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ABSTRACT: Educational professionals have the challenging responsibility of 
serving a highly diverse population of students. Laws such as the Elementary 
and Secondary Education Act (ESEA), also known as the No Child Left Behind 
Act (NCLB, 2001), the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 2004), 
the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and the Americans with Disabilities 
Amendment Act (ADAA, 2008), underscore the obligation to account for the 
needs of both children and adults with disabilities. As leaders face competing 
needs and demands, they confront ethical dilemmas that require a sophisticated 
framework to help resolve such issues. Relying on narrative analysis, this article 
explores the authors’ experience using an ethical framework to teach a course 
on disability law to graduate level education students. The reflective process that 
led to the integration of an ethical framework into the curriculum and instruction 
of a law-related course is discussed, as is the actual implementation of the model 
and its effect on students as evidenced through coursework, class discussions, 
course evaluations and personal communication. Further, the article documents 
the impact of utilizing an ethical framework in the evolution of the course over 
time providing practical information on course structure and delivery. The article 
concludes with implications for leadership preparation particularly with respect 
to education and understanding of students with disabilities. Recommendations 
are made for additional research and inquiry regarding the infusion of ethical 
frameworks into the overall curriculum and coursework within leadership prepa
ration programs.
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TENSIONS AND TRANSFORMATIONS: USING AN ETHICAL 
FRAMEWORK TO TEACH A COURSE ON DISABILITY LAW 
TO FUTURE EDUCATIONAL LEADERS

Educational professionals, particularly those in leadership roles, have the 
daunting responsibility of educating an extremely diverse student popula
tion. To achieve this, practitioners in the field must be aware of not only 
the vast continuum of needs of their students, but also the potential ser
vices available, particularly with respect to those with disabilities (Voltz 
& Collins, 2010). Familiarity with legislation as it applies to students with 
disabilities is a consideration for every educational leader and school or 
service-related personnel (Bertrand & Bratberg, 2009; Conderman & Ped
erson, 2005; Finn, Rotherham, & Hokanson, 2001). Laws such as the No 
Child Left Behind Act (NCLB, 2001), the Individuals with Disabilities Edu
cation Act (IDEA, 2004), Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act 
of 1973, and the Americans with Disabilities Amendment Act (ADAA, 2008) 
codify the obligations of educational professionals to provide appropriate 
services for these students.

Serving students with disabilities, however, goes beyond mere compli
ance with legal obligations. Many of the laws dictate that the delivery of 
special education can be traced back to ethical principles embedded in our 
society, the politicians and policymakers who introduced them, and the 
judges who have interpreted them. Arguably, every decision having to do 
with a student is informed by some ethical perspective, that is, an educa
tor’s personal or moral philosophy guiding his or her practice. Ethics are 
complicated and highly subjective. We do not all rely upon the same ethi
cal principles. Inevitably, the ethical principles underlying practice create 
unavoidable tensions (Stefkovich, 2006). Educators must face professional 
and personal dilemmas when their own ethics do not necessarily coincide 
with their perceived legal duties (Fiedler & van Haren, 2009; Howe & Mi- 
ramontes, 1992).

When confronted with a policy or law contradicting an educator’s un
derstanding of what may be in the best interest of a student, he or she may 
have to select from “the lesser of two evils” (Kauffman, 1992, p. xiii). This 
is the proverbial tug of war, the internal struggle every leader must ulti
mately face. The difficulty and importance of this kind of decision-making 
cannot be underestimated. In such instances, “ethical deliberation must 
include attention to specific circumstances and personal moral values” 
(pp. xiii-xiv). Introducing students to ethical perspectives while teaching 
disability law engages students in the classroom with the realities they will 
confront in the workplace; it provides context. Sooner or later students
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will have to interpret the laws they are learning about and grapple with 
their own conflicts.

We believe there is an instructional imperative for those who prepare 
educational leaders to acknowledge ethical positions and the values in
forming them as embedded in all aspects of leadership and the delivery of 
education. We are strong proponents of the importance of social justice 
in education, particularly with respect to inclusive education. We believe 
social justice and ethics are inextricably linked. To not just understand 
the legal obligations but also the moral and ethical ones tied to students 
with disabilities, we wanted to teach students in a way fully exploring the 
significance of their decisions about students with disabilities. Every day, 
decisions are being made reflecting “ethical deliberations”—sometimes 
with very little awareness or self-reflection.

This article utilizes a narrative case study (Patton, 2003) to explore our 
students’ experiences of ethics-infused instruction of a graduate level 
education course on disability law. We use narrative analysis (Riessman, 
1993) as a means of analyzing the reflections on the process of delivering 
and receiving the course over three semesters. We are a new assistant pro
fessor in special education and educational administration and a doctoral 
student/teaching assistant with a law degree. In this article, we rely on 
our own personal reflections of a two-year journey using an ethical frame
work to teach. This dual perspective provides insights into not only the 
instructional but also practice-based tensions arising in incorporating such 
a framework, especially when the course content requires tackling issues 
fraught with controversy. In addition, our students’ voices as recorded 
in class assignments, discussions, e-mail correspondence, course evalu
ations, and survey responses provide complementary data for narrative 
analysis (Erlandson, Harris, Skipper, & Allen, 1993).

Ultimately, the purpose of this article is to explore whether educators 
can be transformed in their way of thinking about disability law from a less 
rule and procedure-oriented focus to a more reflective social justice and 
ethics-minded approach. Through our case study, we attempt to illuminate 
the complexities of bringing ethical perspectives into the curriculum, par
ticularly when the subject matter is one often taught absent such a discus
sion (Stefkovich, 2006). The article begins with a brief discussion of social 
justice and inclusion, the theoretical context and reason behind our pur
suit of teaching through an ethical framework. We then provide a descrip
tion of the methodology employed. This is followed by our own stories of 
how the decision was reached to incorporate ethical perspectives into the 
course curriculum. After presenting its incorporation and the details of the 
ethical framework utilized in the course, the implementation of the model
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and the effect on students is presented as well as changes to the course 
structure and delivery over time. Throughout the article, the emergent 
tensions and ultimate transformations of ourselves as teachers and our 
students are presented relying on qualitative data. The article concludes 
with implications for leadership preparation, particularly with respect to 
education and understanding of students with disabilities. Recommenda
tions are made for additional research and inquiry on the introduction of 
ethical paradigms into the overall curriculum and coursework of leader
ship preparation programs.

THEORETICAL CONTEXT AND AUTHORS’ POSITIONALITY

One would expect that social justice and the inclusion of students with 
disabilities are two ideas inextricably linked. However, theories of social 
justice have often paid little attention to the marginalization of people with 
disabilities (Artiles, Harris-Murri, & Rostenberg, 2006; Christensen & Dorn, 
1997). Inclusion, which arguably is the basis of our civil rights oriented 
disability legislation, has rarely been part of social justice discussions 
(Baglieri, Bejoian, Broderick, Connor, & Valle, 2011; Connor & Ferri, 2007; 
LaNear & Fratturra, 2007). Inclusion is a philosophy based on values and 
indeed, ethical principles, that every person has the right to participate in 
society and education without being the subject of exclusionary or dis
criminatory practices (Ainscow, Booth, & Dyson 2006). There is no agreed 
upon definition of inclusion in education but we adopt the broad definition 
provided by Polat (2011):

Inclusive education is not limited to the inclusion of those children or young 
people with disabilities. Inclusion is inclusion of all regardless of race, ethnic
ity, disability, gender, sexual orientation, language, socio-economic status, 
and any other aspect of an individuars identity that might be perceived as 
different, (p. 51)

Our teaching of disability law, in keeping with the philosophy of both our 
own special education and educational administration departments, is to 
present students with disabilities as an integral part of our public educa
tion system. To us, their full inclusion is viewed as a barometer for real
izing educational equity.

Any presentation of social justice linked to inclusion would be incom
plete without special acknowledgement of Nussbaum’s (2006) work. 
Nussbaum (2006) was one of the first scholars to explicitly tie inclusion 
of people with disabilities to social justice. Her theory of social justice 
is based on human capability, grounded in concepts of human dignity
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as well as disability. She sees these concepts as core principles to her 
capability theory, rejecting the idea that human dignity must rest on “the 
possession of reason or other specific abilities” (Nussbaum, 2006, p. 7). 
Rather, she argues that capabilities are a means of ensuring “children and 
their families all the attributes and rights of human beings, including par
ticipation in what constitutes the common good” (Kleinhammer-Tramill, 
Burrello, & Sailor, 2013, p. 7).

Nussbaum (2006) identifies 10 universal human capabilities including liv
ing a full life, bodily health, bodily integrity, using one’ senses, imagination 
and thought, and play. She contends it is a public responsibility to ensure 
every person can reach at least a certain level of attainment of each capa
bility. Nussbaum’s theory paved the way for the development of broader 
inclusive social justice theories. In the field of educational leadership, these 
theories have taken an action-oriented stance, calling upon the profession to 
ensure that students with disabilities are not only included but are success
ful in our public schools. This kind of inclusive social justice finks profes
sional accountability, law, and policy with the empowerment and participa
tion of students with disabilities (Pazey & Cole, 2013; Pazey, Cole, & Garcia, 
2012; Kleinhammer-Tramill, Burrello, & Sailor, 2013).

Using Nussbaum (2006) as our starting point, we join with other schol
ars of educational leadership who believe the full intention of disability 
law has yet to be realized. Greater reflection is called for in determining 
what the law requires and how best to achieve it. Making decisions as to 
what is in the best interest of a child is far from simple. Indeed, there is a 
critical need to rethink accountability and disability policy to be less legal
istic and compliance-based and more moralistic and ethical:

There is a moral imperative both to ensure full participation, agency, and 
capabilities of children and adults with disabilities and to engage them and 
their peers in critical discourse aimed at removing social barriers and creat
ing bridges to full participation. (Kleinhammer-Tramill et al., 2013, pp. 16-17)

We are particularly concerned with how social justice and inclusion in
tersect with leadership preparation (Pazey & Cole, 2013; Pazey et al., 2012) 
and it is from this vantage that we approach our work. In writing this ar
ticle, we acknowledge we may be too limited in our scope. We have chosen 
to look specifically at our ethical framework as a curricular approach. This 
could have been expanded to account for potential advocacy opportunities 
for our students (see, for example, Itkonen, 2009) or broader disability 
policy issues (see, for example, Bickenbach, 2012). For some, this may be 
a limitation of our study but for us, it was a choice in how we defined it. 
It is our hope that what follows is an engaging account of our experiences
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using an ethical framework for teaching disability law and that our readers 
might be persuaded to use our model in their own classrooms.

METHOD

This is a qualitative case study designed to examine the challenges and re
wards of teaching disability law through an ethical framework. We sought 
to answer an overarching research question: By presenting the course 
content through an ethical framework, can future educational leaders be 
transformed in how they think about disability law?

A case study can be defined as “a unit around which there are bound
aries . . . the case then could be a person such as a student, a teacher, 
a principal; a program; a group such as a class, a school, a community” 
(Merriam, 2009, p. 27). Other scholars have referred to a case study as a 
“bounded system” allowing the researcher to examine “a specific, complex 
functioning thing” (Stake, 1995, p. 2). Case studies are contextual in nature 
and because of their limited focus it is important those undertaking such a 
methodological approach clearly articulate their unit of analysis, particu
larly with respect to the research question guiding the study (Yin, 2009).

The unit of analysis for this case study is an elective course offered 
within the College of Education at a large, southern public university. 
The content of the course, “Law and Disabilities,” deals primarily with 
legislation and policy regarding the education of students with disabili
ties during school age, that is, kindergarten through 12th grade. Other 
courses cover education law and policy in pre-school and postsecondary 
periods more extensively. Our students tend to come from special educa
tion or the educational administration program areas. Those taking the 
course are interested in pursuing leadership roles either as principals, 
superintendents, directors of special education, teacher leaders and a 
few as professors of education.

This case study is an instrumental one because it facilitates “insight 
into the [research] question by studying a particular case . . . [aiming] to 
understand something else” (Stake, 1995, p. 3). Yin (2009) explains this 
“understanding of something else” in terms of attempting to generalize 
a “particular set of results to some broader theory” (p. 36). We have at
tempted to add to the theoretical understandings of social justice generally 
(Nussbaum, 2006) and inclusive social justice leadership particularly (Frat- 
tura & Capper, 2007; Pazey & Cole, 2013; Pazey et al., 2012) by studying the 
actualization of ethical principles in a teaching environment. Interpretive
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(Merriam, 2009) in our approach, the data we gathered enables us “to il
lustrate, support or challenge theoretical assumptions” (p. 39).

Qualitative research lets the researcher become the research instrument, 
exploring relationships, delving into personal interactions and ultimately, 
looking at the greater social context of a phenomenon (Creswell, 1997; 
Glesne, 2006; Janesick, 2004; Patton, 1990). When we decided to work to
gether to deliver a disability law course, we knew our collaborative effort 
would be different. We wanted a new approach. The course had previously 
been taught absent the incorporation of ethics or an ethical framework. 
From the beginning, we were reflective in our process. We were deliberate 
in all our decisions about teaching the course and documented our ideas, 
the curriculum’s development, and relevant personal experiences in jour
nals. These reflections helped shape the course delivery model and the un
dertaking as a whole. It was apparent early on that these reflections could 
be material for a future publication. During the two years that we taught 
the course together, we systematically employed a qualitative approach 
as we continued to be “interested in understanding how people interpret 
their experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they 
attribute to their experiences” (Merriam, 2009, p. 5).

Educators generally view disability law as a static, rule and procedure- 
based nuisance (Stefkovich, 2006). We wanted to challenge that perspec
tive. By incorporating an ethical framework into our teaching, we hoped to 
change traditional student understanding of disability law. To help us de
termine the effects of our new approach, in addition to gathering our own 
data in personal journals, we collected data documenting the students’ 
experiences with the course over time. Responses to classroom assign
ments, class discussions, and an open-ended course evaluation question 
provided insight into the students’ outlook on ethical perspectives as an 
instructional framework. In addition, we created a short student survey 
specifically asking former students about the impact of learning about 
law through an ethical framework as well as its impact on their learning 
outside the classroom.

We used narrative inquiry, the narrative analysis of written texts docu
menting the stories of those involved with the course (Connelly & Clan- 
dinin, 1990, 2000; Riessman, 1993), to make sense of our data. Narrative 
inquiry serves as a “form of representation that describes human experi
ence as it unfolds through time” (Clandinin & Rosick, 2007, p. 40). The 
researcher attempts to describe an individual’s experience with the goal 
of finding ways to enrich and transform lived experience for both “them
selves and others” (p. 41). Narrative inquiry provides an avenue through 
which both the researcher and the practitioner-participants can “tell their
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stories of how they have taken action to improve their situations by im
proving their learning” and can “explain how reflecting on their actions 
can lead to new learning” and “inform future learning and action” (McNiff, 
2007, p. 308). The researcher works in concert with the participants and 
engages in a “shared narrative construction and reconstruction through 
the inquiry” (Connelly & Clandinin, 1990, p. 5). Our stories and how we 
have made sense of them follow.

DEVELOPING AN ETHICS-INFUSED COURSE:
REFLECTIONS OF THE PROFESSOR

As a newly hired assistant professor, being informed I would be teach
ing a disability law course for future educational leaders generated a fair 
amount of anxiety. Not being a lawyer, I was uncertain how I should design 
the course. As a first step, I requested a copy of the previous instructor’s 
course syllabus. In addition, I searched for course syllabi on the Internet 
showing me how other professors around the country had approached 
similar courses. Although a number of syllabi provided a course overview 
with an educational leader’s focus, the majority named instructors with 
law degrees or a strong knowledge base in law. The preferred approach by 
those with legal backgrounds was to use case law and case briefs to famil
iarize students with legal requirements of special education and disability 
law. None of the syllabi included topics related to ethical and moral dilem
mas. I found no mention of the tensions I knew from experience existed 
between professional ethics and legal requirements. For me, finding a bal
ance between the two had been one of the biggest challenges in my career.

REFLECTING ON MY STUDENT PAST

When I started my doctoral program in educational administration in 1991, 
my program of study included a course pertaining to ethics and values in 
education. Nevertheless, throughout the instructor’s presentation of con
tent and subsequent class discussions, few linkages between the reality 
of school leadership and the ethical dilemmas we currently faced in the 
field or would encounter as school leaders were made. Frustrated by this, 
my early research intentionally moved away from the rational decision
making model permeating many of the core courses for educational lead
ership and drew upon the work of Foster (1986), Noddings (1993), Starratt 
(1991), and other researchers and scholars (Astin & Leland, 1991; Beck & 
Murphy, 1994; Blackmore, 1989; Gilligan, 1982, 1988; Gilligan & Attanacci,
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1988; Glazer, 1991; Helgesen, 1990; Joley, McIntyre, Staszenski, & Young, 
1992; Lyons, 1988; Shakeshaft, 1987) to highlight the potential benefit of 
balancing different ethical approaches.

Throughout my administrative career, ethical principles served as a 
strong foundation for my practice. Time and again I had to rely on them. 
This was particularly true when organizational pressure and systemic 
contradictions competed with my personal ethics (see, e.g., Bon & Bigbee, 
2011). These ethical dilemmas placed me in positions forcing me to look 
beyond my own goals and consider what was in the best interest of the 
organization and other stakeholders. It was the ultimate balancing act, but 
one far more complex than what I had been presented with in my graduate 
program. I knew if I perpetuated the gaps existing in my own knowledge 
base, I would not fully prepare my students for what they would encounter 
“in the trenches” of their profession. To me, the lack of substantive discus
sions about ethics in my leadership preparation program had been a fatal 
flaw. I knew I had to find a way to incorporate ethics into my teaching.

LOOKING FOR HELP FROM THE EXPERTS

Quickly recognizing the need for further guidance, I determined the first 
place to start in developing the course was to comb through the research 
literature on leadership preparation programs and ethics to see if such a 
partnership was supported by other researchers. There was no evidence 
anyone else had taught the course through an ethical lens. Therefore, I knew 
if I wanted to adopt an entirely different approach to teaching disability law, 
I would need to legitimate my approach with support from the field.

A number of scholars (Furman, 2012; Hawley & James, 2010; McKenzie, 
Skrla, & Scheurich, 2006; Osterman & Hafner, 2009; Pazey et al., 2012) 
have recommended that leadership preparation programs incorporate a 
social justice perspective into their course curriculum. They argue this is 
necessary in order to arm future leaders with the requisite knowledge and 
skills to account for and meet the diverse needs of their students. Others 
(Furman, 2003; Lashley, 2007; Murdick, Gartin, & Fowler, 2014; National 
Council of Professors of Educational Administration, 2007; Noddings; 
1993; Pazey, 1994, 1995; Reilly, 2006; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005, 2010) 
have added that educational professionals should be required to examine 
their own ethical position. This is especially true as their professional 
codes of ethics are supposed to direct their day-to-day decision-making 
and establish their responsibilities. When it comes to interpretation of the 
law, scholars have acknowledged that educational administrators have a 
fair amount of discretion (Bon, 2012). Moral and ethical dimensions of the
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law are left to educators to sort out while they determine their obligations 
“to adhere to the law” (p. 292).

Some leadership training programs are incorporating reflective and ex
periential activities requiring students to grapple with existing similarities 
and differences inherent in their personal and professional codes of ethics 
(Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005, 2010). These programs expose future educa
tional administrators and teacher leaders to potential problems they may 
encounter in practice. In doing so, future leaders are expected to reflect 
“on how to recognize and weigh the considerations that go into ethical de
liberation” (Howe & Miramontes, 1992, p. 2). Arguably, engaging students 
in relevant, reality based cases and activities foster deliberate and more 
consistent decision-making abilities for candidates to draw upon for future 
practice (Bowen, Bessette, & Chan, 2006; Howe & Miramontes, 1992; Shap
iro & Stefkovich, 2010; Stefkovich, 2006; Strike, 1998, 2007; Strike & Soltis, 
1998; Strike & Temasky, 1993).

Professionals in education confront ethical dilemmas as difficult as 
those of other professions and ethics encompass the values and prin
ciples that influence or govern their day-to-day conduct (Bowen et al., 
2006; Murdick et al., 2014; Strike & Ternasky, 1993). As they analyze 
problematic situations and strive to focus their decision-making efforts 
and actions on behalf of the best interests of the student, they make deci
sions that have a profound effect on children and their families (Black & 
Burrello, 2010; Kleinhammer-Tramill et al., 2013; Skrtic, 2012; Stefkovich, 
2006; Zaretsky, 2004).

When teaching and integrating students with disabilities into their 
classrooms, educators soon discover the ethical underpinnings inherent in 
nearly every aspect of the field as they deal with the “most unusual excep
tions to the rule” (Kauffman, 1992, p. xi). Boundaries are frequently blurred 
by the nature of individual differences and the organizational structures 
or programs devised to accommodate them. Regardless of the task, the 
ability to respond and affect positive, improved outcomes benefitting the 
individual student will eventually require the educational professional to 
face unpredictable situations, demands, or consequences (Kauffman, 1992; 
Pazey et al., 2012; Pazey & Cole, 2013).

Educational leaders also draw upon a vast array of knowledge and ex
perience, including “the rule of law to guide their work” (Stefkovich, 2006, 
p. 3). When it comes to meeting the needs of students with disabilities, 
they make decisions based on a combined consideration of “facts and the 
law, as well as personal beliefs, attachments, feelings, and conceptions 
of the good life” (Howe & Miramontes, 1992, p. 2). This becomes increas
ingly more complex as educators struggle to provide inclusive classroom
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environments balancing the needs of general education students with 
those of students with disabilities (Ewing, 2001; Frick, Faircloth, & Little, 
2013; Lashley, 2007; Pazey & Cole, 2013; Seltzer, 2011).

Along with a strong knowledge of general education, educational leaders 
need specific knowledge of special education law to make informed ethical 
decisions on what it means to serve the best interests of all their students. 
This is no easy task. Thus, opportunities allowing for individuals to develop 
skills to interpret disability laws, regulations, and policies in the context of 
who they are as individuals and as leaders is not just needed; it is essential.

Due to the unique realities of each context, the curriculum content of 
preparation programs must extend beyond providing a knowledge base of 
the “laws, regulations, and policies as they apply to the administration of 
programs and provision of services for individuals with exceptional learn
ing needs and their families” (Council for Exceptional Children [CEC], 
2008, p. 1). To facilitate the acquisition of knowledge and skills in these 
areas, educational leaders must also be exposed to “ethical theories and 
practices” (CEC, 2008, p. 2) as they apply to the administration of such 
programs and services and be able to communicate and demonstrate a 
“high standard of ethical administrative practices” (CEC, 2008, p. 2) in 
their work. In short, leaders must be willing to examine the motives be
hind their practice so they are cognizant of the “potential moral and legal 
consequences” (National Policy Board for Educational Administration, 
[NPBEA], 2010, p. 17) of their decisions (see also Foster, 1989, and Jean- 
Marie & Normore, 2008, on transformative leadership).

BUILDING MY OWN MODEL

After reviewing the literature, I felt confident I was on the right track. 
Without question, a greater understanding of the challenges an educational 
leader would soon face in the field and a clear connection between ethics, 
law, special education, and decision-making was needed. Other research
ers had confirmed the lack of exposure to ethics in teacher and administra
tor preparation programs (Black & Murtadha, 2007; Chin, 2003; McCarthy, 
2002; Rucinski & Bauch, 2006). I knew that I had an opportunity to change 
this potential reality for my students.

FRAMING THE COURSE FROM A FORMER EDUCATIONAL 
ADMINISTRATOR’S PERSPECTIVE

I found I needed to teach the course from a context familiar to me. I am not 
a lawyer but an educational administrator with a long history of working in
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public schools. I could rely on the insight gained from my prior experience 
and inner struggles. I knew I would be changing the way the course had 
traditionally been taught, which made me nervous. I was relieved when the 
semester before the course was offered, a doctoral student approached me 
and asked if she could assist me with teaching the course. She was a law
yer and had practiced as an education attorney for more than a decade rep
resenting both parents and school districts. She acknowledged the law’s 
complexities and her own difficulties when legal requirements conflicted 
with her personal, ethical perspective. She spoke about the difference in 
following the letter of the law and the spirit of the law. We talked about 
how people often interpret the law too narrowly and how there is room for 
more thoughtful and balanced interpretations. We formed a partnership 
providing both the educational administrator’s and the lawyer’s perspec
tive to the students.

BRINGING IT ALL TOGETHER:
IMPLEMENTING AN ETHICS-INFUSED COURSE

We strongly believed that the course content needed to cover more than 
a working knowledge of special education and disability law. Students 
needed to leave with a well-developed understanding of the magnitude of 
potential conflicts and issues they might encounter. They also needed to 
be aware of their own values as they intersected with competing values. 
A decision-making lens assisting them in seeking solutions to problems 
would be essential. Exposure to a problem-solving approach accounting 
for both their personal and professional ethics was demanded. We had to 
find a teachable ethical framework considering multiple views and per
spectives. I shared my idea of teaching using an ethical framework with my 
teaching assistant. What follows are her initial thoughts.

THE LAWYER’S PERSPECTIVE ON LAW AND ETHICS

When first confronted with the idea of teaching law through an ethical 
framework, I was not sure how it would play out. In the past, I had always 
taken traditional law courses, taught through case law, briefs, and class
room discussion. Reflection and ethical frameworks were foreign terri
tory. It was unfamiliar, and I felt slightly uncomfortable with the approach. 
Still, I had been doing this work long enough, been on both sides of the 
litigation, and knew that there were no easy answers. Looking at things 
through a different perspective might lend insight.
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I thought about my own education and how helpful it would have been if 
I had the opportunity to reflect on my own ethical perspective in my prac
tice—to be open and honest about tensions within the system, about my 
own desire to help people when the law was being unfairly manipulated 
against them, was a revelation. Throughout law school, there was little 
critical reflection on the law and practice.

It was not until I started representing clients when I learned just how 
much discretion there was in its interpretation and how the law was 
shaped by the personalities implementing it. So much depends upon the 
individual circumstances of the case and how individuals attempt to com
ply with the law. Everything “depends” on intention. The actions people 
take and the circumstances surrounding those actions can twist and turn 
the law in ways no one could predict. As many of my colleagues had said 
time and time again, bad facts can make bad law.

Time and experience had taught me there were far more shades of gray 
to law than black and white. Two big questions guided me: How could I 
teach law so people could understand its flexibility rather than its restric
tions? How could I convey intent without getting bound by procedures and 
administration? Teaching through an ethical framework offered potential 
answers to my questions. That, combined with a dedicated and enthusias
tic professor, had me excited about this novel teaching approach.

THE BIG CHALLENGE: FINDING THE 
APPROPRIATE FRAMEWORK

After researching ethical frameworks utilized by education scholars, we 
landed on Shapiro and Stefkovich (2005). Other ethical and conceptual 
frameworks that set the foundation for their work (see Starratt, 1991, 
2004) were considered, but Shapiro and Stefkovich resonated the most 
with us. Along the way, we had also discovered the work of Lashley (2007) 
who helped us conceptualize how to apply Shapiro and Stefkovich’s 
framework to the daily realities of school leaders. Lashley’s model laid out 
specific ethical perspectives “important to school leaders as they work to 
address issues related to social justice, to the education of students who 
have disabilities, and to performance and resource inequities in schools” 
(p. 183). He applied each of the perspectives to issues relevant to the de
livery of special education services for students with disabilities and gave 
us ideas of how to bring the ethical framework to life.
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OUR COURSE’S ETHICAL FRAMEWORK

To facilitate the ability of educational leaders to address diverse, conflict
ing, and complex dilemmas that they will face in their daily practice within 
schools and the larger community, Shapiro and Stefkovich provide a flex
ible “multiple ethical paradigm approach” (2010, p. 3) for ethical leader
ship and decision-making. The framework consists of four paradigms: 
the ethic of justice, the ethic of care, the ethic of critique, and the ethic 
of one’s profession. Furman (2003) also included a fifth paradigm: the 
ethic of community, which we decided to include in our framework for 
the course. These five ethical perspectives became the basis for the entire 
course curriculum. Our intention was to incorporate the frames by using 
them as discussion points for all the legal topics covered in the class. To 
understand what this ultimately looked like, we have defined each frame 
as it was presented in the course.

THE ETHIC OF JUSTICE

The ethic of justice focuses primarily on rights, laws, and policies. This 
ethic examines whether a particular law, right, or policy exists to address 
a specific case or situation and seeks to either enforce or enact a law, 
right, or policy to address the particular situation or circumstance under 
consideration. Concepts related to fairness and equity also apply (Shapiro 
& Stefkovich, 2010). In some instances, a critical tension may exist within 
this ethic depending on whether the law, right, or policy that is applied 
benefits the larger group or the individual. When making decisions from 
the ethic of justice perspective, the following questions are asked: “Is there 
a law, right, or policy that relates to a particular case? If there is a law, 
right, or policy, should it be enforced? And if there is not a law, right, or 
policy, should there be one?” (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2010, p. 11).

THE ETHIC OF CARE

The ethic of care focuses more on relationships and the needs of the other 
person and is associated with the concepts of loyalty and trust (Shapiro 
& Stefkovich, 2010, p. 16). Relationships and reciprocity take precedence 
over rights, laws, and policies. Educators who embrace an ethic of care 
place the student’s interests at the center of the educational process and 
emphasize a nurturing and encouraging learning environment. This ethic
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requires the individual to consider the potential consequences that may 
occur as a result of the actions he or she takes. In summary, the ethic of 
care prompts educators to search for ways in which they can assist others 
in meeting their own needs and desires.

THE ETHIC OF CRITIQUE

The ethic of critique requires educators to consider issues related to social 
justice, such as power, privilege, culture, and language. This ethic seeks to 
give voice to individuals who may have been previously silenced, such as 
students and parents. Individuals who are governed by an ethic of critique 
highlight inequities in society and schools and challenge others to face 
difficult questions related to race, class, gender, and areas of difference. 
They require others to seek answers regarding who makes the laws, rules, 
or policies; who benefits; and who is silenced. Alternative possibilities 
are sought to provide opportunities for individuals to achieve and grow 
regardless of race, class, gender, or ability (Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2010).

THE ETHIC OF THE PROFESSION

The ethic of the profession recognizes that the ethics of justice, care, and 
critique are ever-present in one’s professional practice. Being a leader 
means confronting both personal and professional codes of ethics and 
realizing that these ethical positions may not always coincide. Potential 
conflicts may arise when dealing with the diverse needs of the children, 
youth, and adults served by our educational system. Beyond personal and 
professional codes of ethics, educational professionals must be cognizant 
of the codes of their school and the professional community in which 
they are situated or employed. Again, awareness of potential tensions is 
paramount. Educational professionals must come to “grips with clashes 
that may arise among ethical codes” and make “ethical decisions in light 
of their best professional judgment, a judgment that places the best inter
est of the student at the center of all ethical decision making” (Shapiro & 
Stefkovich, 2010, p. 23).

THE ETHIC OF COMMUNITY

Furman (2003) contends that the ethics of justice, care, critique, and the 
profession highlight the individual leader as the key decision maker and 
“moral agent” (p. 3). She adds a fifth ethic, the ethic of community, which 
focuses more on the decision-making process that is used or followed
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rather than the end product. This ethic places a higher priority on the 
community as moral agent as opposed to the individual. A model of shared 
leadership that utilizes interpersonal and group processing skills and val
ues input from others replaces the heroic model of leadership. Everyone 
participates as individuals work in teams, engage in dialogue, and create a 
space where every voice can be heard.

ENGAGING STUDENTS IN DISCUSSIONS OF 
LAW AND ETHICS: THE COURSE CONTENT

With our ethical framework defined, our next challenge was to actually 
engage our students in ethics-based discussions which bridged what they 
were learning about law with their professional practice. We had to cover 
a great deal of substantive legal content related to special education law. 
At the same time, we wanted to expose the students to a more nuanced 
perspective allowing them to embrace the core content within the ethi
cal framework, accounting for the ethical principles informing the law 
and its implementation. They needed personal and meaningful context 
for what we were teaching. We did this by spending the first couple of 
classes delving into the five ethical frames and giving students the op
portunity to identify the ethical frame they felt most fully reflected their 
own practice and attitudes.

As teachers, we were mindful of the reality and challenges of teach
ing adult learners. Both of us had read and were followers of Mezirow’s 
(1997, 2003) work, having discussed it as we prepared the syllabus. 
Knowing we wanted to utilize the transformative learning model, we 
knew from the start that we would have to bring our students along 
with us on this teaching journey. This meant giving them opportunities 
to put theory into practice and being supportive and incremental in our 
approach. Asking them to change their frame of reference about law and 
think more thoughtfully and reflectively about it would be a challenge. 
Teaching the legal content was important but it had to be done in a way 
they could relate to—placing themselves in the cases we presented and 
making a connection to their learning.

TRANSITIONING TO THE SUBSTANTIVE

To orient students to the purpose and structure of the course, we provided 
an overview of special education law. Our early classes consisted of an 
examination of the American legal system and federal disability policy,
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plus an in-depth analysis of major case law and decisions. The content of 
these classes provided the backdrop for current legislation including IDEA 
(2004), NCLB (2001), Section 504 of the Vocational Rehabilitation Act of 
1973, and the ADAA (2008). After providing students with this overview, 
we reintroduced them to the five ethical paradigms of justice, care, cri
tique, the profession, and community (Furman, 2003; Shapiro & Stefkov- 
ich, 2005); revisited the cases discussed in the previous classes; and asked 
students to apply each ethic to the details of each case.

To solidify their understanding of the ethical paradigms, students ex
amined the 18 core concepts of disability law and policy advanced by 
Turnbull, Stowe, and Huerta (2007) and, based on their understanding of 
each concept, attributed each concept to one or more of the five ethical 
paradigms. Those core concepts included: (a) antidiscrimination, (b) indi
vidualized and appropriate services, (c) classification, (d) capacity-based 
services, (e) participatory decision making and empowerment, (f) service 
coordination and collaboration, (g) protection from harm, (h) liberty, (i) 
autonomy, (j) right to privacy and confidentiality, (k) integration, (1) pro
ductivity and contribution, (k) family integrity and unity, (1) family-cen- 
teredness and services to the entire family, (m) cultural responsiveness, 
(n) accountability, (o) prevention, and (p) family, student, and system 
capacity building. The exercise and subsequent class discussion enabled 
us to assess their understanding of the ethical lenses and their ability to 
apply them to legal mandates and disability policy.

Our students started to engage and connect with our ideological inten
tion to associate ethical perspectives with the law. We began to see them 
appreciating the linkages between their own ethical stance and their 
obligations under the law. Students were trying to understand how and 
why law mattered to them as educational leaders. They were starting to 
struggle with some of the tensions arising when the law was too narrowly 
applied. Students created their own factual situations to interpret the law 
to fit their own positions and to challenge the way law had been imple
mented. We felt we were on the cusp of real transformation.

FIRST PROJECT ASSIGNMENT

By the time the first project was due, our students could speak easily 
about the five ethical paradigms. The initial large project assignment was 
designed to elicit an awareness of the need to examine their professional 
code of ethics in light of their personal ethical stance. We asked them 
to select the code of ethics from the professional association aligning 
most closely with their current career path. They were to provide a brief
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narrative of the events and influences in their lives leading to their pro
fessional career choice and link their positional analysis with the ethical 
paradigm(s) they felt most closely represented them, both personally 
and professionally. Finally, they were to explain how their self-identified 
ethical paradigm(s) was consistent with or opposed to the ethical code of 
their profession. This proved an invaluable exercise and base for discus
sion as many students identified conflicts between their own ethics and 
those of their profession.

PRESENTATION OF SPECIAL EDUCATION AND DISABILITY LAW

Our course, as approved by our department, was to cover special educa
tion and disability law specifically focusing on IDEA (2004), Section 504 
(1973), NCLB (2001), and the ADAA (2008). We used the six principles 
of the IDEA as identified by Turnbull, Stowe, and Huerta (2007) as the 
foundation of the course: (a) zero reject and issues related to student dis
cipline; (b) non-discriminatory evaluation, assessment, and accountability 
procedures; (c) the concept of a free, appropriate public education as 
determined by the individualized education program; (d) the least restric
tive environment mandate and continuum of services model; (e) parent 
participation; and (f) procedural due process and compliance, rights, and 
remedies available through such procedures. Section 504 mandates were 
compared and contrasted to IDEA and were presented in concert with 
the revised ADAA due to the similarities of language and requirements 
between the two federal laws.

Throughout the course, we utilized materials containing education- 
based case studies applying the principles of IDEA and Section 504 
(Boyle & Weishaar, 2001; Shapiro & Stefkovich, 2005, 2010; Weishaar, 
2007; Weishaar, Borsa, & Weishaar, 2007). We wanted to allow our stu
dents to situate themselves in the cases. As much as possible, we tried to 
examine each dilemma or situation from the perspective of the teacher, 
parent, student, administrator, an attorney or parent/student advocate, 
employee, employer, and individuals in the larger community. The mul
tiple perspectives helped draw out the ethical conflicts underlying the 
competing interests. This gave us numerous opportunities to engage the 
students in ethical debates. By having the students play multiple roles, 
we broadened their understanding of the underlying tensions was fueled 
by different ethical stances.

We deliberately chose not to use anonymous case studies for our class. 
We were mindful of the importance of bridging the theoretical with the 
practical (see Langer & Moldoveanu, 2000). Thus, we drew upon our own
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experiences to pose ethical dilemmas that would resonate with the stu
dents’ professional lives and asked them to contribute with their own sce
narios (Campbell, 1999). The richness of these personal stories provided 
the class with real world examples, personalizing their learning (Davis, 
Darling-Hammond, LaPointe, & Meyerson, 2005). These authentic cases 
gave us a springboard for conversation and reflection in terms of reaching 
the best possible solution. Students were asked to identify the laws and 
provisions of the law and apply them to the particular situation. They were 
also encouraged to probe from within and ask themselves: What are the 
driving forces guiding my leadership practice in terms of adhering to the 
law? What are the core ethical principles I hold as sacred when confronted 
with the dilemma of ensuring the needs and rights of each and every indi
vidual with whom I interact are addressed?

FINAL EXAM QUESTION

The concluding assignment required students to discuss what they had 
learned about special education and disability law. As part of the take- 
home final exam, we posed the following question: Now that you have 
almost finished the class, which of the five ethical paradigms speaks to 
you and why? Students could choose the same ethical paradigm(s) they 
used for their first exercise in class, which required them to identify the 
ethical frame most reflective of their personal and professional approach, 
or they could draw upon a different paradigm to address the question. In 
addition, they were asked to explain how the ethical frame they chose 
would inform them in administering the provisions of one of the three 
key pieces of special education and disability law (IDEA, Section 504, or 
ADAA) covered in the class, highlighting at least three key provisions of 
the law in their answer.

THE IMPACT OF INFUSING ETHICS INTO LAW AND DISABILITIES

Over the two years we taught the course, the class included 52 graduate 
students from three different, departments within the College of Education. 
As noted, students taking our elective course aspired to be leaders in their 
field. As part of the final course evaluation, students were asked to both 
reflect on what they were learning about themselves and assess our deci
sion to incorporate the ethical paradigms into the content of the disability 
law course. Every student responded to this question in the evaluation, 
yielding a 100% response rate. As previously mentioned, we followed up



Tensions and Transformations 1149

our tenure teaching the course with a survey of former students asking 
for their feedback on learning through ethics and its impact on their pro
fessional lives. We also wrote extensively in our own journals about the 
teaching experience. We offer our final reflections first, followed by our 
students’ reflections.

THE ASSISTANT PROFESSOR

Throughout the first semester in which the course was offered, the teach
ing assistant and I debriefed on the progression of the course and whether 
we felt any adjustments in our approach were necessary. One of the 
toughest parts of the course for me was stepping back from my need to 
be viewed as “the professor” and sharing the floor with her who, at that 
time, clearly had more knowledge and background in disability law. Yet 
my practitioner and experimental perspective of the reality of implement
ing the law within schools balanced her substantive knowledge of the law.

At times, we complemented one another in our approach toward the 
law, the presentation of ethical dilemmas, and consequent approaches 
to resolve problematic situations and conflicts. Other times, we clearly 
disagreed regarding the “best” approach to take. Her preference almost al
ways resided with the students, holding firm to her training as a civil rights 
lawyer. I was more willing to compromise. Sometimes, I sided with the 
student and parents but often I looked for ways to work with the teachers 
and administrators. We spent a great deal of time discussing and attempt
ing to reconcile our differences after class.

There were times when I dreaded going to the class because I could 
anticipate the conflict that would arise with my teaching assistant. Dif
ferences in approach can be challenging and it would be disingenuous of 
me not to admit that I personally struggled at times. To me, my teaching 
assistant seemed wedded to the ethics of justice and critique, whereas my 
perspective more broadly considered the ethics of care, community, and 
the profession. As we continued to work together, I realized both of us uti
lized all five frames depending on the situation. We were effectively mod
eling for the students the inevitable clashes arising from different ethical 
positions. It was unavoidable that at some point we might be on competing 
ends of the ethical paradigms. Students were seeing firsthand not every 
situation led to an easy solution and there was value in understanding how 
different people might look at the same scenario.

After each semester we taught the course, a number of students ex
pressed their appreciation for our willingness to publicly acknowledge
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our differences. On more than one occasion, lines were drawn between a 
subsection of students in the class who, as teacher leaders and/or parents of 
children with a disability, viewed administrators as cold and unprofessional, 
looking out for the best interest of the institution as opposed to the students 
and their families. Others were more sympathetic to the plight of the admin
istrators trying to address many interests with limited resources. Through 
critical and open dialogue, what could have been a battlefield turned into 
a community of learners. Drawing the discussion back to the ethical para
digms gave us a chance to view our raging debate through different lenses 
and understand what was driving the conflict. It made us put aside our own 
ethical positions long enough to truly hear and understand the other.

CURRENT COURSE STRUCTURE AND DELIVERY

Despite the successes encountered in the initial years of teaching this 
course, I still struggle with incorporating ethical perspectives into my 
teaching. Each time I have thought about changing the method, I reflect 
on our experiences and those of the students and return to our original 
protocol. While not every student loved the course, I continue to receive 
overwhelming support for introducing the ethical perspectives to teach
ing law and feel certain the students leave the class thinking more deeply 
about disability law. I have varied my approach little since it began. Today, 
I remain committed to integrating and applying the ethical paradigms to 
teaching law and believe students benefit from the approach.

THE TEACHING ASSISTANT

As the course evolved, I began to value the use of ethical paradigms and 
the types of classroom discussion, though often tense, such an approach 
evoked. Anyone who has sat through a mediation or court case knows the 
range of emotions that erupt and the sleepless nights spent pouring over 
the facts, trying to find the best solution, and looking for some way to 
resolve the conflict. Using ethical perspectives helped us think about how 
we got into trouble in the first place and determine alternative ways we 
might confront a problem in order to solve it.

Throughout my time as a teaching assistant, I saw students actively en
gage in classroom discussions. I took the disability law course in my first 
year as a graduate student and never witnessed such participation by my 
colleagues. In the typical law classroom, the learning was passive. While 
students may have voiced disagreement with decisions, they did so simply
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by raising personal experiences to argue for the competing side, but they 
did not frame their discomfort through any ethical or moral stance. In 
most cases, the professor retorted, “That is what the law says,” and the 
discussion would end. Law school was all about following the letter of the 
law but never about the spirit of the law. Thinking more abstractly was 
not valued or even tolerated. Not until I began practicing did I start to be 
more critical myself and fully grasp how multi-dimensional the law can be.

The ethical paradigms used in our class promoted further discussion and 
debate and provided a blueprint enabling us to delve more deeply into spe
cific cases and legal policy. It brought the law I knew to life—its nuances, 
its power, and its shortcomings. Students possessed a common vocabulary 
for articulating their disagreement and, in turn, drew in other students who 
were able to voice their opinions through the various perspectives.

The outcome of our approach yielded something different and I believe, 
unique. Students without legal backgrounds grappled with some of the key 
concepts embedded in the law. These concepts were not simple, far from 
it. They concerned the amorphous ideals of equity, equality, access, and ac
commodation. Through an ethical lens, they were able to grasp these ideas, 
personally reflect on them, and discuss them in ways many of my law school 
classmates never did. Using the ethical framework as the foundation of our 
instructional approach took their understandings of the law to a new level.

STUDENT REFLECTIONS

Over the course of the two years that we taught the course, students pro
vided us with invaluable feedback about the impact of learning about law 
through ethical perspectives. Their input has furnished us with data assist
ing us in our analysis of whether to continue to infuse our ethical framework 
into the content of law courses for educational leaders. We believe the 
students’ reactions to our course offer insight and support for continuing 
to follow this approach in future semesters. What follows are verbatim stu
dent reflections on the course as provided to us through the various course 
documents previously noted as well as our post-course survey of former 
students. We believe these quotes help substantiate and lend credibility and 
trustworthiness to our own reflections of our teaching experience.

The students’ voices are markedly positive and supportive of our ap
proach. While we acknowledge an inherent bias toward positive feedback, 
we think the comments are largely representative of our students. In our 
narrative analysis of our student data, we identified three overarching 
themes regarding our use of the ethical paradigms in teaching: application
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to leadership, understanding self and the perspectives of others, and new 
ideas about the law and ethics. Each of these themes with additional sub- 
themes is explored in detail with illustrations provided directly by students’ 
responses. Although we received only a few critiques, we do provide these 
in a separate section following the thematic presentation.

APPLICATION TO LEADERSHIP

Importance for the Profession and Students

One teacher-leader told us understanding ethical perspectives was “the 
most important part of the profession.” Another linked professional prac
tice and ethical paradigms to reaching a difficult decision while keeping 
“the best interest of the special education child in mind.” A third teacher- 
leader appreciated the contribution and complementary focus of thinking 
about special education law through ethical perspectives and the process 
of attaining “optimal outcomes” for students:

The law provides structures to educate, but it is the application of ethics that 
makes an individual a practitioner of merit and importance. As laws and eth
ics can come into conflict, it is imperative for educators to be able to adapt 
and respond using their personal ethical compass and legal mandates in tan
dem to achieve optimal outcomes for students. This is not a task that can be 
accomplished overnight, but rather a long-term process of learning, creating, 
and reflecting.

For those in advanced educational leadership programs, using an ethical 
framework became a powerful tool to assist in their dual role as adminis
trators and interpreters of law:

Law, codes, and regulations do not exist in an ethical vacuum; they are often 
vague and have to be interpreted and implemented by individuals. As we op
erate within our professional environments, it is our ethical framework that 
helps us interpret how to implement these rules.

A teacher-leader at the elementary level defined the leadership role of 
accountability and responsibility in terms of student care, student safety, 
and the overall “learning experience” associating personal ethics with the 
professional obligation to ensure a “quality education” for all children:

We are accountable for the children in our care—accountable for their learn
ing, their safety, and in my case, their early learning experience. Our ethical 
and moral grounding is what holds us true to our profession and dedication 
to providing a quality education to each and every child.
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Filling a Gap in Leadership Preparation

Similar to the authors’ experiences in their professional preparation pro
grams and graduate-level courses, several students indicated they had not 
been exposed to an ethical framework to guide their professional prac
tice in previous coursework. One student referred to the framework as a 
“mental model” and stressed her belief that future educators and educa
tion leaders should be exposed to such content as an integral part of their 
teacher education training:

The ethical frameworks covered in the course helped organize my existing 
thoughts and personal ethical framework or mental model. After taking the 
“Law and Disabilities” course I felt that I could have benefited from the con
tent I learned early in my career as a teacher. I wish I had understood special 
education law better when I was working with students with disabilities. I 
think all teachers even general education teachers should be required to take 
this course.

Another administrator in training echoed similar sentiments, suggesting 
the course “should be a required course for those pursuing degrees in gen
eral education, administration, superintendency.”

Inciting a Passion for Education

A number of students defined the ethical framework in terms of providing 
support in “the development of thoughtful, purposeful educational lead
ers” and assistance in the process of making “well-informed” decisions. 
An aspiring administrator extended the benefit of the framework to the 
disability law course, stating the content validated her commitment and 
“passion” to pursue educational leadership as a profession:

None of my previous graduate or undergraduate courses had introduced an 
ethical framework for decision-making. This course defined, identified and 
validated my “passion”; and provided me with a tangible foundation on which 
to base and build my professional decision-making. I perceive the need for all 
education leaders to have been exposed to the content of this course, with 
special attention to the ethical framework. I’m currently enrolled in a post- 
Master’s principal certification program. Consequently, my leadership skills 
and the decisions I make in a leadership role/position will affect many lives.

In a similar vein, another student appreciated the “insight” gained after 
being exposed to a “more systematic ethical framework.” This same stu
dent went on to explain the “ethic of care and ethic of community” would 
“make me better prepared to practice in a public school setting.”
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UNDERSTANDING SELF AND THE PERSPECTIVES OF OTHERS 

Reconciling Internal Conflicts

Several students indicated the importance of the initial assignment. 
They found it extremely helpful to be tasked with identifying the ethical 
frame(s) from which they operated personally and compared those to their 
professional codes of ethics. They recognized the value of attaining an in
creased awareness of their own ethical perspective when struggling with 
difficult situations and dilemmas. As one student wrote:

Over the course of this semester, I have learned more about myself in regards 
to my ethical and moral frameworks. At this point I believe every ethical 
framework could be useful in certain situations. It is important to understand 
that there is no right or wrong way to think about any given decision.

Others believed their more refined understanding of self would strengthen 
their ability to relate well with others and fimction successfully in their 
future profession:

I not only learned about the law, I learned about myself, and the lens through 
which I view the profession. Knowing the ethical paradigms that shape and 
affect my outlook and my actions is vitally important, as they can influence 
my interactions and the very foundation upon which I operate. Leaving this 
class, I feel better prepared and more self-aware, and I feel that my future 
career will be better for it.

Considering a Variety of Viewpoints

In several cases, students contrasted the rationale behind their own 
decision-making efforts with the “diverse range of viewpoints” held by 
others. They credited the integration of law, disability, and ethics with 
their heightened awareness “that others value and view the same topics 
differently” and likelihood they would “better recognize where or why an
other person disagrees” with their position. One student summarized this 
increased awareness:

After finishing this semester, I can say that this class has opened and ex
panded my view on the relationship between the law, the community, and our 
own ethical frameworks.

The ethical framework provided them with a “personal perspective” 
on why they reached certain decisions and grounded them with a clearer 
understanding of why other individuals might interpret special education 
and disability law differently from themselves:
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It [the ethical framework] provided a personal perspective on why I make de
cisions, as well as helped me understand why others have different interpreta
tions of law and policy, which I found beneficial. Learning more about various 
ethical frameworks has provided a better insight into myself, and has allowed 
me to better analyze the world around me, and through a better understanding 
of the law as it relates to education.

Personal Transformations

Several students described changes within themselves that occurred over 
the course of the class, attributing these changes to being exposed to a 
multiple paradigm ethical framework. One student expressed a greater ap
preciation for the parent participation principle embedded in IDEA (2004) 
that tries to ensure parents are not silenced or marginalized in their child’s 
education. For this student, parents should be viewed as a legitimate ad
vocate for their children:

Now I can conclude that from the perspective of the ethic of critique, I now 
understand the silenced voices part, which for me are the advocates, most of 
them parents and the lengths that they go through to make their children have 
the best possible education.

Dealing With and Managing Conflict

Some of the topics fostered collegial dialogue among class members 
whereas other topics resulted in clashes of opinions and controversial 
debates, particularly in terms of students’ varying interpretations of the 
roles and responsibilities of teachers, administrators, and parents. An ad
ministrator in the professional leadership program wrote about his belief 
the ethical frames, motives, and professional approaches of administra
tors differed from that of teachers, suggesting administrators and teachers 
do not necessarily see “eye to eye” when trying to address the individual 
needs of students:

I believe that many administrators look through a compliance lens when in
terpreting their responsibilities. In addition, I believe that teachers who work 
directly with special needs children tend to see their ethic only through a care 
lens, dismissing other frameworks.

As the course progressed, he began to realize the need for all parties to find 
a common groimd and work together:

The need for a balance between doing the right thing based on rules and 
regulations coupled with care for the student’s overall well-being is neces
sary for decision making. Rules and regulations are the minimum rationale
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for decision-making; however, the minimum is not always in the best inter
est of the child. Caring has to set in and if that tips the scale and favors the 
child, so be it.

A different student admitted her tendency to criticize others whose view
points did not match her own. She described the course in terms of her 
“professional development” and explained how she was shifting from an 
adversarial mindset toward administrators and colleagues to a collabora
tive and collegial approach when engaging in efforts to meet the individual 
needs of the students she served:

I have been critical of colleagues who were acting in their best judgment to 
provide services to children with special needs and assumed that my methods 
were better. Throughout my professional development, I have learned that 
these other professionals are part of the same team that I am on: the team 
that writes and implements a proper educational program for students. It is in 
the best interest of my students to collaborate with, rather than only criticize, 
other professionals.

NEW IDEAS ABOUT THE LAW AND ETHICS 

Preconceived Notions

A number of students confessed that they enrolled in the disability law 
course with preconceived ideas about the intent and purpose of the law. 
One student wrote, “Before the course, I just thought that “Law and Dis
abilities” was all about how to protect you and the school you were rep
resenting. I thought it was all about how not to get sued.” In the end, the 
student embraced the overarching ideals of what the law was intended to 
achieve for individuals with disabilities and what we, as educational pro
fessionals, are called to support:

After the course I realized that “Law and Disabilities” was more about not just 
ensuring equity and equality but understanding. The course opened my eyes 
to viewing this perspective and situation from a different lens: the students 
that needed special care and attention.

Another student expressed similar sentiments, stressing a newly acquired 
understanding of the framework for his advocacy role and support for 
students with disabilities:

I must admit that after a few short weeks, I have a whole new perspective not 
only into special education laws. More importantly, I have a new perspective 
about advocacy and what I can do to ensure that ALL (all means ALL) stu
dents are successful in school and ultimately life.
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Lack of Substantive Knowledge

Yet another student admitted he entered the course without a “sufficient 
background to truly address issues surrounding special needs students.” 
By the end of the course, his self-identified ethic of justice and compliance 
with respect to students with disabilities changed to the ethic of care. He 
believed this ethic would be the most useful to him in the context of pro
viding services to individuals with disabilities and confronting complex 
dilemmas within his current and future career and profession. He cited the 
benefits of using education-based case studies in the class and the richness 
of the class discussions: “Through the course, I believe that an ethic of care 
was honed instead of an ethic derived from compliance alone, as well as 
case studies in the course, which left one incredulous due to lack of care.”

Moving Beyond Procedural Compliance

As opposed to adhering strictly to the letter of the law, we continued to 
reinforce the importance of looking beyond the procedural requirements 
of special education and disability law. Several students confirmed what 
we, as instructors, continued to observe: incorporating ethics and the 
ethical framework into the course content enabled each of us to move our 
understanding of the law to a higher level. Perhaps more importantly, stu
dents began to view themselves as advocates, fighting against inequity and 
injustices, and were willing to move beyond the traditional requirements 
of their position to do so. As one student explained,

ethics can be a major factor in providing a true, excellent education for un
derserved or high need students. I came to realize that advocacy and moral 
decision comes from the leader of the organization.

Several teacher-leaders in special education took a similar position re
garding the perceived requirement to “meet the letter of the law” and the 
reality it was “only part of our responsibility as educators.” Balancing the 
ethic of care with the ethic of justice, one student eloquently stated the 
ethical frame for decision-making makes us “remain advocates for injus
tices” and “ensures we stay true to our commitment to children and their 
well-being.” And, yet another student wrote:

This class has taught me the importance of these laws and mandates in our 
everyday lives but most importantly, it has shown me that we as individuals 
have the responsibility to really take these laws and regulations and make 
them work for our students, families and any other individual for whom they 
were intended for.
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Putting Children First

A student summarized in his evaluation the real importance of integrating 
an ethical framework into the “Law and Disabilities” course: “In the end, it 
is about the individual child and their needs. It is all about care, concern, 
compassion, accommodation, high expectations, and personalization.”

In his final comments on his take-home exam, one student clearly con
nected the course content and overall experience in the class with an 
increased “awareness of social issues associated with students with dis
abilities.” The linkages between special education and disability law and 
the ethical framework solidified his commitment to social justice issues 
and deepened his understanding of and appreciation for the fundamental 
rights guaranteed to each individual. His words speak for themselves:

I have an improved and keener perspective regarding my students who 
receive special education services. I have always been mindful of them as 
individuals with unique needs. The ethic of the profession that most closely 
connects to me ensured that I was cognizant of their needs. During the course 
of this class, I gained a deeper appreciation of IDEA as it relates to the history 
of its development and it current implications. I appreciated the opportunity 
to be reminded of and review our fundamental rights as citizens of a great 
nation. The Individuals with Disabilities Education Act aligns with the tenets 
associated with the ethic of the profession. IDEA addresses issues related to 
social justice, appropriate educational services, and inequities often associ
ated with school resources and performance. I also discovered that IDEA has 
relevant provisions targeting social justice as a result of the social injustices 
that brought it to be.

STUDENT CRITIQUES

As noted, student responses to the course were mostly positive. The stu
dents all identified value in the ethical approach. However, the negative 
comments arising were relegated more to organizational issues than to 
content-specific critiques. One student thought ethics was “overempha
sized” and sometimes felt “redundant.” The student suggested balancing 
the ethics approach with more case law. Another student shared a similar 
perspective indicating more of the course time should have been spent 
on the law:

I would have preferred if this class was specific to law and cases. Knowing 
what I know now, that type of repetitive practice is what prepares you to 
remember stuff as the expert in meetings. The ethics stuff should be compart
mentalized in another way, in my opinion.
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One other student did suggest splitting the course into two courses: one 
on ethics and one on law. While both courses were deemed as necessary, 
the student felt there was just too much information to cover in one course. 
Trying to get all the content into one semester overwhelmed the student.

DISCUSSION

Stefkovich (2006) noted knowledge of the law alone limits one’s ability 
to resolve the day-to-day challenges school authorities face and issued 
a warning from which we, as educational leaders, would do well to take 
heed: “[RJather than impose their own values on students and teachers, 
school leaders should strive to reach a higher moral ground in making de
cisions. This is not easy” (p. 4). When legal issues are separated from the 
moral aspects of leadership, we begin to lose sight of equity, access, and 
most importantly, social justice. We start to exclude and cease to include. 
As a result, we fall into the danger of ignoring the varying threads that 
weave the fabric of the intent of the law with its obligations.

Utilizing an ethical framework to teach the disability law course content 
provided the perfect backdrop for ethical debates and discussion, particu
larly when applying case law to the day-to-day realities of school leader
ship and professional responsibilities. To prepare future educators and 
leaders to grapple with the varying dilemmas they will face, Wamick and 
Silverman (2011) suggest “a process of thinking about ethical problems” 
(p. 276) that promotes a more objective approach to decision-making and 
eschews the temptation to establish a set method which fails to fully ad
dress multiple and competing values.

Throughout the course, we juxtaposed the intersecting challenges, con
tradictions, and dilemmas faced in the profession and practice of educa
tional administration, general and special education, and special education 
leadership in terms of arriving at the best decision for everyone. As each 
student’s journey beyond “self’ continued, linkages between special edu
cation and disability law, factors inherent in ethical practice and decision
making, and social justice leadership began to take place.

According to Brooks and Miles (2008), leaders must be exposed to 
a curriculum promoting the development of “a heightened and critical 
awareness of oppression, exclusion, and marginalization” (p. 107), which 
may or may not be taught in leadership preparation programs. They 
assert that some individuals learn such lessons “on-the-job or in profes
sional development” (p. 107) training while others have not yet been 
exposed to such realities. We discovered knowledge—combined with a
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reflective approach toward decision-making—helped to arm future edu
cational professionals with a range of useful tools. We believed that this 
would be the case and we were validated by our own students’ reflec
tions. Although it might not always offer solutions, the ethical framework 
clearly serves as a device through which to examine a particular dilemma 
or situation (Wamick & Silverman, 2011).

Nearly 30 years ago, Foster (1986) posited that every administrative 
decision is, at its core, an ethical decision. Educators and educational 
administrators must move beyond simple knowledge of the law. Familiar
ity with procedures and rules is not enough. For every decision made on 
behalf of children, especially those with disabilities, we must be cognizant 
of our own ethical positions and how they intersect with our professional 
duty and obligations.

IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR FUTURE PRACTICE

INTEGRATING ETHICS INTO LEADERSHIP 
PREPARATION COURSES

We believe that a focus on ethical perspectives should supplement the 
curriculum of other core courses. The ethical framework utilized in the 
disability law course could have relevance in courses pertaining to orga
nizational behavior; data-based decision-making; race, class, and gender; 
school-business and personnel management; instructional supervision 
and curriculum leadership; teacher education and teacher evaluation; 
policy implementation and practice; and field and professional internship 
experiences. Infusing an ethical framework as part of the delivery of these 
courses could make them more relevant to students, better preparing them 
for the challenges of leadership by alerting and engaging them in the com
plexities of both their own and other people’s decision-making processes.

AN ETHICS COURSE IS NOT ENOUGH

Relegating conversations about ethical principles to a single course falls 
short of what one would expect for a leadership preparation program, 
particularly one espousing a social justice orientation (Young, Crow, Orr, 
Ogawa, & Creighton, 2005). Ethics should not be taught in a vacuum, 
separated from topical discussions about real-life experiences and chal
lenges inherent in the educational profession one is likely to face in the
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future (Calabrese & Roberts, 2002). On the contrary, ethical paradigms 
need to be woven into the curriculum content of other courses. An ethi
cal framework like we used, grounded in school-based case studies lends 
authenticity to the learning process and fosters the kind of transformative 
learning Mezirow (1997, 2003) described. Discussions of ethics and of law 
must be more than theoretical musings. As our own reflections and those 
of our students tell us, ethical deliberations need to be couched in a spe
cific context. This can only happen when they are integrated into broader, 
practical applications.

ETHICS IN PRACTICE AND RESEARCH

This article serves purely as a reflective piece and is meant to spark dis
cussion. We hope others will see the implications of not only how to teach 
using an ethical framework but the potential impact such teaching might 
have on the quality of leadership preparation programs and their gradu
ates. Empirical research is called for if the incorporation of ethical per
spectives into teaching is to become a reality and if we are to ever realize 
inclusive social justice leadership. More studies are required to show the 
value of introducing ethical perspectives with substantive education train
ing for educational leaders. We have yet to know the full impact such an 
approach has on the careers of these individuals. While scholars continue 
to write volumes on social justice and the transformation of our educa
tional system to support equity for all our students (see Burrello, Sailor, & 
Kleinhammer-Tramill, 2013), we continue to struggle with the best ways to 
affect new policy directions.

CONCLUSION

It is our belief that we must teach our students to be mindful of their own 
ethical positions and those of others. Teaching uses an ethical framework 
that allows us to see situations and potential conflicts through differ
ent perspectives. Our paper is not meant to be a blueprint for training 
advocates for change or rewriting disability policy but we do think what 
we offer has the potential to influence more equitable decision making 
through more thoughtful and reflective educational leaders.

We believe in engaging our students through various ethical lenses so 
they can be creative and solve their potential legal problems before they 
get too big. We wanted to transform the way they thought about law to see 
possibilities rather than limitations and to always be aware of their role as
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educational leaders charged with meeting the needs of all children in their 
care. It is our sincere hope that we were successful in our attempt and 
others will use our case as a starting point to develop their own cases and 
train other educational leaders.

The field of education has no shortage of dilemmas and challenges. En
suring we serve all our students should not be one of them. In teaching a 
course about disability law, we cannot ignore the tensions surrounding the 
topic. Without a doubt, there are conflicting pressures when it comes to 
educating students with disabilities. There are many compounding issues 
making addressing the needs of this subpopulation difficult. We believe de
spite this difficulty, we as educators cannot ignore or fail to address these 
students. We have both a moral and a legal obligation to do so.

Children with disabilities are too often ignored or marginalized in our 
schools. Attention must be paid so we can level the playing field and 
ensure equal access and opportunity for every student, with or without a 
disability. We feel certain we cannot do this without an honest and open 
discussion of ethical positions underscoring the delivery of education. 
An ethical framework may not provide all the answers but at least, it is 
a good place to start.
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