliance came up most frequently when the
participants were explaining how personal and professional codes of
ethics influenced their decisions. For example, one female participant
added her insight to the SOL testing challenges for students with disabili-
ties: "All these mies and regulations guide teachers but then you think
in your head you should be following the mies, but you have to think
what is good for the child and what's good for me . . . keeping my job."
To which the African American female, who had earlier shared her deci-
sion to answer an SOL question, added, "Do you do what [central office
administrators] tell you to do or do you do what's best for the child?" The
male in this group answered her, "You use your own judgment and maybe
bend the mies a little bit."

In a different group, the special education leaders were all familiar with
a situation that implicated legal compliance, the best interests of the child,
and the participants' personal ethical codes. In this situation, the parent
of a student with a disability had a do not resvscitate order in place and
on file in the school. In essence, if the child went into a system failure,
the teacher was expected to walk away from the child and call the nurse.
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One female special education leader explained, "The school board says do
CPR [cardiopulmonary resuscitation] but parent will sue you personally."
"Tliat's not right—a teacher should not be put in that position," added
another participant. Although the special education leaders expressed em-
pathy for the parent, they did not like being put in a situation where they
would be forced to choose among following the administrative directive to
provide CPR, violating their conunitment to help the child, or being sued
by the parent.

Concerns about pressures for administrative compliance were espe-
cially strong between two focus groups. One female special education
leader stated that in certain circumstances, she can lose her job if she does
what she thinks is best for the child. She shared a particularly difficult situ-
ation she encountered: "I supported what parent wanted, but the school
system didn't." She claimed that what the parent wanted was best for the
child even though the county administration did not agree with her recom-
mendation. In the end, she said, "I did what I felt was right" even though it
took her a lot of time and effort to achieve this result for one child.

Tlie concern about job security was raised in all focus group sessions. In
one group, for example, a female special education leader said, "You know
so-and-so was fired over this," referring to a teacher who was rumored to
have lost his or her job for acting according to personal beliefs rather than
the professional mandates from the school system—in this case, central
office staff and niandates. Another female special education leader added
that she felt that she had to choose between keeping her job and "helping
the child." She claimed,

I wasn't allowed to say the things that needed to be said . . . when mom goes
out of town [and] everything falls apart for this kid [and] I was not allowed to
express any of what the child needed because the parent was in denial.

Finally, she said, "Tlie administrator made it clear that this was not going
to end up in due process," so tlie parent was going to get what she wanted,
despite the special education leader's insight about this child's needs. In this
situation, the administrative directive appeared to be in conflict with what
the special education leader thought was in the best interests of the student.

Given the repeated references by the special education leaders to pro-
fessional ethics, personal ethics, and the best interests of the child, the
professional ethics paradigm proposed by Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005)
provides a valuable conceptual model to explain the emerging data. As
revealed by the focus group discussions, legal compliance, administrative
directives, and employment security might exert pressures that lead to
an invbalance and disniption of the professional ethics framework. Tlie
following discussion explores how special education leaders negotiate
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conflicts and altematively rely on professional and personal codes of eth-
ics to guide their decisions about meeting the best interests of the child.

DISCUSSION AND IMPLICATIONS

This qualitative study explored the ethical perspectives and decision-
making processes of special education teachers who serve as case man-
agere and thus find themselves in de facto positions of leadei-ship. The
focus group methodology provided a unique lens to view the influence
of personal and professional codes of ethics on special education leaders
who increasingly face ethical dilemmas in their positions. In addition, the
special education leaders were encouraged to explain how they identify
and define ethical dilemmas that arise when they function in their roles as
special education teachers and case managei-s with significant responsibil-
ity for addressing the needs of students with special education needs.

The findings revealed an integral relationship among professional and
personal codes of ethics and the best interests of the child. In particular,
the special education leaders altematively relied on their professional and
personal codes of ethics when faced with ethical dilemmas. Their discus-
sions further revealed that their resolution of ethical dilemmas generally
depended on, as one female participant explained, "what was the right
thing to do in this situation." As evident by their repeated mention of the
concept best interests of the child, the right thing to do was almost always
"what is good for the child." Tlius, while professional and personal codes
were influential, it was the best interests of the child standard that seemed
to pemieate their approach to and resolution of ethical dilemmas.

Although the participants' responses revealed a number of primary
themes consistent with the theoretical framework ethic of the profes-
sion as proposed by Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005), the focus group
discussions revealed several factors that may be unique to the domain of
special education leadership. These factors, including legal compliance,
administrative directives, and employment security, emerged as signifi-
cant sources of stress and discomfort for the special education leaders.
Several participants explained that these factors often disnipted their
efforts to focus on the best interests of the child. For example, one spe-
cial education leader remarked that "professional statutes or regulations
conflict with your moral being."

Most participants stmggled with the concept of professional ethics and
frequently referred to laws, rules, and regulations, as if these were inter-
changeable with a professional code of ethics. Tliis is exactly what Howe
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and Miramontes (1991) argued against because of the general nature of
law and the unique ethical foundation of special education. While law and
ethics are certainly related concepts, we argue for more careful attention
to the differences between these principles and for additional efforts, ei-
ther during preservice or professional development activities, to enhance
understanding of the delicate balance between law and ethics.

THE NEED FOR SEPARATION: LAW AND ETHICS
IN SPECIAL EDUCATION

One disconcerting trend emerged from the special education leaders in
their conversations about ethics and ethical codes. Specifically, a m^ority
of the special education leaders referenced laws and legal compliance as
if these were interchangeable with, or the primary source of, professional
codes of ethics in special education. For example, the following two
statements aie typical of how the special education leaders explained or
referred to professional codes of ethics: "Ethics and procedures go back
to the federal law" and "Ethics and procedures . . . this is what needs to be
done, this is how it should be done, this is the law, I can't think of any class
that went beyond this is IDEA." Tliese responses reveal the conflation of
law and ethics. In other words, when laws define professional ethics for
special education leaders, the delivery of special education programs and
services tends to revert to a formal and legal approach rather than a com-
passionate response to him\anity and the quality of life issues btherent in
special education (Courtrade & Ludlow, 2007/2008).

In another group, three females mentioned their attendance at an indi-
vidualized education plan in-service training and referred to it as a source
of their professional code of ethics. Their discussion reinforced the trend
that emerged across the focus groups, which implied that legal compliance
is evidence of adherence to professional ethics. In other words, the lack
of clear training and discussion about ethical principles seemed to hinder
special education leaders' understanding of the distinction between law
and ethics. Finally, the overemphasis on legal mandates and regulations
in special education made it difficult for the special education leaders to
clearly recognize and explain professional ethics as anything more than
basic adherence to the law.

Crockett (2002) referred to this emphasis on special education law in
tenus of her training as a general education teacher and supemsor: "I
knew more about providing legally correct programming for students with
disabilities than about the significance of specialized instniction" (p. 157).
Yet, leadership in special education demands more than the provision of a
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legally correct education; it begins with recognition of an ethical impera-
tive to address the educational needs of the child (Fiedler & Vai\ Haren,
2008). Finally, from a Kantian perspective on the relationship between law
and ethics, laws are typically an external influence, whereas ethics are in-
ternally driven (Hart, 1994). Given the fundamental value of education and
impact on all students' lives, external restraints on behavior are necessary,
but it is the internal forces that drive the heart and soul of teachuig and
leadership (Sergiovanni, 1992).

Although they were intently focused on meeting the best interests of
the child, we suspect that the stress associated with legal compliance,
administrative directives, and employment security made it difficult for
the special education leaders to negotiate their unique positions in the
schools. For example, their focus on legal compliance was at times over-
shadowed as they discussed external pressures—particularly from county
administrators—that interfered with their ability to make ethical decisions
for fear of losing their job. In response to our question about how profes-
sional and personal codes of ethics guide decision making, one special
education leader asked the group and us, "How do you stay within the
safe area of not getting into trouble and still be able to express yourself?"
When probed, she explained that in the context of individualized education
plan meetings, for example, there were a number of occasions when she
just kept quiet rather than risk upsetting the administrators or others who
were present. Several special education leaders claimed that they were
not allowed to say what they wanted to say because of an often-nonverbal
understanding that special education leaders are expected to defer to the
central office administration and policies.

Overall, the participants expressed angst when trying to reconcile the
conflict among best interests of the child, legal compliance, and adminis-
trative policy directives. In spite of their leadership responsibilities, case
managers are primarily treated as special education teachers in terms of
salary and employment contracts. Tliis tenuous position added a layer of
complexity in the special education arena and caused many special educa-
tion leadei-s to doubt the security of their employment.

The professional ethic paradigm offers valuable guidance for educa-
tional leaders faced with ethical dilemmas. Yet, how do special education
leaders make sense of and respond to these outside pressures that have
the potential to supersede their perceptions of what represents the best
interests of the child as well as their personal and professional ethics?
We propose the best interests of the child standard (see Figure 1) as a
complementary model to the professional ethics paradigm (Shapiro &
Stefkovich, 2005).
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Legal Compliance, Administrative Directives, Employment Security

PROFESSIONAL PERSONAL
ETHICS ETHICS

BEST INTERESTS OF THE CHILD

Figure 1. Best interests of the child standard: Reconciling legal compliance, admin-
istrative directives and employment security

As indicated in the figure, the goal of meeting the best interests of the
child is a delicate balancing act, infltienced by professional and personal
codes of ethics but also possibly dismpted by demands for legal compli-
ance, adherence to administrative directives, and concems about employ-
ment security. Given the focus group discussions, we argue that the best
interests of the child standard provides an ideal but realistic model for
making ethical decisions in the special education milieu.

The best interests of the child standard is represented in this figure as a
primary component of the seesaw (or teeter-totter, depending on the geo-
graphic boundaries of childhood), which is delicately balanced atop the
pinnacle of the triangular base. On either end of the seesaw, professional
ethics and personal ethics operate in an integrated fashion and serve the
critical role of promoting balance and allowing special education leaders
to maintain a steady focus on the best interests of the child standard.

Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) observed that among their students, "it
is not always easy to separate professional from personal ethical codes"
(p. 22). In this study, the professional code of ethics emerged as a primary
source of guidance, yet the special education leaders identified the influ-
ence of their personal ethics and acknowledged that personal values and
beliefs were consciously and unconsciously guiding their actions (Begley,
2001). Tlius, professional and personal codes of ethics must work in an
interrelated fashion to promote the best interests of the child, as depicted
in Figure 1.
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CORE ETHICAL VALUES OF SPECIAL EDUCATION LEADERS

The focus on best interests of the child established a basic core value of
these special education leaders and directly coimected to their tendency to
employ a professional ethic framework for decision making. This theme is
consistent with the review of educational leadership literature by Stefkov-
ich and Begley (2007) that revealed how prominently the best interests of
students standard influences decisions made by administrators. In their
review, Stefkovich and Begley synthesized multiple research perspectives
in an effort to provide a holistic and comprehensive conceptual model of
school leaders' ethical decision-making process, using the best interests of
the child as a standard for action. Tliis standard is frequently refened to in
research and mainstream media, but a clear definition has yet to emerge.

Several special education leaders expressed an emotional connection
to their students and a heightened sense of responsibility to act in a just
manner. Their sense of responsibility and conversations about meeting
students' needs revealed evidence of the ethic of care as well as the ethic
of profession identified in the Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005) model. Frick
and Gutierrez (2008) also observed the intenelatedness of the ethic of
profession and the ethic of care in their study of educational leadership.

Evidence of inner conflicts for each special education leader regarding
his or her focus on the best interests of the child emerged repeatedly in
conversations about the laws, administrative policies, and regulations.
Empirical research has provided insight into the conflict between best
interests of the child and legal or administrative compliance. Specifically,
Helton and Ray (2009) introduced the concept of competing loyalties to
describe how educators are negatively affected by administrative pres-
sures to act unethically. In their study, educatoi"s felt forced to follow
administrative directives and to comply with laws and regulations rather
than adhere to their personal ethical codes.

Although the pressiu"e to act imethically failed to emerge as strongly in
the present study, the participants were conflicted and expressed fnistration
over their perceived duty to comply with laws and policies, especially ad-
ministrative directives, rather than do what they felt was in the best interests
of the student. Despite their focus on the best interests of the cliild as being
fundamental to their personal and professional ethical codes, the special
education leadei"s stniggled to make decisions under the pressures from
legal compliance, administrative policy directives, and employment security.
Specifically, they reported a high level of fear about either losing their jobs
or facing a due process hearing. Concern about employment security has
been raised in at least two studies that explored teacher advocacy practices.
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Fiedler and Van Haren (2008) recommended a removal of administrative
barriere (e.g., bureaucratie pressures) and employment insecurity, which
limit special education teacher advocacy: "Teacher advocacy cannot occur
under Uie threat of employment retaliation" (p. 13).

As demonstrated in the preceding discussion, special educators face
complex legal and ethical issues and must often choose between compet-
ing and conflicting options. Tlie special education leaders participating in
this study reported that their personal beliefs about the best interests of
a child are sometimes inconsistent with the final collective choices made
within the group setting. As revealed in Murry's (2005) study, the group
setting increases the anxiety over administrative compliance and job
security because individuals share their views in front of administrators
with supervisory authority. Tlie focus group discussions revealed that the
complexity of balancing administrative compliance and ethical codes led
to inner conflict and an increased sense of vulnerability for many special
education leaders participating in this study.

There is a genuine need in practice and preservice training to emphasize
the best interests of the child as the central tenet of special education and
special education leadership. ITsing the professional ethic framework to
guide and promote ongoing reflection, schools should provide all educa-
tors with collaborative opportunities to explore the intersection of special
education and educational leadership (Crockett, 2007) and to increase
awareness of the significant role of ethics in special education. Special
education leaders need to identify sources of power and information that
can strengthen their efforts to manage the legal and administrative pres-
sures that threaten their job securify. Finally, the best interests of the child
standard is a critical component of the professional ethic paradigm (Shap-
iro & Stefkovich, 2005), and it reminds educators to examine and attempt
to balance the challenges to etiiical decision making by carefully balancing
their professional and personal codes of ethics while maintaining focus on
the goal of meeting the best interests of the child, in spite of the competing
pressures of legal compliance, adherence to administrative directives, and
concems about employment security (see Figure 1).

Tlie imperative issued by Berkeley and Ludlow (2008) for drawing at-
tention to ethics and special education is reaffinned by the responses of
special educators in this study. That is, the participating special educators
stmggled when asked to voice their beliefs about ethics and to share their
definition of an ethical dilemma. Although the participants had strong be-
liefs about meeting the best interests of the child, they stmggled because
of their concems about job security if they failed to adliere to the profes-
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sional ethic, which was exposed in their conversations as adherence to
laws (e.g., IDEA), school policies, rules, and regulations.

LOOKING AHEAD: ETHICAL LANGUAGE AND LITERACY

Many special education leaders stniggled to provide clear definitions
when asked to share their definition of an ethical dilemma. In an effort
to explain how to identify an ethical dilemma, one participant said, "You
just know iiTstinctively that this might not be a good thing." Generally, the
special education leadeî s described an ethical dilemma as a conflict of
interest—for example, when "professional statutes or regulations conflict
with your moral being." Tlieir staiggles to provide a definition of an ethical
dilemma confirmed what Berkeley and Ludlow (2008) referred to as the
need to leani a language of ethics to promote ethical decision making for
the benefit of all stakeholders. In other words, if the conversations about
ethics in special education are infrequent and the primary emphasis is legal
compliance, special education leaders would be unsure how to proceed
when faced with an ethical dilemma. Furthennore, the lack of discussions
around ethics has likely resulted in the somewhat vague responses of the
special education leaders participating in these foctis groups.

Tlie iterative nature of the focus group allowed the participants to begin
to develop their own language and to explore how professional and per-
sonal codes of ethics influence their decisions in special education. Special
education leaders in this study demonstrated a clear sense of relief when
they heard one another's stories. There was a sense of shared fnistration,
a desire to hear more from one another, and amazement that the others
felt the same way. Generally, these special education leaders stniggled to
articulate ethical perspectives in concrete language. Thus, Starratt's (1991)
early request to help educators leani a language of ethics appears to still
be relevant and especially valuable for special education leaders. Fletcher
(1966) wrote that for individuals to fully enter into the decision-making
experience, they must be "fully anned with the ethical maxims" (p. 3) of
their community.

The special education leaders also revealed that they frequently experi-
enced tensions between concrete legal mandates and their responsibility
to meet the child's best interests in special education. This study revealed
that it is difficult to fully explain how pereonal and professional codes of
ethics influence decisions when the core language about ethics is not pres-
ent. Specifically, when asked to explain their source of professional ethics,
the special education leaders repeatedly mentioned "laws," "federal law,"
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"legal obligation," and "IDEA." Their responses seemed to indicate that
they were failing to distinguish between ethical and legal principles.

Tlie ability of those who ftinction as moral agents to act ethically is
largely ignored in schools. Instead, state legislatures adopt laws so that
they can promote quality instniction through the regulation of teacher and
administrator licensure requirements. State, local, and federal resources
are spent preparing and ensuring that teachers are highly qualified (No
Child Left Behind Act, 2001), have appropriate subject matter content
knowledge, and have basic instnictional skills to teach children in the
classroom. The discussion about whether educators act ethically rarely
occurs unless misconduct or inappropriate actions are discovered. While
the laws in special education may provide a solid foundation for ethical
decisions, legal compliance should not be the sole focus in meeting the
child's best interests (Howe & Miramontes, 1991).

Future research efforts are needed to explore how ethical conduct
by special education leaders is promoted and sustained in schools.
Professional learning communities have emerged as a powerful tool in
education communities. Researchers have identified the positive aspects
of professional learning conmumities, including the contribution to im-
proved school perfonnance and student success (Olivier & Hipp, 2006),
the support of teacher professional development (Ertmer, Richardson,
& Cramer, 2005), and the promotion of collégial interactions (Roy &
Hurd, 2006). Thus, professional learning communities may provide the
needed structure to support collective discussions about ethics and ethi-
cal dilemmas among school administrators, special education teachers
and leaders, and general education teachers. According to Gula (1989),
developing an ethical code is not purely a matter of personal reflection;
rather, ethical decisions emerge through a process of communal discern-
ment. Tluis, opportunities to share and discuss ethical dilemmas should
be promoted, and the professional learning communities may be an ideal
venue for meaningful discussion.

Although we agree with others who have suggested that the solution
might rest in preservice training (Murry, 2005; Paul et al., 2001), we encour-
age special education leaders to engage in collective discussions about
the role of ethics and the perceived tensions between legal and ethical
principles. These conversations could occur more formally in professional
learning communities and professional development activities, or they
could be informal through mentoring or collégial conversation.

Our goal is to encourage conversation to occur, aird our long-term hope
is that these conversations will eventually lead to explicit efforts to iden-
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tify solutions that minimize the barriers to addressing the best interests of
the child. School systems should encourage these collective discussions by
investing in professional development or supporting professional leaming
communities that can facilitate the focused discussion about ethics and
ethical dilemmas in special education. Unfortunately, the focus on ethical
leadei-ship in special education has been drowned out by the intensity of
focus on the tangible results of education. That is, the focus is on how
teachers and school leaders affect student achievement, not whether they
are acting ethically.

LIMITATIONS

The methodology of this study limits ovir ability to generalize the find-
ings to a larger population, in part because focus group interviews are a
qualitative method of inquiry focused on gaining personal understanding
to enhance awareness about an area of interest. Thtis, one limitation is
the lack of generalizability of the findings. Another limitation related to
generalizability arises because of the relatively small number of partici-
pants. That is, the data were gathered from 12 special education leaders
who come from a restricted geographic location. Given the numerical and
geographical constraints of the sample, the results must be viewed with
some degree of caution, and as such, the findings may not be applicable
to other situations.

Concems about the impact of group pressures during the focus group
interviews reveal another possible limitation. Participants arguably self-
monitor to seek the approval of others or avoid their disapproval (e.g.,
researchers, other focus group participants). In this study, however, at
least one of us had established meaningful relationships with the partici-
pants over a 5-year period as colleagues in the same education community.
As a result, high levels of comfort and trust enhanced discussions during
the focus group interviews. According to Glesne (1999) "when a large
amount of time is spent with your research participants, they less readily
feign behavior or feel the need to do so; moreover, they are more likely
to be frank and comprehensive about what they tell you" (p. 151). During
the focus group discussions, a significant level of tmst and comfort was
evident among the participants. In each session, participants took over the
conversation and responded to one another in the fomi of an ongoing and
snowballing discussion. The researcher/observer did not dominate con-
vereations but instead probed as necessary to engage all paiticipants and
subtly maintain the focus of the research.
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CONCLUSION

Tlie purpose of this research was to explore how special education lead-
ers identify ethical dilemmas and to examine the ethical perspectives that
influence their decision making. Focus group interviews with special edu-
cation case mangers provided an environment for participants to engage in
rich, open, and honest conversations about ethics. Starting from a place of
uncertainty and timidity about how personal and professional ethics influ-
ence decisions in the face of ethical dilemmas, participants engaged in an
iterative process during which a language of ethics slowly emerged within
the focus group sessions. Their hesitancy revealed the tension between
core ethical values and competing legal pressures, the need to continue
to develop a language of ethics, and the value of collective conversations
about ethics in special education.

To make well-infonned decisions for the educational, social, and voca-
tional needs of students with disabilities, special education leaders must
engage in ongoing conversations about ethics. Wliile the best interests of
the child en»erged as a core ethical value, this focus was alluded to but not
clearly stated in the code of ethics adopted by the Council for Exceptional
Children in 1983 and has still not been clearly stated in the 12 standards
adopted in January 2010 by the council's board of directors.

Although the Council for Exceptional Children's code of ethics (2010)
identifies principles or standards to guide professional special educators,
the code offers little in tenns of concrete guidance for special education
leaders who are pressured to choose among the best interests of the child,
legal compliance, administrative policy directives, and employment secu-
rity. According to Fiedler and Van Haren (2008), 46% of special education
administrators and special education teachers repoited minimal or no
knowledge of the coimcil's code of ethics when surveyed. The authors
concluded that special educators need to "develop expertise and comfort
in engaging in systematic ethical decision making that is informed by pro-
fessional ethical codes and standards for professional practice" (p. 13).

A professional framework for ethical decision making in special educa-
tion that integrates legal and ethical principles is clearly needed, given the
complex and competing demands faced by special education leaders. Tlie
integration of law and ethics into a professional framework will provide
special education leaders with practical guidance and affirmation of their
focus on the best interests of the child. Special education leaders should
be encouraged to share and discuss their ideas about the best interests of
the child without fear of retribution. One way to support these discussions
is to include opportimities to explore ethical perspectives and principles
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during preservice training. It is also critical to initiate discussions about
ethical perspectives and principles for special education case managers
and teachers after they enter the field of education. Hence, for special
education leaders, the ability to scaffold a system for articulating ethical
issues is a professional skill that is vital to the decision-making process.

While codes of ethics exist as guides and special education leaders are
expected to act "ethically," how they fomiulate and apply ethical princi-
ples is unclear and largely an individual endeavor. Continuing to research
and understand how special education leaders formulate, articulate, and
apply responses to ethical dilemmas is critical as the obligations and ex-
pectations increase in number and complexity. Paul and colleagues (2001)
cautioned us against thinking of "etliics as a kind of moral calculus for
solving ethical dilemmas" (p. 4). Thus, engaging special education leaders
in ongoing dialogues to reflect on how pei-sonal and professional ethics
influence their resolution of ethical dilenmias is likely to have a greater
impact on practice than simply exposing educators to professional codes
of ethics (Campbell, 1997). Tlirough the practice of dialogue and critical
self-reflection, special education leaders may begin to develop a common
language that will potentially provide guidance for addressing complex
ethical dilemmas in special education.

Although we hoped to expand the discussion of ethical dilemmas in
special education beyond the focus on law and statutory requirements, the
participants' responses reveal that a language unique to ethics in special
education is closely woven with and sonietimes indistinguishable from the
legal mandates guiding special education. It may be that special education
leaders view law and ethics as being intricately entwined, because they
have a unique perspective of the moral foundations of laws such as IDEA,
which protects the educational rights of students with disabilities. Finally,
individuals in general expect the laws of a democratic society to reflect
"the moral beliefs of the mmority of the nation" (Homer, 2003, p. 272). As
such, law, ethics, and morality are aptly understood to be dynamic and
interactive principles that simultaneously inform and infuse the special
education field and leadership practice.

APPENDIX: SEMISTRUCTURED INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

1. How would you deflne or identify an ethical dilemma in special education?
a. Share an example of an ethical dilemma. Feel free to discuss one that

you were directly involved in, one that you observed, or one that was
brought to your attention.
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b. Explain your definition. How wotild you know one when it happens?
Wliat changes in tenus of how you feel or view the situation?

2. Wlien faced with ethical dilemmas, to what extent do ethical codes or
principles guide your decision-making process?
a. Are tliese personal or professional ethical codes?

1) If you refer to professional ethical codes, what is the source of
these codes? Wliere did you fu"st encounter these codes (preser-
vice or on the job)?

2) If you refer to personal ethical codes, what is the source of these
codes? For example, your code may originate from your religion,
family, culture, education, etc.

b. Explain how these professional and/or personal codes guide your
decision-making process.

c. To what extent is either the professional or personal code of ethics
dominant over the other code? Explain why.

3. Wlien working with a group of educators to resolve an ethical dilemma
in special education, how did personal and/or professional ethical codes
inform the group discussion and resolution of the ethical dilemma?

4. Was your personal code or professional code of etliics altered as a re-
sult of the group discussion and decision?
a. For example, did you submit to the group's decision rather than

preserve your own ethical code, whether personal or professional?
b. Explain how and why the group dynamic influenced or failed to in-

fluence your adlierence to a professional or personal code of ethics.
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