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The focus for this study was ethical reasoning among 

baccalaureate female nursing students# This descriptive and 

correlational study examined the ethical reasoning of 

freshmen and senior students at a large southwestern 

university for women* 

The research instrument used was the Defining Issues 

Test developed by Rest* The senior nursing students 

differed significantly (ja < ,05) from the freshmen nursing 

students in ethical reasoning. However, nursing majors did 

not differ significantly from the non-nursing majors. 

A multiple regression analysis was performed that 

identified two factors associated with ethical reasoning 

(viz., age and GPA), The correlation coefficients were 

— 58 *377 for age and P_ score and r_ « .315 for GPA and P 

score. Older students were found to be significantly more 

advanced in ethical reasoning than were younger students. 

Students with higher GPAs used principled reasoning 

significantly more often than did students with lower GPAs. 

Of interest are the findings related to demographic 

characteristics, ethnicity, and religious preference. The 



sample was predominantly white, but a significant difference 

in use of principled reasoning between whites and non-whites 

was found. In the sample, whites used ethical reasoning 

more often than did non-whites. 

The students in the sample who labeled themselves as 

Baptists were significantly different from Traditional 

Christians (Methodists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, 

Lutherans, and members of the Church of Christ) and Other 

Christians (all others, excluding Baptists, Catholics, and 

the Traditional Christians)# The Baptist group used 

principled reasoning less often than did the other two 

groups of Christians* The Catholics were not significantly 

different from the Baptist, Traditional Christian, or Other 

Christian groups. The results are ambiguous and may reflect 

only a conservative philosophy or a conservative 

theological ideology rather than cognitive processing. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Traditionally, colleges and universities have been 

committed to the intellectual and ethical development of 

their students. Higher education has been expected to 

transmit to the student high standards of conduct, such as 

honesty, integrity, fairness, and justice. With this pur-

pose in mind, the American Nurses Association (ANA) moved 

nursing education into institutions of higher education 

during the 1960s (Spohn, 1962). It was the expectation of 

the ANA that the merging of a liberal education component 

with a professional (occupational) component would con-

tribute to the intellectual and ethical growth of students, 

thereby benefitting both the nursing profession and society. 

The need for a liberal education for nurses is not 

solely for the purpose of the accumulation of knowledge, but 

for the cultivation of decision-making skills for human 

service as well (Reed, 1987). it is the reasoning process 

that evolves through ethical development that explains how 

people think through dilemmas and how they arrive at deci-

sions determining which actions in a social situation are 

fair and just (Rest, 1979). 



Over the past 20 years, specialization and departmen-

talization, emphasis on research, and the proliferation of 

secular, vocationally oriented programs have changed the 

nature of higher education and challenged the traditional 

role of the university in promoting ethical development in 

students (Sandeen, 1985). There is an apparent erosion of 

this mission of the university. In addition, due to the 

increasingly complex ethical decisions facing nurses today, 

the specific problem of promoting ethical reasoning among 

nurses merits individual study. 

Statement of the Problem 

The problem of this study was ethical reasoning among 

baccalaureate female nursing and non-nursing students. 

Purpose of the Study 

The primary purpose of this study was to determine 

whether or not nursing majors differ from non-nursing majors 

in ethical reasoning. A secondary purpose was to determine 

whether freshmen students (both nursing and non-nursing) 

differ from senior students (both nursing and non-nursing) 

in ethical reasoning. A third purpose was to determine if 

ethical reasoning is associated with selected demographic 

variables. 



Research Questions 

Based on the problem and purposes of the study, the 

following research questions were developed: 

1. Do nursing students differ in ethical reasoning 

from non-nursing students? 

2. Do freshmen students (nursing and non-nursing com-

bined) differ in ethical reasoning from senior students 

(nursing and non-nursing combined)? 

3. Is there an association between ethical reasoning 

of students (nursing and non-nursing combined) and selected 

demographic variables? 

Hypotheses 

To answer the research questions, four hypotheses were 

formulated and tested at the .05 probability level. 

1. There is not a significant difference in ethical 

reasoning between female freshmen nursing students and 

female freshmen non-nursing students. 

2. There is a significant difference in ethical rea-

soning between female senior nursing students and female 

senior non-nursing students. 

3. There is a significant difference in ethical rea-

soning between freshmen female nursing students and senior 

female nursing students. 



4. There is a significant difference in ethical rea-

soning between freshmen female non-nursing students and 

senior female non-nursing students. 

Significance of the Study 

This study focuses on the ethical (moral) reasoning of 

baccalaureate female nursing students and non-nursing female 

university students. No studies were found to date that 

explored this particular area of nursing education. 

Nurses face ethical dilemmas requiring difficult deci-

sions while ministering to patients and families across the 

lifespan, from unborn babies and adolescents to the elderly 

and dying. It could be of considerable value to know to 

what extent nursing students attribute importance to prin-

cipled ethical (moral) reasoning as described by Kohlberg's 

Stages 5 and 6 (see Table 1, p. 10). Also, to what extent 

do freshmen and senior nursing students demonstrate 

principled thinking? Do they differ from their counterparts 

who are non-nursing majors in this manner of thinking? 

In his two books, Rest (1979, 1986) emphasizes that a 

frontier still exists in the theoretical development of 

ethical reasoning and, thus, urges that further research be 

conducted to expand our understanding. For Instance, Rest 

explains that if stages do not neatly rise and fall, but 

rather overlap and mix, then it is a goal of future research 

to chart this complex course. Another goal is to assess the 



assess the influence of various factors in a person's 

thinking, (i.e., different vocational or educational experi-

ences). In addition, nursing students have unanimously 

called for further research to identify factors associated 

with a liberal education (Bottoms, 1988; McCloskey, 1983; 

Reed, 1987). Thus, this study is significant in that it 

(a) adds to the body of knowledge regarding the nature of 

the baccalaureate nursing student, (b) contributes to the 

expansion of theory pertaining to ethical (moral) reasoning, 

and (c) contributes to the expansion of theory on ethical 

reasoning among women. 

Most research has focused on differences in broad edu-

cational levels, such as elementary-to-college, rather than 

wit tin the 4 years of college (freshman-to-senior). This 

study identified differences between freshmen-level and 

senior-level college students in terms of their ethical 

(moral) reasoning. Can an upward trend in their principled 

thinking be identified? In addition, studies are lacking 

which correlate socioeconomic status parameters, such as 

household income, parental education, and world travel. The 

association between religious preference and principled 

thinking was examined in this study because this relation-

ship has not been fully investigated. Only three studies 

were found (Bransford, 1973; Gallia, 1976; Schomberg, 1978) 

that compared students in different college majors or occu-

pations. This study examined nursing and non-nursing majors 



representing scientific and non-scientific disciplines 

(humanities) for differences in stages and usage of princi-

pled thinking. This study looked only at women attending a 

single-gender university. The accessible population also 

represented a wide cultural and ethnic sampling, an area 

that has received little attention in the literature. 

Basic Assumptions 

For clarity, certain assumptions basic to this investi-

gation were identified. 

1. People continue to develop well into adulthood in 

terms of the basic strategies for ethical (moral) decision-

making (Rest, 1986). Ethical development is dynamic 

throughout the life cycle (Knowles & McLean, 1986). 

2. Ethical (moral) reasoning and decision—making are 

measurable (Kohlberg, 1958 j Rest, 1979, 1986). 

3. Participants in the study responded to the instru-

ments honestly, objectively, and to the best of their 

ability. 

4. The return rates for each group are constant. 

5. No difference between groups exists as a function 

of who did and who did not return the completed question-

naires. 

Limitations 

This study was subject to all the limitations appli-

cable to the instruments used—the Defining Issues Test 



(DIT) and the General Information Form. Because it was not 

possible to select all subjects by random sampling for par-

ticipation in the study, it was necessary to use an avail-

ability sample. 

Delimitations 

The generalizability of the findings of this study is 

restricted by the population, which consisted of freshmen 

and senior students enrolled xn a southwestern university 

for women. This approach is supported by Astin (1968), who 

stated, "college environments differ greatly in their 

quality and character, administrators, faculty, and 

students" (p. 1). Because this southwestern university for 

women has been open to men studying for careers in the 

health professions only, it was expected that there would be 

an insufficient number of men for any statistically signifi-

cant gender-related research. This was a study of women 

only and of women attending a predominantly single-gender 

university. 

Although the data collected in this study are limited 

to this particular university, they may have a high degree 

of relevance to other similar universities offering bacca-

laureate nursing programs. This relevance is due to the 

fact that the college of nursing at this university is the 

largest in the United States. 
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Definition of Terms 

For the purposes of this study, the following defini-

tions of terms apply: 

1• Ethical (moral) reasoning—an aspect of cognitive 

development in a person's decision-making ability pertaining 

to social dilemmas. 

2« Nursing student—a female enrolled in the basic 

baccalaureate nursing program at a southwestern university 

for women. 

3* Non-nursing student or non-nursing maior—a female 

enrolled in a non-health-related baccalaureate program at 

the same southwestern university for women. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF RELATED LITERATURE 

Moral development (ethical reasoning) is a broad 

concept representing a complex developmental process 

involving cognitive, affective, and behavioral elements. 

The foremost figure in contemporary research on moral 

developmental theory was Lawrence Kohlberg (1958, 1969, 

1976), Since Kohlberg's untimely death in 1987, James Rest 

(1979, 1983, 1985, 1986, 1988; Rest, Cooper, Coder, Masanz, 

& Anderson, 1974; Rest, Thoma, & Schlalfli, 1985), his 

protege and collaborator, is now the leading authority. 

Drawing upon the earlier work of Jean Piaget (1932), 

Kohlberg (1958, 1969) described a cognitive structural 

development that progresses in an unvarying sequence of 

stages. The concept includes six stages reflecting a 

person's conception of social cooperation. The cooperation 

moves from the simple exchange of favors to a conventional, 

society-wide network of cooperation and, finally, to ideal 

universal principles for societies. Also, the locus of 

control shifts from the external reward-punishment conse-

quences to social expectation-type conformity and, lastly, 

to internal principled values. A description of Kohlberg's 

stages are presented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 

Kohlberg's Levels and Stages of Moral Development 

Stage Description 

Level Is Premoral, Amoral, or Heteronomous Level 

Moral values reside in the external act, rather 
than within the person, and are often defined 

in terms of either physical power or 
physical outcomes. 

1 "Might is right" orientation based on obedience. 
Good and bad defined by punishment and reward 
administered by a superior power. 

2 Hedonistic stage. Punishment and reward conse-
quences determine behavior. Physical results do 
not define good and bad, but it is morally wise 
to maximize pleasure and minimize pain. Naive 
reciprocity based on back-scratching investment. 
Overly pragmatic. 

Level lis Conventional or Conformist Level 

Moral value resides in a properly 
executed social role. 

3 Good-boy orientation. Seeks approval by being 
nice. Interpersonal rather than normative con-
formity. 

4 Authoritarian orientation based on duty. Law and 
order held for its own sake. Normative values 
held to preserve stability, as well as to maxi-
mize justice for the majority. 

(table continues) 
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Table 1~(continued) 

Stage Description 

Level ills Postconventional or Principled Level 

Moral value resides in shared standards 
and universal principles. 

5 Legalistic orientation and naive notion of jus-
tice based on the rights rather than on the pro-
tection of the majority. Formalized consensus 
and contractual agreements should be kept for the 
sake of law rather than order. Laws should be 
rigorously upheld and only changed by majority 
consent. 

6 Autonomous state. Justice, equality, and recip-
rocity for the individual supersedes any other 
claim by the majority. 

Note. From J. Rest, Morality, in Handbook of child 
psychology; Vol. 3. Cognitive development (4th ed.) 
(pp. 576-577) by J. Flavell and G, Markman (Eds.), 1983, 
New York: Wiley and Sons. Copyright 1983 by Wiley and Sons. 
Adapted by permission of the author. 

The stage concept is utilized to denote moral (ethical) 

reasoning involved in decision-making. As such, ethical 

reasoning deals with how a person thinks. It is not the 

content of the judgment that determines the stage at which a 

person reasons, but the form of covert ethical reasoning 

that leads one to the position one takes. Theoretically, it 

is possible for several people to make the same overt 

judgment about a moral dilemma while, simultaneously, each 

is at a different stage. Conversely, two different people 
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may make opposing ethical judgments and yet be at the same 

stage. This is possible because an individual's underlying 

analysis is the stage determinant and not the content of the 

[judgment. A developmental theory implies that one person 

may move through the stages more slowly than another, but it 

would not be predicted that anyone could move through them 

in the reverse order, nor could any stage be circumvented. 

Further features of Kohlberg's simple stage theory are 

summarized here. Reference to Figure 1 can help to clarify 

these points (Rest, 1979). 

1. Each stage has a turn at predominance in use, and 

each stage peaks at 100% usage. 

2. At certain times, subjects may be "pure" types. 

3. The only kind of mixture possible is between adja-

cent stages, and then only two at a time. 

4. Once an individual has moved through transition, 

the previous stage usage falls to zero. 

5. Stages are evenly spaced with a symmetrical and 

identical rate of onset and decline. 

6. Periods of transition alternate with periods of 

consolidation. 

Rest (1979), while not abandoning Kohlberg's six 

stages, proposes a more integrated conceptual model of ethi-

cal (moral) development. It is a four—component framework 

describing the psychological processes preceding behavior as 

follows: 
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Figure 1. Kohlberg's model of simple stage theory. 

Note. From Development in Judging Moral Issues (p. 52) by 
J. Rest, 1979, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press. 
Copyright 1979 by James Rest. Used by permission. 

Component I. The person interprets the particular 

situation by recognizing who is involved and how others are 

affected. 

Component II. The person judges which action is more 

just, fair, or right. 

Component III. The person selects among other values 

and places morality above these other values. 

Component IV. The person acts on the decision. 

Behavior is the observable consequence of the four-

component process. These are not traits but rather 

processes for tracing or analyzing a particular course of 
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action. These processes do not depict a sequential 

ordering, but instead, are interrelated. 

Kohlberg first developed a tool for assessing an indi-

vidual's stage of ethical (moral) reasoning in the late 

1960s. The tool, an interview-type instrument, is lengthy 

and cumbersome. In an effort to overcome these problems 

with the instrument, James Rest, a student of Kohlberg, 

began working on a more efficient and more useful method of 

assessment. The outcome of that work was the development of 

the Defining Issues Test (DIT). The DIT asks the subject 

to evaluate various considerations and is, therefore, a 

recognition task rather than a production task (Rest, 1988). 

Rest defined the score as the sum of weighted ranks given 

to Stage 5 and Stage 6 items; the P score is interpreted as 

the relative importance a subject gives to principles moral 

[ethical] considerations in making a decision about moral 

[ethical] dilemmas" (Rest, 1979, p. 101). The DIT score 

ranks a subject in terms of a developmental continuum which 

can be compared to the group averages presented in Table 2 

(Rest, 1988). 

Longitudinal studies suggest that if one were to con-

tinue an education to the next level (e.g., high school to 

college, and so forth), an average increase of 10 points 

could be expected. 
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Table 2 

Defining Issues Test Group Averages 

Average Group 

65.2 Moral philosophy and political science doctoral 
students 

59.8 Seminarians at a liberal Protestant seminary 
52.2 Advanced law students 
49.5 Practicing medical physicians 
42.3 Average college students 
40.0 Average adults in general 
32.8 Average senior high school students 
21.9 Average junior high school students 
18.9 Institutionalized delinquent boys, 16 years old 

Note. *rom J. Rest, Morality, in Handbook of chiId 
psychology: Vol. 3. Cognitive development (4th ed.) 
(p. iii) by J. Flavell and G. Markman (Eds.), 1983, New 
York: Wiley and Sons. Copyright 1983 by Wiley and Sons. 
Adapted by permission of the author. 

More than anyone, Carol Gilligan challenged the 

research of Piaget, Kohlberg, and other cognitive develop-

mentalists. Gilligan (cited in Rest, 1979) began with the 

premise that male social development springs from a sense of 

individuality—a sense of justice, whereas female social 

development stresses connectedness or caring. Meta-analysis 

by Rest, Thoma, and Schlalfli (1985), citing 56 studies 

using over 6,000 participants, found that less than .05% of 

the variance was associated with gender. Thus, little 

evidence exists that males are better able to reason about 

hypothetical dilemmas than are females or that justice-

oriented reasoning is primarily a male phenomenon. 
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Data on age trends indicate that people continue to 

develop in ethical reasoning, but research does not indicate 

how such development occurs. Piaget's data (1932) almost 

exclusively compares older subjects with younger subjects 

and shows that the older subjects displayed more advanced 

reasoning. Similarly, Kohlberg's research emphasized upward 

age trends among boys aged 10 to 16 years. Cross-sectional 

age studies by Kohlberg from 1958 through 1968, in which 

fourth, fifth, and sixth graders from the same school in a 

stable, homogenous community were sampled, indicated that 

chronological age was an indicator of ethical development 

(cited in Rest, 1979). When comparing high school and 

college students, it was more difficult to make this 

assumption about age. The two groups are likely to differ 

on variables such as IQ, socioeconomic status (SES), 

intellectual interest, life experience, and more. 

Many cross—sectional studies used a criterion group. 

Rest (1974) reported one such study of age trends using 

groups of 9th graders, 12th graders, college juniors and 

seniors, seminarians, and philosophy and political science 

doctoral students (see Table 3). According to the data in 

Table 3, the more advanced groups (in age and education) 

attribute more importance to principled moral (ethical) 

considerations (Stages 5 and 6) than do the less advanced 

groups, and the use of lower stages decreases with age and 

education. 
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Table 3 

Student Group Averages on stage Scores 

Student Group n 2 3 4 5&6 
(P) 

Junior high 40 10.7 19.0 32.6 30.3 

Senior high 40 8.7 20.2 27.7 33.8 

College juniors 
and seniors 40 5.0 13.4 22.9 50.4 

Seminarians 25 4.2 13.9 16.0 55.5 

Philosophy and 
political science 
doctoral students 

15 2.0 8.2 17.4 65.2 

Note- From Development in Judging Moral Issues (p. 109) by 
J. Rest, 1979, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 
Copyright 1979 by James Rest. Used by permission of the 
author. 

A one-way analysis of variance on the P score between the 

five groups produces an F value of 34.5, highly significant 

at the .01 level. Another way of representing the group 

differences is by the percentage of students in each group 

who used principled thinking predominantly (p̂  score > 50). 

Only 2.5% of the ninth graders (1 student), 7.5% of the 

twelfth graders (3 students), 45% of the college students 

(18 students), 60% of the seminarians (15 of 25), and 93% of 

the doctoral students (14 of 15) used principled thinking 

predominantly. 
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The largest study of group differences by age/education 

involved a meta-analysis of data from 50 researchers using 

5*714 subjects collectively in 136 different samples from 

diverse backgrounds and regions (Rest, 1979). The results 

are presented in Table 4. 

Table 4 

Age-Education Trends 

Student Group n Average P% Estimated SD 

Junior high 1,332 21 .9 8.5 

Senior high 581 31.8 13.5 

College 2,479 42.3 13.2 

College graduates 183 53.3 10.9 

Development l n Judqj-ng Moral Issues (p. 110) by 
J. Rest, 1979, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press* 
Copyright 1979 by James Rest. Used by permission of the 
author* 

As can be seen from the data in Table 4, the DIT scores 

increased about 10 points with each increase in educational 

level. One-way analysis of variance indicates a strong 

trend (F a 604.9, £ < .0001). Using the omega-square sta-

tistic, grouping by age/education accounts for 38% of the 

variance. 

Rest (1979) explained that most of the student samples 

were collected in intact classrooms. This practice afforded 

a much more homogenous unit than did the broad educational 
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levels used above. Students from classrooms were in the 

same grade, were from the same geographical region, were in 

the same school, took the test under the same conditions, 

and were probably more nearly alike in IQ and SES than were 

heterogenous subjects. Therefore, classroom grouping 

reduces within-group differences and increases between—group 

differences, due to these variables. 

There seems to be little doubt that students differ in 

ethical reasoning between broad educational levels. It is 

also evident that age and education are confounding vari-

ables. Adult samples provide an opportunity to distribute 

the effects of age and education. 

A study by Dortzbach (1975) analyzed the relationship 

of age and education to moral reasoning in adult subjects 

aged 25 to 74 years who were randomly selected from voter 

registration lists in Eugene, Oregon# The results showed 

that moral (ethical) reasoning in adults increased with 

education but decreased with age. Thus, ethical reasoning 

in adults is positively associated only with education, but 

not with age. 

Similarly, a study of a religious education curriculum 

(Coder, 1975), sampling 87 adults, aged 25 to 50 years, 

found a slightly negative relationship between ethical 

reasoning and age (r = -.10), and a positive and significant 

relation to education (r = .25, E < .05). This study 

pointed to the fact that ethical reasoning in adults seems 
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to be associated more with formal education than with age. 

Rest (1986) warned that the theoretical interpretation of 

what the years of formal education represent is not clear. 

It is not at all certain whether it is the college environ-

ment that facilitates ethical (moral) development (Sandeen, 

1985y Whiteley, Bertin, Ferrant, and Yokota, 1985), or 

whether it is a certain type of person who seeks extended 

schooling and is, therefore, predisposed to enhanced ethical 

(moral) reasoning. Like-wise, do IQ and SES interact? Do 

an individual's intelligence and affluence enable one to 

develop far-ranging interests and viewpoints. In other 

words, are the differences due to different developmental 

tracks? 

Whiteley et al.'s (1985) Sierra Project found that 

ethical (moral) development is facilitated as one engages 

with others in clarifying and defining one's own values. 

Most college environments provide numerous opportunities for 

students to interact with others of different cultures, 

nationalities, ages, and racial and religious heritages. 

Research into ethical (moral) development as a cogni-

tive developmental process has produced voluminous amounts 

of data and substantiated the basic tenants which follow 

(Rest, 1979). Subjects from the conservative South and from 

conservative religious groups have lower DIT scores than do 

subjects from other regions or who are affiliated with more 

liberal religious groups. Hie rate of ethical development 
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tends to decrease after subjects leave school or after age 

40. Educational interventions, such as discussion groups* 

personality development courses, moral education programs, 

and values courses, have not been capable of significantly 

facilitating ethical (moral) development. A pilot study by 

Gallia (1976) suggested that humanities undergraduates had 

more advanced on DIT scores than did science majors. 

Schomberg* s (1978) study of engineers and liberal arts 

majors and Bransford's (1973) study that compared music/ 

art, social science, natural science, and religion majors 

were ambiguous. It is reasonable to think that development 

of ethical (moral) reasoning might be enhanced by certain 

college majors and professions and not by others, but the 

evidence is not clear. The question is raised as to 

whether nursing education in a baccalaureate setting can 

make a difference in the ethical (moral) reasoning of female 

nursing students. 

Interest in the contributions of a liberal education to 

nursing dwindled around the 1960s, shortly after it began. 

Those advocates of higher education for nursing profes-

sionals assumed that a liberal education would produce the 

greatest intellectual and professional development of the 

individual. Evidence to support this assumption is lacking, 

mainly because of the difficulty of measuring behavioral and 

cognitive outcomes (Bottoms, 1988). Studies that do exist 

focus on differences in technical skills of the graduates, 
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but this is not where the differences lie. Differences are 

presumed to lie in the broader goals underlying a liberal 

education, of which ethical development is one. Bottoms 

(1988) urged further research into the characteristics of 

baccalaureate nursing graduates in the areas of values/ 

commitment, community involvement, and citizenship as 

outcomes of a liberal education. 



CHAPTER 3 

METHOD AND PROCEDURES 

Data for this study were collected from subjects 

attending a southwestern university for women. Permission 

for access to the names and addresses of students was 

obtained from officials at Texas Woman's University (TWU) in 

Denton. The researcher requested a computer printout of the 

names and addresses of freshmen and senior students, along 

with their majors and classifications. 

The General Information Form and the Defining Issues 

Test (D1T), with instructions, were mailed to the subjects, 

together with a cover letter and a stamped, return-addressed 

envelope. The instruments did not contain the students' 

names, but they did contain a code number used for a follow-

up mailing. The individuals' responses were kept confi-

dential. The cover letter identified the investigator and 

the purpose of the study and requested the students' parti-

cipation in the study. The DIT required about 30 to 45 

minutes of the subjects* time. Therefore, the return was 

expected to be very low. Using a power table, the minimum 

sample size needed for a power of .95 was determined to be 

36 subjects in each of the four groups. 

23 
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Population 

The population consisted of all freshmen female and 

senior female students enrolled during the fall and spring 

1988-1989 semesters at Texas Woman's University. The uni-

versity enrollment of 8,898 students included people from 

nearly every state in the union, 60 countries, and a varied 

ethnic and cultural mixture. Texas Woman's University is 

the largest university for women in the nation. It also has 

the largest program for nursing education in the United 

States. 

Selection of the Sample 

A random sample of 400 students was selected from the 

list of names, using a random table. Selections included 

100 nursing female and 100 non-nursing female freshmen and 

100 nursing female and 100 non-nursing female seniors. Two 

weeks after the initial mailing, a second mailing was sent, 

using the same selection procedure. Six weeks later, the 

response rate was still too low. Therefore, it was neces-

sary to visit the campus. Permission was obtained to visit 

the dormitories, where students were approached and invited 

to participate. Each method (i.e., first mailing, second 

mailing, and campus visit) was coded for statistical 

purposes. The four groups (Group 1, Group 2, Group 3, and 

Group 4) represent criterion groups. 
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Research Design 

The research design for this study was based on 

Campbell and Stanley's (1963) design Number 13, Separate 

Sample Pretest-Posttest: 

G1 : R O-J X 

G2: R x 02 

G3: R O3 

G4: R 04 

WHERE: G1 ss freshmen nursing students 
G2 = senior nursing students 
G3 = freshmen non-nursing students 
G4 =s senior non-nursing students 

Thus, the design involved two non—equivalent groups (nursing 

and non-nursing students), using two equivalent groups each 

(two nursing and two non-nursing student groups), for pre-

and posttests. The study was designed to determine dif-

ferences between nursing and non-nursing students and to 

determine the association between ethical reasoning (using 

DIT scores) and selected variables. Variables included 

demographic characteristics, educational factors, and 

social/travel experiences. There was no attempt to deter-

mine causality. The non-equivalent groups were nursing and 

non-nursing students at TWU. The equivalent groups were 

the freshmen- and senior-level nursing students and 

freshmen- and senior-level non-nursing students at TWU. No 
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assumptions were made that the groups were equivalent other 

than in major and university of attendance. 

Instruments 

Instruments used in this study included a General 

Information Form (see Appendix), which was developed after 

an extensive review of the literature, and the Defining 

Issues Test (DIT) developed by Rest (1979). The basic 

framework of the information form allows for the analysis of 

the relationships between the demographic characteristics 

and the DIT scores. The information form collects informa-

tion in the following areas: 

1* Demographic Characteristics; (a) age, gender, 

ethnicity, and religious preference? (b) marital status, 

family structure, and socioeconomic parameters; and 

(c) childhood culture and travel experiences; 

2# Educational Characteristics: (a) classification 

and major; (b) grade point average (GPA); (c) number of 

years at TWU or other schools; and (d) attainment of prior 

degree(s); and 

3- Campus/Social Involvement« (a) living arrange-

ments during college attendance; (b) activity in organiza-

tions (social, political, or other); and (c) experiences 

with other cultures or societies. 

The DIT is based on Kohlberg's cognitive developmental 

stage theory. Each stage entails a distinctive way of 
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defining a given social/moral/ethical dilemma and of 

evaluating the crucial issue of a problem. The test 

presents six short stories (moral dilemmas), each followed 

bY ^2 items. The first task is to indicate the importance 

of each issue in deciding what ought to be done. Each issue 

is rated on a 5-point Likert scale of importance (most, 

much, some, little, or none) in deciding what ought to be 

done. In addition, the subject is asked to consider the set 

of 12 items and rank the four most important items as "most 

important," "second most important," "third most important," 

and "fourth most important." 

Each issue is designed to exemplify a distinctive char-

acteristic of a stage. Items were developed only for Stages 

2/ 3, 4, 5, and 6 because subjects were considered to be 

advanced beyond Stage 1. Among items representing stages 

are nonsense items that use lofty phrases. Also, several 

items of a stage are presented so that if one example of a 

stage s orientatxon is not suitable to a subject, there are 

still other examples of that orientation from which to 

choose (Rest, 1979). Rest (1979) took care to write the 

items with comparable vocabulary and sentence syntax. The 

items are written in the form of questions so that subjects 

focus on the form of argument rather than on the action 

(i.e., to steal or not to steal). A limitation of the DIT 

/ is that is cannot be used with subjects who have less than a 
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12-year-old reading level (9th grade is the lowest grade 

tested in the literature) (Rest, 1979). 

Validity 

Rest (1979) stated that no single study can establish 

the validity of a measure of moral reasoning, but a con-

vincing case can be developed from a variety of interrelated 

studies. Rest (1979, 1986) cited numerous studies that he 

believes establish validity of the DITs 

1. Evidence that ethical (moral) reasoning (as mea-

sured by the DIT) is developmental in nature comes from 

cross-sectional studies which compare subjects at different 

age/educational levels, showing that the older, presumably 

more advanced, groups show higher scores than do the 

younger, less advanced groups. The highest scores have been 

obtained by moral philosophers/political scientists 

(Blackner, 1975; Rest, 1974). Longitudinal studies that 

followed the same subjects over 10 years and retested them 

also showed increasingly higher scores (Kohlberg, 1975). 

2. Evidence that ethical reasoning, as measured by the 

DIT, represents an order of increasing cognitive complexity 

comes front correlational and experimental studies. Correla-

tional studies relate the DIT to other measures of cognitive 

development, such as Piagetian formal operations, Perry's 

level of intellectual development, Loevinger's ego develop-

ment, and many of the standardized achievement and aptitude 
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tests. Experimental studies show that inducements to "fake 

upward" do not elevate scores, whereas inducements to "fake 

downward" do significantly depress scores (McGeorge cited in 

Rest, 1979j Rest, 1986). 

3. There is also evidence that ethical (moral) 

reasoning, as measured by the DIT, is not reducible to 

either general cognitive development (verbal facility, 

intelligence, or general logical ability) or to liberal/ 

conservative attitudes. One line of evidence comes from 

correlational studies that show that general intelligence, 

moral judgment, and political attitudes cluster as overlap-

ping, but distinct, clusters (Coder, 1975). Another line of 

studies used multiple regression techniques to show that DIT 

scores add significant predictability to level of education 

and certain attitudes, such as those toward authority, 

death, school discipline, and capital punishment (Rest, 

1974; Yussen, 1976). 

4. A number of studies linked DIT scores to cetain 

behaviors such as cooperation, cheating, and delinquency, to 

name a few (Rest, 1979, 1986). 

Reliability 

The DIT index or score has a test—retest Pearson corre-

lation r of .81 (Rest, 1979). The DIT also yields compa-

rable information with each testing, minimizes variance due 

to differences in verbal expressiveness, and is scored 
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objectively, thus minimizing scorer bias and time. The test 

lends itself to reuse because separate answer sheets are 

used. 

Summary 

In summary, over 500 studies encompassing a wide group 

of subjects have been conducted using the DIT. The subjects 

have ranged in age from elementary school children to high-

school and college students to the elderly (Rest, 1979, 

1986). Socioeconomic sampling has received the least amount 

of research. Rest has reported cross-cultural studies using 

the DIT (1979, 1986), presented an extensive review of 

validity and reliability studies for the DIT (1979, 1986), 

and reported national averages for levels of education 

(1988). 

Variables 

The criterion variable in this study is the DIT P score 

for each subject; the predictor variables are the indi-

vidual's (a) choice of college major and (b) classification. 

In addition, several other variables were studied in order 

to determine if any associations existed betweem them and 

the subjects1 P_ scores, and if so, what were the nature and 

strength of those relationships. The additional variables 

were selected on the basis of previous research reported in 

the literature and include items concerning age, ethnicity, 

religious preference, marital status, number of children, 
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GPA, church attendance (both now and in childhood), current 

living arrangements, membership in social organizations, 

educational background, population size of childhood home-

town, stability of childhood residence, extent of travel or 

residence outside the U.S., source of financial support, 

annual income level, and parental education levels. 

Control Procedures 

Although no cause-and-effect relationships were sought 

in this study, research controls were employed to increase 

the power of the research design. Campbell and Stanley's 

(1963) design Number 13 used in this study is actually a 

combination of designs Number 6 and 12. Therefore, an eval-

uation of threats to external and internal validity focused 

separately on these two designs. Design Number 6 is a 

posttest-only control group design in that all sources of 

internal invalidity are controlled: 

G2: R X 0 2 

G4: R 04 

WHERE: G2 = nursing seniors 
G4 m non-nursing seniors 

Design Number 12 is a separate sample pretest-posttest 

design that has several potential threats to internal 

validity: 
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R 0-| X 

R X O2 

and 

R 03 

04 

History was controlled for by selecting criterion 

groups of students attending the same university at the same 

time. No assumption of causality was made, and findings are 

limited to the population studied. Maturation was not a 

threat. Precisely, it was psychological maturation that was 

being studied. Testing was controlled for by not employing 

a true pretest; no treatment was done in between pretest and 

posttest. Instrumentation was controlled for by using a 

standardized printed tool, as recommended by Campbell and 

Stanley (1963). 

Statistical regression was controlled for by not 

administering a pretest and because the study examined mean 

scores of criterion groups rather than individual scores. 

Differential selection was not applicable because criterion 

groups were compared and no experimental treatment was with-

held or administered. Subjects were randomly selected and 

urged to participate. Their cooperation was needed to com-

plete the instruments. Mortality due to differential drop-

out characteristics was a weakness, but it was controlled 

for by using a large sample (Borg & Gall, 1983). A power 
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table by Bratcher (cited in Kirk, 1982) indicates that only 

36 subjects were needed for a power of .95 for an ANOVA 

employing four cells. Selection-maturation interaction was 

controlled for by including factors of both independent 

variables (such as those included in the demographic charac-

teristics), as Borg and Gall (1983) suggested. The poten-

tial threat of the John Henry effect and of experimental 

treatment diffusion was not applicable because criterion 

groups were only compared and because no treatment was 

administered. 

Campbell and Stanley's (1963) designs Numbers 6 and 12 

do not have any potential threats to external validity. 

Interaction between testing and treatment and between selec-

tion and treatment were not applicable. 

Population validity, as described by Bracht and Glass 

(cited in Borg & Gall, 1983), was limited because the target 

population was defined as all baccalaureate female students. 

The experimentally accessible population was all Texas 

Woman's University female students. Therefore, the general-

izability of the findings to a broader population is 

restricted until it is shown that both populations are 

identical in characteristics. None of the ecological 

threats to validity apply to this study. 
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Analysis of the Data 

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

(SPSS-X) and the University of North Texas computer service 

were used in the analysis of data. The DITs were hand 

scored in order to obtain stage and P_ scores for each 

subject. The P score is the sum of weighted ranks given to 

Stage 5 and 6 items. It is interpreted as "the relative 

importance a subject gives to principled moral [ethical] 

considerations in making a decision about a moral dilemma" 

(Rest, 1979, p. 101). Internal, checks were performed 

according to procedures described by Rest (1988). The 

responses on the General Information Form (demographic vari-

ables) were coded. All responses, stage scores, and P 

scores were entered into the data file for analysis. 

An analysis of variance was conducted initially between 

criterion group mean P, scores to determine if significant 

differences were present. Various multiple comparison tests 

were performed for significant F_values and least-squared 

deviation (LSD) multiple range t-tests. 

Multiple regression analysis was performed to determine 

the nature and strength of relationships between selected 

variables and P scores on the DIT. Cross-tabulations of the 

variables with the four student groups presented percentages 

and frequencies of responses. Nonparametric chi-square 

statistics provided em understandable overview of the data 
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and permitted summarization of the large amounts of data 

into manageable form. 

Following the chi-squares on the sample characteris-

tics, several variables were identified that were related to 

the P_ scores. Additional statistical tests were performed 

for age, GPA, ethnicity, and religious preference. Each is 

described in detail in Chapter IV. 



CHAPTER 4 

PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

This study explored moral (ethical) reasoning among 

baccalaureate female nursing students and baccalaureate 

female non—nursing students* For the purposes of the study, 

four different groups of student subjects were needed. 

Throughout this study, Group 1 (G1) refers to freshmen 

nursing students, Group 2 (G2) refers to freshmen non-

nursing students, Group 3 (G3) refers to senior nursing 

students, and Group 4 (G4) refers to senior non—nursing 

students. Texas Woman's University provided a list of 4,042 

undergraduate students enrolled during the fall semester of 

1988. A total of 152 instruments were returned. Using 

Rest's (1988) procedures for checking subject reliability, 

21 (13.9%) of the instruments were discarded. Rest (1988) 

stated that 5% to 15% loss due to reliability checks is 

typical. 

Description of the Sample 

The sample consisted of 131 female nursing students 

enrolled at Texas Woman's University during the fall and 

spring semesters of academic year 1988-1989: Group 1, 

freshmen nursing students, n > 30 j Group 2, freshmen non-

nursing students, n = 32; Group 3, senior nursing students, 

36 
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n_ = 35j and Group 4, senior non—nursing students t n = 34. 

An n of 30 to 35 for each group (cell) represents a power of 

.90 (Kirk, 1982) for four-cell ANOVA statistics. 

Demographics 

Table 5 presents the demographic data for the sample. 

Table 5 

Demographics of the Sample (N = 131) 

Variable 

Other 

n % 

Age (in years) 
18-19 46 3 5 > 1 
2 0 - 2 4 33 25.2 
?5"34 26 19.8 
35 + 26 19.8 

Ethnicity 
White 9 5 7 2 m 5 

Black 23 17.6 
Hispanic 6 4 # 6 

Middle Eastern 1 #g 
American Indian 3 5*3 
Oriental 2 1*5 

1 .8 
Religious Preference 

Baptist 27 20.6 
Catholic 27 20.6 
Traditional Christian 27 20^6 
Other Christian 26 19*8 
Not Specified 24 18^3 

Marital Status 
Single 7 9 6 0 > 8 

Married 3 9 3 0 > 0 

Divorced 12 9 #2 

(table continues) 
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Table 5—(continued) 

Variable n 

Number of Children 
None 87 66.4 
One 14 10.7 
Two 15 11.5 
Three 10 7.6 
Four 3 2.3 
Five 1 .8 
Ten 1 .8 

Grade Point Average 
< 2.50 21 16.0 
2.50-2.99 34 26.0 
3.00-3.49 41 31 .3 
3.50-4.00 35 26.7 

Transferred Credit 
Yes 67 51 .1 
No 64 48.9 

Living Arrangements at University 
On-Campus Dorm 51 38.9 
At Home with Parents 13 9.9 
At Home with Spouse 34 26.0 
Single Parent 11 8.4 
Off-Campus Alone 9 6.9 
Off-Campus with Roommate 13 9.9 

Participation in Organizations 
None 60 45.8 
1-2 50 38.2 
3 + 21 16.0 

Attended Church in Childhood 
Never 1 .8 
Infrequently 35 26.9 
Frequently 94 72.3 

Currently Attend Church 
Never 23 17.7 
Infrequently 52 40.0 
Frequently 55 42.3 

(table continues) 
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Variable n % 

Reared and Educated in the U.S. 
Yes 125 
No 5 

Population of Childhood Town/City 
< 10,000 27 
10,000-29,000 26 
30,000-60,000 18 
> 60,000 55 

Primary Source of Financial Support 
Self 43 
Parents 53 
Spouse 28 
Other 6 

96.2 
3.8 

21 .4 
20.6 
14.3 
43.7 

33.1 
40.8 
21 .5 
4.6 

Annual Income of Financial Source 
< $10 ,000 
$10,000-$20,000 
$20,000-$40,000 
$40,000-$60,000 
> $60,000 

Mother's Education 
< 8 years 
Some High School 
High School Graduate 
Technical School 
Some College 
College Graduate 
Advanced Degree 

Father's Education 
< 8 years 
Some High School 
High School Graduate 
Technical School 
Some College 
College Graduate 
Advanced Degree 

25 
21 
37 
24 
16 

6 
14 
34 
7 
33 
24 
10 

9 
13 
12 
12 
33 
25 
25 

20.3 
17.1 
30.1 
19.5 
13.0 

4.7 
10.9 
26.6 
5.5 
25.8 
18.8 
7.8 

7.0 
10.1 
9.3 
9.3 
25.6 
19.4 
19.4 

(table continues) 
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Table 5—(continued) 

Variable n 

College Major 
Nursing 65 49.6 
Business 13 9.9 
Education 11 8.4 
Psychology/Sociology 9 6.9 
Humanities 8 6.1 
Allied Health 7 5.3 
Fine Arts 5 3.8 
Household Arts and Sciences 5 3.8 
General 4 3.1 
Science 4 3.1 

The respondents ranged in age from 18 to 50 years. The 

mean age was 25.3 years, the median age was 22 years, and 

the mode was 19 years of age. Sixty-one (46.5%) of the 

subjects were 21 years of age or younger. 

Caucasian students comprised the majority (72.5%) of 

the sample. Baptists, Catholics, and Traditional Christians 

(Methodists, Episcopalians, Presbyterians, Lutherans, and 

members of the Church of Christ) each comprised 20.6% of the 

sample. Other Christians comprised 19.8% of the sample, and 

18.3% of the subjects either responded to the question 

regarding religious preference with "none" or no answer. 

The majority (60.8%) of the subjects were single, 

whereas 30% were married and 9.2% were divorced. The 

majority of freshmen were single. Most seniors were 

married. 
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The majority (31.3%) of the respondents reported an 

academic grade point average (GPA) of 3,00 to 3.49 (3.00 = 

"C"). Seniors, as a group, had higher GPAs than did fresh-

men. 

Frequent church attendance as a child was reported by 

72.3% of the sample. Only one subject reported having 

"never" attended church while growing up. Today, 42.3% of 

the sample attend church frequently, 40% attend infre-

quently, and 17.7% never attend church. 

Nursing students comprised the largest group of college 

majors (49.6%) in the sample. In the non-nursing group, 

nine major fields were represented. 

Defining Issues Test P Scores 

The P scores on the DIT for the sample ranged from 11.7 

to 83.3. The mean was 37.1 with a standard deviation of 

14.66, and the mode was 30.0 Eight students scored in the 

60s: 1 freshmen nursing student, 1 freshmen non-nursing 

student, 2 senior nursing students, and 4 senior non-nursing 

students* The student scoring 83.3 was a senior psychology 

major. Of the 30 students scoring 50 or higher, 10 were 

nursing seniors and 15 were non-nursing seniors. In 

summary, the senior non-nursing students in this sample 

consistently scored higher on the DIT than did students in 

the other three groups. Further statistical testing of 

these groups is reported later in this chapter. 
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Presentation of the Findings 

Initially, to test the four hypotheses presented in 

Chapter I, a one-way analysis of variance was performed 

between the student group mean P_ scores. A presentation of 

the student group means for each stage of ethical (moral) 

reasoning and student group mean P scores on the DIT is 

given in Table 6. The ANOVA yielded an Rvalue of 5.168, 

which is significant at the .01 level. Table 7 is a summary 

of the ANOVA group mean P scores. 

Table 6 

Means and Standard Deviations for Ethical 

Reasoning Stages and P Scores 

Group 
(N - 131) 

Ethical Reasoning Stages 
5A 5B 

DIT 
P Scores 

Freshmen 
Nursing 
Students 
<n - 30) 
Mean 
SD 

Freshmen 
Non-Nursing 
Students 
(n = 32) 
Mean 
SD 

Senior 
Nursing 
Students 
(n = 35) 
Mean 
SD 

9.0 
( 6.2) 

5.8 
( 3.9) 

5.0 
( 4.4) 

14.8 
( 8.4) 

16.1 
( 8.7) 

11.9 
( 7.6) 

37.0 
(11.4) 

35.1 
(13.0) 

36.1 
(12.0) 

19.9 
( 9.2) 

21.6 
( 9.6) 

24.7 
(10.3) 

6.3 
( 6.2) 

6.0 
( 5.7) 

5.2 
( 5.2) 

5.7 
( 4.2) 

31.3 
(14.3) 

33.3 
(12.8) 

7.8 6.2. 39.5 
( 5.2) ( 4.8) (13.5) 

(table continues) 
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Group 
(N - 131) 

Ethical Reasoning Stages 
5A 5B 

DIT 
P Scores 

Senior 
Non-Nursing 
Students 
(n = 34) 
Mean 6.1 
SD ( 4.9) 

11.2 
( 8.7) 

30.3 
(13.1) 

27.7 
(11.2) 

8.6 
( 5.3) 

7.1 
( 5.4) 

43.5 
(15.3) 

Note. F^Ratio is significant at £ < .05. 

Table 7 

ANOVA Summary for Group Mean P Scores 

Source df 
Sum of 
Squares 

Mean 
Squares 

F 
Ratio 

5.1688* Between Groups 3 3,041*35 1,013*780 

Within Groups 127 24,908*93 196.133 

Total 131 27,950*27 

Note: < .01 * 

Research Question 1 

Research Question 1 asks, "Do nursing majors differ 

from non-nursing majors in ethical reasoning?" The 

following hypotheses were tested at £ < .05: 

Hypothesis 1: There is not a significant difference in 

ethical reasoning between female freshmen nursing students 

and female freshmen non-nursing students* 
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Hypothesis 2: There is a significant difference in 

ethical reasoning between female senior nursing students 

and female senior non-nursing students. 

A t_-test (see Table 8) was performed between the two 

pairs of groups* 

Table 8 

T-Test Summary of Between-Group Pairs 

for Mean P Scores 

Group 
(N = 131) n Mean 

t t 
SD Value Probability 

Group 1: 
Freshmen 
Nursing 
Students 

Group 2: 
Freshmen 
Non-Nursing 

Students 

Group 3: 
Senior 
Nursing 
Students 

Group 4s 
Senior 
Non-Nursing 
Students 

Group 1: 
Freshmen 
Nursing 
Students 

Group 3: 
Senior 
Nursing 
Students 

30 

32 

35 

34 

30 

35 

31.33 

33.28 

39.45 

43.48 

31 .33 

39.45 

14.315 

12.820 

13.480 

15.270 

14.315 

13.480 

0.56 

1.16 

2.35 

0.575* 

0.250* 

0.022** 

(table continues) 
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Table 8—(continued) 

Group 
(N = 131) n Mean 

t t 
SD Value Probability 

Group 2: 
Freshmen 
Non-Nursing 32 33.28 12.82 

Students 
2.93 0.005*** 

Group 4s 
Senior 
Non-Nursing 34 43.48 15.27 

Students 

Note: *Not significant. **£ < .05. *#*£ < .01. 

The t-test value for comparison of Group 1 and Group 2 is 

.56, which is not significant. Therefore, Hypothesis 1 is 

supported. The t-test value (see Table 8) for comparison of 

Group 3 and Group 4 is 1.16, which also is not significant. 

Therefore, Hypothesis 2 is not supported. 

Research Question 2 

Research Question 2 asks, "Do freshmen female students 

differ from senior female students in ethical reasoning?" 

The following hypotheses were tested at the .05 level of 

significances 

Hypothesis 3: There is a significant difference in 

ethical reasoning between freshmen female nursing students 

and senior female nursing students. 

Hypothesis 4s There is a significant difference in 

ethical reasoning between freshmen female non-nursing stu-

dents and senior female non-nursing students. 
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A t-test performed to compare Group 1 and Group 3 pro-

duced a value of 2.35 = .02). The t-value obtained in 

comparing Group 2 and Group 4 is 2.93 (g, = .005). Results 

of the four t-tests are presented in Table 8. In conclu-

sion, the data support both Hypotheses 3 and 4. 

Research Question 3 

A third research question asks, "Is there an associa-

tion between ethical reasoning of female freshmen and senior 

students and selected variables?" 

A multiple regression analysis was done for all vari-

ables in the General Information Form. A correlation matrix 

of six of these variables—DIT P score; age, marital status, 

number of children, GPA, and number of literature courses 

taken—is presented in Table 9. 

Table 9 

Correlation Matrix Based on Five Demographic 

Variables and P Scores 

Number of 
Variable Marital Number of Literature P̂  

Age Status Children GPA Courses Score 

Age 1.00 .723* .755* .231* .349* .377* 

M a r " | f»a1 

Status 1 , 0 0 0 ' 5 7 9* • 2 5 7* »236* • 3 9 3* 

Children 1.000 .182** .336* .237* 

(table continues) 
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Table 9—(continued) 

Number of 
Variable Marital Number of Literature P_ 

Age Status Children GPA Courses Score 

GPA 1.000 .115** .315* 

Number of 
Literature 1.000 .307* 
Courses 

P Score 1.000 

Note: *£. < .01. **Not significant. 

Aside from the fact that age, marital status, and number of 

children correlate significantly with each other, other 

associations are apparent. For instance, the correlation 

coefficients are significant for marital status and P score 

(r_ = .393), for age and P_ score (r_ = .377), for GPA and P_ 

score (r_= .315), and for number of literature courses and P 

score (r_= .307). The correlation coefficients indicate 

that a relationship does exist between these variables and P 

scores of the sample and that the relationship is a positive 

one* Further analysis of these four variables is reported 

later in this chapter and contributes to a better under-

standing of the data. 

The regression analysis used a step-wise procedure with 

the P scores of the DIT as the dependent variable. In this 

procedure, using a probability of F to enter of .05, the 

variable accounting for the most variance in the criterion 
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variable (P_ score) was selected first. Then, one at a time, 

the variables which accounted for most of the remaining 

(residual) unexplained variance were added. The multiple R 

value of 0.49680 yields an R2 of .246, suggesting that about 

25% of the variance in scores can be accounted for by 

variation in the set of predictor variables taken as a 

whole. The set of variables included marital status, GPA, 

and the number of literature courses taken, in order of 

loading. For three predictor variables (k_-1 or 3-1) and a 

sample of 131 subjects (n-1 or 131-1), the researcher could 

expect a value of R^ = 0.015 (k^l/iv-1) on the basis of 

chance alone. Therefore, an adjusted R2 value of .229, or 

23%, is valid and meaningful. A closer inspection of the 

data is warranted. 

Upon a closer inspection of the matrix shown in 

Table 9, it is apparent that marital status and age have a 

correlation coefficient of .723, meaning that these two 

variables correlate significantly. Also, the £ value 

between marital status and number of children is .579? 

between age and number of children, this value is .755. 

Kachigan (1986) discussed a vexing problem in the 

application of multiple regression, known as multicolin-

earity, or, simply, as colinearity. This situation arises 

when two or more predictor variables are very highly corre-

lated with each other (as are the above examples). Under 

such circumstances, the computer attempting to analyze the 
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data is likely to go awry. The researcher believes that the 

colinearity between marital status and age was a problem in 

this study. Therefore, age was examined separately. 

The ages of the students ranged from 18 to 50 years, 

the mode being 19 years. Figure 2 depicts the age distribu-

tion of the sample. Age was grouped into four categories: 

18 or 19 years old, 20 through 24 years old, 25 through 34 

years old, and 35 years old or older. This grouping 

produced age groups with near equal ns. The mean P. scores 

and standard deviations for each age category are presented 

in Table 10. 

Table 10 

Mean P Scores of Age Categories 

Age Group 
(In Years) n Mean SD 

Age Group 1: 
18 or 19 46 30.18 11 .84 

Age Group 2: 
20 to 24 33 36.67 14.18 

Age Group 3: 
25 to 34 26 41 .12 14.42 

Age Group 4: 
35 or more 26 46.02 14.58 

Note: Ij-Ratio is significant at ]3 < »05, 
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A scattergram of mean P scores per each age presents a 

significant slope at £ = .001 (see Figure 3). The dotted 

line drawn through the scattergram is drawn through the 

means of each of the four age categories to depict the 

linearity. Age is possibly a confounding variable in this 

study. To explore this possibility, an analysis of covari-

ance (age as covariate) was conducted between mean P score 

and student group. An F-value of 21.852 was obtained that 

is highly significant at £ » .001. The summary table for 

the ANCOVA is shown in Table 11. 

Table 11 

ANOOVA Summary of P Score by Group with Aae 

Sum of Mean F 
Source df Squares Squares Ratio 

Covariates 
(Age) 1 3,973.22 3,973.22 21.85* 

Main Effects 
(Group) 3 1,067.39 355.80 1.96** 

Explained 4 5,040.61 1,260.15 6.93* 

Residual 126 22,909.67 181.82 

Total 130 27,950.27 215.00 

Note: *p < .01. **Not significant. 
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The results of the ANCOVA indicate that the student groups 

are significantly different in ethical reasoning, even when 

adjustment is made for age differences in the groups. 

Therefore# age does not confound the results between the 

four student groups. 

To more clearly investigate age, an ANOVA of mean P 

scores for each age category was performed. A significant F 

of 8.55 (e. < .001) was obtained. The summary is presented 

in Table 12. A least-squares deviation (LSD) multiple-range 

t_-test determined that Age Category 1 (18 or 19 years) 

differs significantly from Age Categories 2, 3, and 4 (ages 

above 20 years) and that Age Category 2 (20 to 24 years) 

differs from Age Category 4 (35 years and above). 

Table 12 

ANOVA Summary of P Score by Age Group 

Sum of Mean F 
Source df. Squares Squares Ratio 

Between Groups 3 4,697.85 1,565.95 8.553* 

Within Groups 127 23,252.42 183.09 

Total 131 27,950.27 1,749.04 

Note: < .01 . 

Grade Point Average 

In the multiple regression matrix, Table 9, GPA has a 

coefficient of r = .315, and, step-wise, GPA is added as 
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contributing second-most to the variance in P scores. The 

GPA was coded into four categories (GPA Category 1 « GPA 

below 2.5 [C and below]? GPA Category 2 = GPA of 2.6 to 2.99 

[C+]; GPA Category 3 = GPA of 3.0 to 3.49 [B- to B]j and GPA 

Category 4 = GPA of 3.5 to 4.0 [B+ to A]). The means and 

standard deviations for GPA are presented in Table 13, and 

an ANOVA between mean scores and GPA groups is presented 

in Table 14. 

Table 13 

Means and Standard Deviations of P Score bv GPA 

GPA Group n Mean SD 

GPA Group 1: 
< 2.5 

GPA Group 2; 
2.5-2.99 

21 

34 

28.49 

35.46 

11.42 

14.21 

GPA Group 3: 
3.0-3.49 41 37.95 15.48 

GPA Group 4s 
3.5-4.0 35 42.97 13.50 
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ANOVA Summary of Mean P Score by GPA 
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Source df 
Sum of 
Squares 

Mean 
Squares 

F 
Ratio 

Between Groups 3 2,886.94 962.31 4.876* 

Within Groups 127 25,063.36 197.35 

Total 130 27,950.26 1,159.64 

Notes 2. < .01. 

The Rvalue of 4.88 is significant at £ < .05. An LSD 

multiple-range t-test to identify significant pairs indi-

cates that GPA Group 1 (GPA < 2.5) differs from GPA Group 4 

(GPA » 3.5-4.0). Students with higher GPAs are signifi-

cantly different from students with lower GPAs in ethical 

reasoning. In the sample, the students with the lower GPAs 

had lower P scores than did students with higher GPAs. The 

researcher also notes that a large percentage of freshmen, 

as opposed to seniors, had low GPAs. The seniors had higher 

P̂  scores, higher GPAs, and were older than the freshmen. 

However, when the individual student groups are examined, 

something else is apparent. 

While the senior nursing students were older than the 

senior non-nursing students, the senior non-nursing students 

had higher GPAs and higher P_ scores. GPA may be more 

associated with ethical reasoning than age. To explore the 
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interrelatedness of age and GPA, further studies were 

conducted. 

Interrelatedness of Age and GPA 

In an attempt to understand the relationship of age and 

GPA to ethical reasoning in the sample, further statistical 

manipulations were necessary. Data which illustrate the 

results of correlational analysis of six subpopulations and 

the total population are presented in Table 15. The six 

subpopulations consisted of (a) the four student groups, 

(b) all freshmen (nursing and non-nursing) together, and 

(c) all seniors (nursing and non-nursing) together. 

Table 15 

Pearson Correlation Coefficients for P Score by 

Age and GPA bv Group 

Group n 

Variable 
Mean Mean P Score P Score 
Age P Score with Age with GPA 

Freshmen 
Nursing 30 22.13 31.33 
Students 

Freshmen 
Non-Nursing 32 20.88 33.28 
Students 

Senior 
Nursing 35 28.91 39.45 
Students 

.53* 

.28 

,23 

.44* 

.14 

.23 

(table continues) 
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Table 15—(continued) 

Variable 

Group n 
Mean 
Age 

Mean 
P Score 

P Score 
with Age 

P Score 
with GPA 

Senior 
Non-Nursing 
Students 

All 

Freshmen 

All 
Seniors 

34 

62 

69 

28.71 

21 .48 

28.81 

43.48 

32.34 

41 .44 

.12 

.41 * 

.17 

.22 

.30* 

.23 

Note: 2. < *01 • 

From a review of the data presented the table it is 

apparent that of the four students groups (Groups 1 through 

4), the significant correlation between P score, age, and 

GPA holds only for the freshmen nursing group. The correla-

tion is not significant for the other three groups. The 

correlation among the freshmen nursing students is so strong 

that when all freshmen are considered together, the correla-

tion is significant. 

In summary, when each student group is examined inde-

pendently for associations between ethical reasoning, age, 

and GPA, a relationship is found only with one group, fresh-

men nursing students. Ethical reasoning significantly 

increases with age and GPA among freshmen nursing students. 
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Ethnicity 

The ethnic/racial make-up of the sample is predomi-

nantly White (n = 95, 72.5%)r followed by Black (n = 23, 

17.6%), Hispanic (n = 6, 4.6%), Middle Eastern (n = 1), 

American Indian (n = 3, 2.3%), Oriental (n^= 2), and Other 

(n = 1). The cross-tabulations seen in Tables 16 and 17 

were examined. 

Table 16 

Distribution of Ethnicity bv Student Groups 

Ethnic/ 
Racial 
Group 

Freshmen 
Nursing 
n % 

Student Group 
Freshmen 

Non-Nursing 
n « 

Senior 
Nursing 
n % 

Senior 
Non-Nursing 
n 

Total 
n 

White 16 16.8 20 21.1 29 30.5 30 31.6 95 72.5 

Black 10 43.5 5 21.7 4 17.4 4 17.4 23 17.6 

Hispanic 2 33.3 3 50.0 1 16.7 — 6 4.6 

Middle 
Eastern 

— 1 100.0 — — 1 .8 

American 
Indian 

1 33.3 1 33.3 1 33.3 — 3 2.3 

Oriental 1 50.0 1 50.0 — — i i — ___ 2 1.5 
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Table 17 

Percentage of Student Groups by Ethnicity 

Percentage of Ethnic Group 
Student Middle American 
Group Black Hispanic Eastern Indian Oriental Non-White White 

Freshmen 
Nursing 

33.3 6.7 3.3 3.3 46.7 53.3 

Freshmen 
Non- 15.6 9.4 3.1 3.1 3.1 37.5 62.5 
Nursing 

Senior 
Nursing 

11.4 2.9 2.9 17.1 82.9 

Senior 
Non- 11.8 11.8 88.2 
Nursing 

The largest percentage of Blacks is the freshmen nursing 

student group. Fewer Non-Whites were seniors. The freshmen 

level is more closely represented by White and Non-White 

subjects, but the senior level composition changes dramat-

ically. At the senior level, 82.9% of the nursing majors 

and 88*2% of the non-nursing majors are White, compared to 

53.3% and 62.5%, respectively, for freshmen. 

In order to do an ANOVA between P scores and ethnicity, 

the responses were recoded into two categories, (viz., White 

and Other). An ANOVA of these two categories yielded a sig-

nificant Ej-ratio of 11.153 (e. = .001). For this sample, 

the White students used principled ethical reasoning 
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significantly more often than did the Non-white students. A 

summary of the ANOVA results is presented in Table 18 and 

the group differences are displayed in Table 19. 

Table 18 

Means and Standard Deviations of 

P Scores by Ethnic Group 

Ethnic Group n Mean SD 

Non-White 36 30.44 12.60 

White 95 39.67 14.65 

Table 19 

ANOVA Summary of Ethnic Group Mean P Scores 

Source df 
Sum of 
Squares 

Mean 
Squares 

F 
Ratio 

Between Groups 1 2,224.22 2,224.22 11.153* 

Within Groups 129 25,726.06 199.43 

Total 130 27,950.27 2,423.65 

Note; g_ < *01 • 

Religious Preference 

The subjects in the sample were asked to indicate their 

religious preference in order to allow participants to 

single out specific denominations. More Baptists and 

Catholics differentiated themselves from Protestant or 
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Christian. Twenty-seven subjects listed Baptist, and 27 

subjects listed Catholic as their preferences. A group 

labeled Traditional Christians (N = 27), was formed from the 

Episcopalians (n= 6), Presbyterians (n = 3), Methodists 

(n = 11), Lutherans (n = 4), and Mormons (n = 3). Another 

group, called Other Christians, numbered 26 students and was 

formed by grouping the unspecified Christians. A final 

group, called Not Specified, consisted of those responses 

that were left blank or answered as "non-denominational," 

"agnostic," "atheist," or "none." 

There are striking differences in ethical reasoning 

found between the Baptists and the Traditional Christians. 

The mean P scores by religious preference sure presented in 

Table 20. 

Table 20 

Means and Standard Deviations of P Scores 

bv Religious Preference 

Religious Group n Mean SD 

Not Specified 24 38, ,40 15, .43 

Baptist 27 30, ,96 12, .47 

Catholic 27 35. • 55 13, .54 

Traditional 
Christians 27 40, .68 14, .25 

Other 
Christians 26 40, .32 16, .30 
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T-tests were performed between various pairs of 

religious groups and mean P_ scores. The results cire 

presented in Table 21. 

Table 21 

T-Test Summary of Mean P Scores and Various Pairs 

of Religious Groups 

Religious Group n Mean SD T-Value 

Group 2s Baptists 27 

Group 4s Traditional -7 
Christians 

30.96 

40.68 

12.47 

14.25 

2.67# 

Group 2s Baptists 

Group 5t Other 
Christians 

27 

26 

30.96 

40.32 

12.47 

16.30 

2.35** 

Group 2s Baptists 

Group 1s Not 
Specified 

27 

24 

30.96 

38.40 

12.47 

15.43 

1.90*** 

Group 2s Baptists 27 

Group 3s Catholics 27 

30.96 

35.45 

12.47 

13.54 
1.29*** 

Notes *e_ < .01. **2. < .05. ***Not significant. 

The t̂ -test between the mean P_ score of the Baptist and 

Traditional Christian Groups is 2.67 (2. » .01). The t-test 

between the Baptist and the Other Christian groups is also 

significant (t * 2.34; £ = .02). Other comparisons are not 
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significantly different. In summary, the students who 

referred to themselves as Baptists differed in ethical rea-

soning from the Traditional Christians. The Baptists had 

lower P scores than did the others? this means that the 

Baptists tended to use principled thinking in decision-

making less than did the Traditional Christians. 

Other Statistical Treatments 

A discriminant analysis was run following the multiple 

regression of the variables involved. An investigation of 

the results in Table 22 suggests that a respondent's scores 

on several variables can be used to identify (i.e., dis-

criminate) to which student group she belonged 39% of the 

time. This is a fairly high accuracy of prediction. 

Table 22 

Canonical Discriminant Analysis 

Predicted Group Membership 
Student Group n 1 2 3 4 

n % n % n % n 

Group Is 
Freshmen Nursing 30 12 40.0 6 20.0 6 20.0 6 20.0 
Students 

Group 2j 
Freshmen 
Non-Nursing 
Students 

32 4 12.5 13 40.6 4 12.5 11 34.4 

Group 3i 
Senior Nursing 35- 4 11.4 7 20.0 12 34.3 12 34.3 
Students 

(table continues) 
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Table 22—(continued) 

Student Group n 
Predicted Group Membership 

Student Group n 1 2 3 4 Student Group n 
n_ % n_ % n_ % n_ % 

Group 4: 
Senior Non-Nursing 34 6 17.6 6 17.6 8 23.5 14 41.2 
Students 

Methods of Data Collection 

Because three separate methods of data collection were 

used (first mailing, second mailing, and campus contacts), 

an analysis of variance was performed to determine if these 

methods produced differences among the mean P. scores. An 

insignificant F-value of 2.788 was calculated. Therefore, 

the assumption that there is no difference in means as a 

function of the method of data collection is supported. 



CHAPTER V 

SUMMARY, DISCUSSION, CONCLUSIONS 

AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

Summary 

This investigation was concerned with the ethical 

(moral) reasoning among baccalaureate female nursing stu-

dents. Moral principles regulate basic relationships among 

people in terms of allocating rights and responsibilities 

(Rest, 1979), As such, moral thinking or ethical reasoning 

is involved with the basic terms of cooperative living of 

individuals in society. It is through this developmental 

process or framework that one analyzes a social dilemma and 

judges the appropriate course of action to be taken (Rest, 

1979). 

A review of the literature in education emphasized a 

need for the study of ethical reasoning among college stu-

dents today. The purposes of this study were (1) to deter-

mine whether baccalaureate female nursing students differ 

from baccalaureate female non-nursing students in ethical 

reasoning and (2) to determine whether female freshmen 

differ from female seniors in ethical reasoning. In addi-

tion, the investigator studied several variables to deter-

mine their associations with ethical reasoning. 

65 
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A standardized moral judgment (ethical reasoning) tool, 

the Defining Issues Test (DIT) developed by Rest (1979), was 

used to gather data, as well as was a demographic informa-

tion form developed by the investigator. The DIT P_ score 

represents the relative importance a subject gives to prin-

cipled moral considerations in decision-making pertaining to 

moral dilemmas (Rest, 1979). An actual score amounts to the 

sum of weighted ranks given to Stage 5 and 6 items of the 

test. 

Discussion 

Hypotheses One and Two 

The two freshmen groups (nursing and non-nursing stu-

dents) do not differ significantly in ethical reasoning. 

The incoming freshmen were expected to be young female stu-

dents (a) with similar educational experiences and (b) at 

comparable developmental stages, regardless of their majors. 

However, the two senior groups were expected to differ, due 

to the real-life maturing experiences of the nursing cur-

riculum. This is not the case. 

The two senior groups (nursing and non-nursing) are not 

significantly different, and, in fact, the senior non-

nursing mean P score is higher than the senior nursing mean 

P_ score (although not significantly higher). Also, a larger 

percentage of the students who scored above 50 on the DIT 

are non-nursing students. The results indicate that an 
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individual1s ethical reasoning may not be associated 

significantly with one's major field of study. Instead, 

ethical reasoning (which is a developmental process) is 

probably influenced more by a myriad of factors operating in 

a complex fashion. 

Hypotheses Three and Four 

Do freshmen students differ in ethical reasoning from 

senior students? Consistent findings in the literature 

indicate that development is related to years of formal 

education. Years in school must represent some psycholog-

ical process or experience that facilitates development 

(Rest, 1986). It may be that the college environment and 

activities slowly imbue students with a more general world 

view or perspective. Perhaps, the college experiences pro-

mote reflection and self-discovery. Do these findings tell 

us something about the people who choose to go to college? 

The interpretations are not clear; however, the findings do 

support the general trend that ethical reasoning is signifi-

cantly associated with the number of years of formal educa-

tion. That is, ethical reasoning seems to improve with 

formal education. 

The extremely high frequency of scores in the 60s 

(n = 80) and one score of 83 were totally unexpected. A 

P_ score of 40 is considered average for adults in general; 

42.3 is average for college students. A score of 50 is 
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average for law and medical students, low for moral philoso-

phers, and, certainly high for college students (Rest, 

1988). Three nursing majors were among the eight students 

who scored in the 60s. Majors of the other subjects in this 

group include 1 student each in social work, English, dance, 

advertising design, and psychology. The student who scored 

83 was a senior psychology student. This student may have 

been familiar with the work of Rest and others, thereby 

giving her an added advantage on the test. 

This was a study of women attending a women's 

university. The mean P scores are similar to the national 

average for college students, which is 42.3. The nursing 

seniors' mean P score is 39.45, and the non-nursing seniors' 

mean P. score is 43.48. These scores are not significantly 

different. This lack of difference means that the ethical 

reasoning of these female students is not significantly 

different from that of male students (on which the national 

averages are based). These results support most findings in 

the literature that there is no difference in ethical rea-

soning as a function of gender. Claims by Gilligan (cited 

in Rest, 1979) that the DIT has a "justice" orientation 

which discriminates against women in favor men are not sup-

ported by the findings of this study. Indeed, women scored 

very high in this sample, and scores are consistent with the 

national average. 
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Correlation Analysis of Variables 

Numerous demographic variables were introduced into the 

analyses as a result of the literature review. A step-wise 

procedure loaded three variables in order of "b" weights— 

marital status, academic grade point average (GPA), and 

number of literature courses taken. It was expected that 

age would load first, but it is not included in the set. 

The researcher believes strongly that a problem of colline-

arity exists between age and marital status. This conclu-

sion is developed from seeing significantly high Pearson 

correlation coefficients for age, marital status, and number 

of children, and because age is well accepted as a factor 

associated with ethical reasoning in the literature. More 

in-depth analysis of the data was conducted to further 

explore the association with age. 

The loading of the number of literature courses into 

third place on the multiple regression is unclear. After 

reanalyzing the data, the researcher observed that other 

courses have a significant Pearson correlation coefficient. 

These are ethics/philosophy, sociology/psychology, and 

history courses and the total number of courses taken col-

lectively. The number of courses taken by a student was 

expected to increase with years of education because these 

courses are required for nursing majors. Also, freshmen 

students do not take literature courses, although literature 

and history courses are required for graduation. It is 
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believed that the number of courses taken shows significance 

only as a function of the number of years of education. The 

number of years of education is well documented in the 

literature as being positively associated with ethical rea-

soning. No further analysis was performed on the number of 

literature courses taken. 

Several other variables have significant Pearson cor-

relation coefficients that are not loaded in the set. They 

are ethnicity, number of children, transfer of credit from 

another college or university, current living arrangements, 

and number of times the student moved as a child. The 

researcher thinks that the variables of marital status, 

number of children, and current living arrangements are 

probably significant as a function of age. These variables 

all have significant correlations with age, also. There-

fore, no further analysis was conducted on these variables. 

Transfer of credit from another institution is thought to be 

a function of the number of years of education or age and 

not of ethical reasoning. No further analysis was done. 

As a result of the aforementioned findings, four vari-

ables were identified for further analysis and discussion. 

These are age, GPA, ethnicity, and religious preference. 

Variables that are not significantly associated with ethical 

reasoning include religion and foreign language courses, 

membership in social organizations, church attendance 

(either as a child or an adult), being reared in the United 
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States, population size of hometown, travel abroad or resi-

dence outside the United States, financial support and 

income, and parental educational levels. 

Critical to a developmental theory is evidence that 

people change over time (i.e., with age). From Piaget's 

preliminary work in 1932, to Kohlberg's conceptual work 

beginning in 1958, to Rest's findings in the late 1970s and 

the 1980s, studies of age trends have supported the conten-

tion that ethical reasoning improves with age. In this 

study, the 18- and 19-year-old students used principled 

thinking significantly less than did the students aged 20 

years and older. The students in the 20 to 24 year age 

range, also, are significantly different in ethical rea-

soning from students 35 years old and older. In addition, 

the Pearson correlation coefficient for age is significant, 

meaning that age is a predictor of ethical reasoning as 

measured by the P. score on the DIT. The older students had 

higher P scores on the DIT. According to Rest (1986), the 

change over age in ethical reasoning is more pronounced 

during the adolescent years them in the adult years. The 

rate of change in ethical reasoning in adults is much less 

and more subtle. The findings of this study are consistent 

with findings in the literature and support the develop-

mental nature of moral/ethical development theory. 
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Grade Point Average 

Grade point average, as well as age, shows significant 

positive association with ethical reasoning. Formal educa-

tion and IQ (represented by GPA) have the most consistent 

relationships with the DIT P score (Rest, 1986). In this 

sample, students with lower GPAs have significantly lower P 

scores and tend to be freshmen. The senior students, with 

higher GPAs, also have significantly higher P scores. Each 

student group or cell was examined separately for associa-

tions between age, GPA, and DIT P scores. A significant 

relationship is found only in one cell—freshmen nursing 

students. The researcher suggests that this is possible due 

to several factors: 

1. The freshmen nursing sample (Group 1) has a broader 

distribution of ages than the other three groups. For 

instance, there are no 18- and 19-year-old seniors. More 

nursing freshmen are older. 

2. Also, the freshmen nursing students (Group 1) have 

a broader range of GPAs than do the other three groups. For 

example, few seniors have GPAs below 3.0. What is not clear 

is why an association between age, GPA, and P score is not 

found among the non-nursing freshmen. For reasons that are 

not evident, the freshmen nursing group differs in variables 

related to ethical reasoning from all other groups in this 

study. The researcher suggests that future studies of the 

relationships between age, GPA, and ethical reasoning use a 
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larger sample and include all four academic classifications 

(freshmen, sophomores, juniors, and seniors). Also, a long-

itudinal study may reveal whether the mortality of the poor 

achievers with low GPAs distorts the results. A longi-

tudinal study may also indicate if a student's ethical 

reasoning (measured by the P score) increases concurrently 

with GPA, age, and years of education. 

Ethnicity 

There were initially six ethnic/racial groups iden-

tified in this sample: White (n a 95), Black (n = 23), 

Hispanic (n » 6), Oriental (n = 2), American Indian (n = 3), 

and Middle Eastern (n = 1). One form was left blank. 

Because of the small numbers in many of the ethnic/race 

groups, the ethnicity of the sample was regrouped into White 

(n = 95) and Non-White (n = 36) for statistical purposes. 

The distribution of ethnicity is strongly skewed—a predomi-

nantly White sample. The largest percentage of blacks is 

found in the freshmen nursing group. Other differences in 

ethnic/racial composition are also found in the sample. 

Freshmen nursing and non—nursing groups are evenly repre-

sented by whites and non-whites, but the senior nursing and 

non-nursing groups are decidedly white. 

Initial findings in this study indicate that the white 

students use principled decision-making strategies signifi-

cantly more than do the non-white students. These results 
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may be misleading because the ethnic/racial distribution 

across the groups is significantly different. Also, it 

should be clearly reinforced here that to differ in ethical 

decision-making does not imply inferiority of the group 

making the lower score. Rest (1986) told us that it is not 

the white American male who scores highest on the DIT, but 

quite the contrary. "The possibility of cross-cultural [or 

ethnic] comparisons on some measurable characteristic is an 

empirical and methodological issue of social science, not a 

moral issue" (Rest, 1986, p. 91). Certainly, a much larger 

sample of non-whites should be studied. 

Religious Preference 

A straightforward approach for assessing the relation-

ship between religious preference and ethical reasoning is 

to focus on religious affiliation. Religious preference is 

a psychological variable that involves numerous ideologies 

(Rest, 1986). Usually, only meager results are found when 

religious affiliation alone is assessed for ethical rea-

soning. Rest (1986) suggested that results vary because it 

is not the religious affiliation per se that is influential 

in molding ethical decision-making; rather it is one's com-

mitment and involvement with an ideology. 

In this study, the students who identified themselves 

as Baptists have significantly lower P scores than do the 

Traditional Christians and the Other Christians. This means 
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that the Baptist students use principled thinking in their 

decision-making significantly less than the other two groups 

of Christians (not including Catholics). The Baptists do 

not differ significantly as a group from the Catholics or 

the non-specified group. The researcher believes that the 

conservative, traditional attitudes of Texas Baptists con-

tribute to the lower P scores among these Baptist students. 

Rest (1986) reported other studies in which samples 

from the southern United States showed lower DIT scores by 

age and education than expected. These southern areas are 

usually noted for their conservative and traditional views. 

Ernsberger (1977) found differences in P scores of conserva-

tive religious groups to be in contrast with more liberal 

theology groups. A study by Wahrman (1981) found no signif-

icant differences between religious affiliation and P_ scores 

in a sample of college students. However, these same stu-

dents produced a significant association between dogmatism 

(defined as the nature of their belief as authoritative) and 

DIT P scores. Other studies of ethical reasoning (DIT 

scores) among college students by Clouse (1985) and Hay 

(1983) showed a significant association between high P 

scores and liberal religious beliefs. Therefore, cognitive 

decision-making may be more a function of conservative/ 

liberal attitude and not of religious affiliation. 
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Synopsis 

In summary, the researcher began by identifying likely 

variables that are significantly associated with ethical 

reasoning. Several seem very plausible (viz., age, years of 

formal education, and conservative/liberal ideology), and, 

in fact, all of these do contribute to an individual's 

decision-making orientation. But, there is much more. This 

researcher agrees with Rest that many combinations of life 

experiences may foster moral (ethical) development. What 

are important cire experiences that stimulate reflection and 

general social involvement in a cumulative pattern. 

Conclusions 

Based on the findings for this study, the following 

conclusions are warranted: 

1. An individual*s ethical reasoning is not neces-

sarily associated with one's major field of study. Instead, 

ethical reasoning seems to be influenced more by a myriad of 

factors acting in concert to stimulate reflection and 

general social involvement. 

2. Ethical reasoning tends to increase with years of 

formal education. There is a gradual increase in the use of 

principled thinking with age, which supports the develop-

mental nature of the theory on ethical reasoning. There is 

some support that GPA is associated positively with ethical 
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reasoning. The interaction of age, number of years of 

formal education, and GPA is not clear. 

3. Female college students are no different than their 

male counterparts in the use of principled thinking. 

4. Conservative/liberal attitudes of religious affili-

ations may influence ethical reasoning. 

Recommendations 

As a result of this study, the researcher recommends 

for further research (a) a replication of this study using 

a much larger random sample from the same population, (b) a 

replication of this study using students from other bacca-

laureate nursing programs so that broader generalizations 

about nursing students may be made, (c) a similar study 

using a longitudinal design to study ethical development for 

GPA, age, and educational trends, (d) a similar study using 

a large black population, and (e) a study contrasting 

conservative/liberal concepts and beliefs with ethical rea-

soning among nursing students. 



APPENDIX 

78 



79 

Dear Student: 

You are invited to participate in a research study to help 
us understand how people think about social problems. 
Different people have different opinions about social 
problems. There are no "right" or "wrong" answers. As a 
result of this study, we hope to learn more about the 
influence of education on how people think about social 
problems. Results will be pooled with other studies at the 
Center for the Study of Ethical Development at the 
University of Minnesota. 

I am currently a doctoral student at the University of NOrth 
Texas and a graduate of Texas Woman's University. This 
study has been approved by both the University of North 
Texas' Institutional Review Board for the Protection of 
Human Subjects in Research and Texas Woman's University. 
Your participation is important to the success of the study. 

To participate, simply fill out the enclosed general 
information form and the Opinions About Social Problems 
questionnaire and return them in the enclosed stamped, 
addressed envelope. It should take about 20-30 minutes. 
Your name will not be used and is only for mailing purposes. 
Information provided will be kept strictly confidential and 
used only for identifying group averages. The study is not 
connected in any way with the university's academic, 
housing, or financial aid services. 

Please return the general information form and questionnarie 
as soon as possible. I hope you will take the opportunity 
to participate. 

Thank you, 

Jackie Swanson 
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GENERAL INFORMATION FORM 

DIRECTIONS: Please answer the following questions by checking the 
appropriate blank or writing In an answer. A code number is being 
used to Insure anonymity and confidentiality o£ your reply. 

1. Code Number: 2. Major: 

3. Age: 4. Sex: female male 

5. Religious preference: 

6. Ethnicity: 1. Caucasian 5. American Indian 
2. Black B. Oriental 
3. Hispanic 7. African 
4. Middle East 8. Other 

7. Classification: 1. Freshman 4. Senior 
_ _ 2. Sophomore 5. Other 

3. Junior 

8. Marital Status: _ 1. Single 3. Divorced 
2. Married 4. Widowed 

9. If you have children, enter the number of children in each 
age group: 

1. 0 - IS months 4. Junior High age 
2. Preschool age 5. High school 
3. Elementary age #. Over 18 

10. Number of years of college before enrolling at this 
university: 

1. None 4. 3 or 4 
2. Less than 1 5. Bachelor's degree 
3. 1 or 2 8. Master's degree 

11. Grade point average of college work: 

1. less than 1.00 4. 2.50 to 2.99 
2. 1.00 to 1.99 5. 3.00 to 3.49 
3. 2.00 to 2.49 6. 3.50 to 4.00 

12. How many college courses in each of the following subjects 
have you taken? 

1. Ethics/Philosophy 4. Literature 
2. Sociology/Psychology 5. History 
3. Religion 6. Foreign language 

13. Living arrangements while attending this university: 

i. On-campus dorm 
2. Living at home with parents or relatives 
3. Living with spouse or spouse and children 
4. Living with children without spouse 
5. Living off campus alone 
b. Living oil campus with roommate 
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14. How many social or academic organizations are you 

active in currently? 

1. None 3. 3 or 4 
2, i or 2 4. 5 or more 

15. As a child I attended church or religious services 

1. Never 
2. Infrequently 

___ 3. Frequently 

16. Currently I attend church or religious services: 

1. Never 
2. Infrequently 
3. frequently 

17. Were you reared and educated in the United States? 

1. Yes 
2. No It no, where 

18. What was the population of the town or city where you 
spent aost of your childhood? 

1. Less than 10,000 3. 30,000 to 80,000 
2. 10,000 to 29,000 4. Over 60,000 

la. AS a child my faaily aoved: 

1. Never 3. 3 or 4 tiaes 
2. 1 or 2 tlaes 4. 5 or aore tlaes 

20. How aany times have you traveled outside of the United 
States (not including day trips Into Mexico)? 

1. Never _ _ 3. 3 to 5 

2. 1 or 2 4. 6 or aore 

21. Have you lived in a country other than the United States? 

1. Yes Country? How long? 
2. No 

22. Priaary source of financial support while attending 
this university? 

1. Self 3. Spouse 
2. Parents 4. Other 

23. What Is the estlaated annual incoae of the individual 
checked above? 

1. Less than S3,000 4. 820,000 to 840,000 
2. $5,000 to 810, 000 5. $40,000 to $60,000 
3. 810,000 to 520,000 6. Over 860,000 



82 

24. Mot tier's education: 

1 < 
2. 
3 . 
4 

Less than 8 years 5. 
Some High school 
Hi gh School graduate 7. 
Technical school 

Some college 
College graduate 
Advanced degree 

25. Fat her's educat i on 

1. Less than 8 years 
2. Some Hi arh school 
3. High School graduate 
4. Technical school 

5. Some college 
B. Colleee graduate 
7. Advanced degree 
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C E N T E R for the s tudy of 
E T H I C A L D E V E L O P M E N T 

University of Minnesota 

James Rest, Research Director / 141 Burton Hall / 178 Pillsbury Drive / Minneapolis, MN 55455 / (612) 624 7479 or 624 0876 

Muriel Bebeau, Education Director / 15136 Moos Tower / 515 Delaware Street SE / Minneapolis, MN 55455 / (612) 625 4633 

02-10-1989 
Ms Jackie Swanson 
610 W Oak 
Denton, TX 76201 

Dear Ms Swanson: 

I grant you permission to use the Defining Issues Test in your 
study. If you are making copies of the test items, please include the 
copyright information on each copy (e.g., Copyright, James Rest, 1979, 
All rights reserved. 

Best wishes for your study. Please send me a copy of your results. 

Sincerely, 

James Rest 
Professor 
Educational Psychology 
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