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Abstract

Character education programming is gaining popularity in America’s schools
as away to raise an intelligent and caring generation of students. However,
many schools fail to allocate time, money, and resources to such initiatives.
The present study examined the impact of an ethical sensitivity intervention
in a religiously affiliated independent school. A self-report Likert scale and
analytic rubric were used to measure development of different sub-skills of
ethical sensitivity in fourth and fifth grade students (N = 25) before and after
the intervention over a two-month period. Results suggest that the degree of
ethical sensitivity increased over the course of the intervention. More specif-
ically, significant growth was noted in students’ abilities to read and express
emotion and control social bias, but little growth was detected in perspec-
tive-taking skills. In addition, written communication skills developed more
over the course of the intervention than oral communication. Implications
of these findings are discussed.
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This study investigated the
degree an intervention increased the
ethical sensitivity among 4th and 5th
grade students at a private school
(RAIS) in Baltimore, Maryland. The
research question aimed to assess the
extent to which participation in the
intervention led to increased ethical

sensitivity. Ethical sensibility was
measured by the Ethical Sensitivity
Scale (Tirri & Nokelainen, 2012) and
Communicating Well Rubric. It was
hypothesized that the degree of eth-
ical sensitivity would increase after
participating in the ethical sensitivity
intervention (ESI). The intervention
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consisted of research-based best
practices corresponding to four sub-
skills of ethical sensitivity: Reading
and Expressing Emotion, Taking the
Perspective of Others, Controlling
Social Bias, and Communicating Well
(Narvaez & Endicott, 2009). Re-
search suggests films, photographs,
role-taking and cooperative learning
opportunities can be successfully
utilized in an effort to effect such
change (Lintner, 2005; Tsay & Brady,
2012; Woelders, 2007).

Research Question

The research question asked:
To what extent did participation in
the ESI lead to increased student
ethical sensitivity as measured by the
Ethical Sensitivity Scale (ESS; Tirri &
Nokelainen, 2012; see Figure 1) and
Communicating Well Rubric (CWR;
see Figure 2)? It was hypothesized
that after participation in the ESI the
degree of ethical sensitivity, as mea-
sured by the ESS and CWR, would
increase. Participation in the ESI
was measured using a variation of an
Evaluation Class Participation tool
(ECP; see Figure 3).

Theoretical Framework

Piaget’s (1932) work on
moral judgement influenced Kohl-
berg’s (1971) work on the stages of
moral development. Piaget (1932)
researched children’s understanding
of rules, moral responsibility, and

justice. Piaget found that children’s
ideas regarding these three aspects of
morality tended to evolve as they got
older. When describing ethical dilem-
mas to others, Kohlberg (1971) used
Piaget’s (1932) story-telling technique
(Weinreich, 1975). Kohlberg did this
in an effort to gauge current standing
and progression within the Stages of
Moral Development. When asking
others to analyze the ethical dilem-
mas, Kohlberg was not as interested
in whether actions were judged as
right or wrong as the reasons for
the decisions.

Kohlberg’s (1971) work on
moral reasoning influenced Rest’s
(1983) work that included the Defin-
ing Issues Test and the Four Compo-
nent Model of moral development.
According to Rest’s Four Compo-
nent Model, ethical sensitivity is the
first of four components of ethical
behavior. It lays the foundation
for subsequent development in the
other three: Ethical judgment, ethical
motivation, and ethical action (Rest,
Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 1999).

Rest (1983) maintained that
these four components must be
developed in order for a person to
behave in a morally mature man-
ner. Rest used these components to
develop the Four Component Model,
an empirically-derived process model
describing the psychological process-
es of ethical behavior (Narvaez,



Bock, Endicott, & Lies, 2004). With
proper implementation, this model
encourages people to identify con-
cerns surrounding ethical behavior,
draw thoughtful conclusions, take
action, and maintain good moral
standing, The Four Component
Model explicitly recognizes ethical
sensitivity as a foundation for charac-
ter education.

Influenced by Rest (1983),
Narvaez and Endicott (2009) saw
the need to operationalize the ethical
sensitivity construct in a manner that
was relevant, appropriate, and appli-
cable to everyone. Upon conducting
an extensive literature review, Nar-
vaez and Endicott identified seven
sub-skills of ethical sensitivity in-
tended to serve as a sampling of pos-
sibilities: (a) Reading and expressing
emotion; (b) taking the perspective
of others; (c) connecting to others;
(d) responding to diversity; (e) con-
trolling social bias; (f) interpreting
situations; and (g) communicating
well (Narvaez & Endicott, 2009).
These seven sub-skills were identified
and analyzed with the understanding
that ethical sensitivity can be im-
proved with training and experience
(Trevifo, Weaver & Reynolds, 2000).

A final crucial component
is the sharing of social experiences,
which promotes development of
empathy, connection, and communi-
cation conducive to ethical thinking
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(Noddings, 2013). The constructivist
premise posits that learning is an
active process, whereby individuals
construct understanding by integrat-
ing new information into what they
already know, and this supports the
idea that ethical sensitivity can be
taught. Social experiences may occur
in safe educational environments
where students are encouraged to
communicate their moral views to
others in a way that fosters sensitivity
to potential social dilemmas (Michel-
son, Sugai, Wood, & Kazdin, 2013).

The research that trickled
down from Piaget (1932) to Kohl-
berg (1971) to Rest (1983) to Nar-
vaez and Endicott (2009) provided
the framework for the development
of the provisional general measure
of ethical sensitivity used in the pres-
ent study.

Synthesis of Relevant Research
Literature

Today’s societies often
grapple with how to integrate and
better understand the fundamental
character of the rational versus the
ethical nature of men and women
(Lickona & Davidson, 2005). As one
of many opinions, Elahee and Minor
(2015) discuss trust, a component
of culture, as an important factor
in determining the ethical behavior
of people. However, in an age of
increasing corruption, fraud, materi-
alism, and social isolation, the ethics



98  The William & Mary Educational Review

that previously held society together
have become fragmented and fragile.
According to Rothstein and Uslaner
(2005) it is within this context of
ethical decline that a return to inten-
tional character education of youth
and adolescents becomes critical.

Character education, a move-
ment that is mandated or encouraged
in most US states, supports students’
social, emotional, and ethical devel-
opment in an effort to make school
and the greater community a place
where all feel comfortable and safe
(Damon, 2013; Narvaez & Lapsley,
2014). It aims to teach children how
to make wise decisions and act on
them, which educational experts
deemed integral to success both in
and out of school (Lockwood, 2015).
The majority of schools in America
are facing the need for character edu-
cation as they respond to an increase
in negative childhood behavior such
as bullying and school violence (Da-
mon, 2013). Schools are implement-
ing character education in an effort
to teach universal values that create
more academically successful stu-
dents and, in time, more socially pro-
ductive citizens (Lockwood, 2015).
As part of the program, teachers
cultivate citizenship and civic engage-
ment in students, among other traits
(Narvaez, 2000).

Several researchers in the
field agree with Rothstein and

Uslaner (2005) that there is a critical
need for character education, which
includes but is not limited to ethical
sensitivity development (Durkheim,
2012; Freeman, 2014; Noddings,
2013; Thompson & Pumpa; 2011;
see Figure 4). This sentiment is not
universal as teachers feel that the
primary responsibility for building
character rests within the home
(Mathison, 1999).

Despite disagreement be-
tween researchers and practitioners
as to where the responsibility lies,
most agree on the defining charac-
teristics of ethical sensitivity. Ethical
sensitivity, a component of character
education, includes the sympathet-
ic interpretation of a situation in
determining what actions to take and
what outcomes are likely to follow
(Callahan, 1980; Chan & Leung,
20006; Clarkeburn, 2002; Narvaez &
Endicott, 2009; Rest, 1983). Another
important aspect of ethical sensitivi-
ty is the awareness of all people who
may be affected by a given circum-
stance, and an understanding of how
they might be affected (Callahan,
1980; Chan & Leung, 20006; Clarke-
burn, 2002; Narvaez & Endicott,
2009; Rest, 1983).

Empathy is the crucial to
awareness of others and it is a com-
ponent of one’s emotional makeup
that can be defined as the ability
to identify and appreciate others’



emotions (Baron-Cohen, 2012).
Baron-Cohen found that when youth
and adolescents lack empathy, social
incompetence and cruelty towards
others emerges. Additionally, Christle
et al. (2010) found the inability to
connect with others and appropriate-
ly communicate are strongly related
to academic failure, suspension, and
school dropout at elementary, mid-
dle, and high-school levels. Finally, a
strong correlation is noted between
emotional intelligence and ethical
sensitivity (Narvaez & Lapsley, 2009;
Nucci, Krettenauer, & Narvaez,
2008).

Method

Due to time and funding
constraints within the researcher’s
professional context, she focused on
developing four of the seven sub-
skills of ethical sensitivity among
fourth and fifth grade students at
RAIS. The four sub-skills included
reading and expressing emotion,
taking the perspective of others, con-
trolling social bias, and communicat-
ing well. According to the literature,
these sub-skills are considered the
most relevant to ethical sensitivity
development. Further she had the
most confidence in being able to ef-
fectively develop these four sub-skills
with her student sample.

Reading and expressing
emotions is a sub-skill that was
included in the ESI. The students’
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abilities to read and express emotions
may prime them for more effective
perspective taking. Furthermore,
studies that viewed films as a means
for developing this sub-skill had
practical and favorable implications
for applicability to the ESI (Blasco et
al., 2011; Woelders, 2007). Viewing
films is a reward that RAIS students
sometimes earn for positive behav-
ior. Consequently, it was likely that
the students would respond to such
an educational opportunity in an
enthusiastic manner. This is a key
factor since student engagement in
the ESI would more likely lead to
development of ethical sensitivity.

Taking the perspective of
others is the second sub-skill in-
cluded in the ESI. Perspective-tak-
ing opportunities are important in
cognitive-development approaches
where teachers facilitate students’
ethical sensitivity development (Nar-
vaez, 2000). Turiel (1983) and Tsay
and Brady (2012) utilized role-taking
and cooperative learning techniques
to develop perspective-taking skills
among students.. Elias (2014) cited
these teaching techniques as success-
ful ways to help students develop
awareness of how others view similar
situations. Likewise, these teaching
techniques were helpful in promoting
an understanding of how those with
different points of view might act.
Following their successful exam-
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ples, the researcher incorporated
role-taking and cooperative learning
techniques in the ESI in the form
of playing a game called Showuld I or
Shouldn’t 1?

The third sub-skill is con-
trolling social bias. Learning to limit
the degree to which differences in
class and social standing influence
decision-making is an important
skill for students to acquire. This
skill encourages students to identify,
appreciate, and actively fight instanc-
es of injustice (Conroy et al., 2009;
Narvaez & Endicott, 2009; Siegman
& Feldstein, 2014). Interventions
that have aimed to develop this sub-
skill have done so through the use
of photographs (Demircioglu, 2008;
Lintner, 2005). Lintner’s study (2005)
used photographs in a visual and
experiential manner to effectively de-
velop compassion and respect among
students. Based on these favorable
results, the researcher predicted
this methodology to be effective at
RAIS because students were likely
to appreciate the visual springboard
for class discussion. Reading an
explanation or listening to a verbal
description would likely not provide
the students with the same rich basis
for understanding (Schmeck, 2013).

The ability to effectively
communicate in a variety of ways
is necessary for the acquisition of
several of the skills discussed in
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this study. Researchers indicated

that communication with others is
an effective way to develop ethical
sensitivity (Lepper, 1996). The basis
of this research is the idea that social
interaction influences cognitive mor-
al development. This sub-skill was
not included in the ESI as a stand-
alone sub-skill, but was embedded
through class discussion and written
responses to prompts within sessions
that addressed other sub-skills . The
students’ oral and written communi-
cation abilities were quantified and
analyzed.

With respect to the number
of sub-skills targeted, the researcher
prioritized depth over breadth of
coverage , thus was able to constrain
the intervention to two months.
Furthermore, certain sub-skills not
addressed in this intervention were
redundant with skills taught in other
programs within the school. For
example, skills identical or similar to
connecting to others and interpret-
ing situations sub-skills were already
fostered at RAIS. As it pertained to
the connecting to others sub-skill,
students already engaged in program-
ming that focused on developing
concern for others and maintaining
good personal relationships (Tirri
& Nokelainen, 2012). This took
the form of a mentorship pro-
gram where students of various age
groups met a couple times a week



to discuss issues and solve problems
that affected them both in and out
of school. While the older students
could likely offer more help to the
younger students, the mentorship
accomplished the goal of inter-
personal connection. In the weeks
and months that followed, the vast
majority of the students reported
feeling more care and concern for
others than before the program.

Additionally, pertaining to
the sub-skill on interpreting different
situations, RAIS implemented an
intervention that focused on teaching
students about alternative ways to
respond to conflicts. Teachers and
administrators at RAIS worked hard
in recent years to develop students’
understanding of consequences of
various behaviors through a media-
tion program. Recently piloted, this
intervention focused on helping
students resolve conflicts in a calm
and fair manner. A team of students
(who received training) worked with
fellow students experiencing academ-
ic or behavioral difficulty. Specific
incidents were presented to the team,
and mediation techniques were em-
ployed.

Reading and Expressing Emotion
In an effort to develop the

ability to read and express emotion,

students engaged in class discussion,

analyzed film clips, and responded

in writing to corresponding prompts
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(Blasco et al., 2011; Woelders, 2007
see Figures 5, 6, and 7); the three
emotions targeted were fear, anger,
and sadness. These negative emo-
tions were chosen because iden-
tifying and deeply understanding
feelings in conflict situations is far
more challenging than reading and
understanding positive emotions.

Before viewing the film clips,
students engaged in whole-class
discussion that was intended to help
them reflect on personal experienc-
es that could elicit various negative
emotions. Questions asked included,
“Think about a time when you were
in a new place or you were unsure
about your surroundings. How did
you feel?”’; “Think about a time
when you didn’t get what you want-
ed. How did you feel?”” and “Think
about a time when you were not
included in a game or activity that
your friends were playing. How did
this make you feel?”

The film clips chosen,
pre-approved by the RAIS admin-
istration, portrayed characters that
demonstrated fear, anger, or sadness.
They included scenes from Beauty
and the Beast, Toy Story, The Lion
King, Rugrats, and The Diary of
a Wimpy Kid. The characters, and
the feelings they expressed, served
as a frame of reference for class
discussion. Discussion, in small
heterogeneous groups consisting of
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three to four students of differing
grade-levels and genders, focused on
what happened and how the char-
acters felt. The researcher facilitated
discussion in these new groups with
follow-up questions surrounding
themes from the film clips, after
which students responded to written
prompts on an individual basis (see
Figures 5, 6, and 7). Three one-hour
long sessions were devoted to the
development of this sub-skill.

Taking the Perspective of Others

In an effort to develop the
ability to understand alternative
views in social situations, the stu-
dents engaged in role-taking and
cooperative learning (Tsay & Brady,
2012; Turiel, 1983). They played a
game called Should I or Shouldn’t
I? The object of the game was for
students to reflect on their own
thoughts and behaviors, and those
of other people in various situations.
The game was designed to provide
students with a fun and motivating
tool to improve their awareness of
others and discuss relevant issues in
a nonjudgmental, public setting. The
students used a scale (see Table 1) to
rate a particular behavior in a specific
context, depending on whether or
not they felt the behavior was appro-
priate and how it makes others feel.
Some examples of behaviors that
students were expected to rate were:
(a) You are at a drive-thru restaurant,

and you keep changing your mind
about what to order; (b) You didn’t
study for the weekly science quiz,
so you try to copy answers from the
person next to you; (c) Your dad

is napping, so you use headphones
while listening to your music so you
don’t wake him up. Students were
divided into small groups of three
or four participants of differing
grade-levels and genders as they col-
laborated to rate the behaviors. After
playing the game, they debriefed in
a whole-class setting by discussing
their experiences rating the behav-
iors. Some students shared personal
anecdotes while others recapped
their rationale for choosing a par-
ticular number on the scale. After
debriefing, the students individually
responded to written prompts (see
Figures 8 and 9). Two one-hour
sessions were devoted to the devel-
opment of this sub-skill.

Controlling Social Bias

In an effort to develop the
ability to control social bias, students
engaged in class discussion, analyzed
photographs, and responded to
written prompts (Lintner, 2005; see
Figures 10, 11, and 12). The photo-
graphs highlighted social differences
that students may encounter on a
daily basis, such as disability, religion,
and socioeconomic status.

One criticism of Lintner’s
(2005) study is that he did not engage



students in substantial prior activity.
Perhaps doing so could have better
prepared his students for reflection,
discussion, and development. Thus,
careful consideration was given to
prior activity in the ESI. Students

in the present study participated in
whole-class discussion that began
with the following questions, “What
are some differences between peo-
ple? What do you think about people
who are different from you?”, “What
are some other religions? What do
you think of people who observe
other religions?”, “Imagine that your
family didn’t have very much money.
How would your life be different?
What might you have to do with-
out?” and “What does it mean to
show bias?”

Upon engaging in discussion
triggered by these questions, the
students analyzed photographs that
visually represented people of vary-
ing religious beliefs, disabilities, and
socioeconomic status. Included in
the photos of people with disabilities
were photos of children with obesity
and otherss who are common targets
for bullying,

After analyzing the photo-
graphs in a whole-class setting, the
researcher used themes derived from
the photographs to facilitate small-
group discussion of three to four
students. Group assignment was
based on a mixture of grade-level
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and gender. Lastly, students individ-
ually responded, in written format
to prompts as shown in Figures 10,
11, and 12. Three one-hour sessions

were devoted to the development of
this sub-skill.

Communicating Well

The effort to develop better
communication skills was carried
out within the implementation of
the previously mentioned three
sub-skills. Students demonstrated
ability to communicate orally while
speaking in small groups and in a
whole-class setting. Observations
were documented surrounding such
communication. Likewise, students
demonstrated ability to communi-
cate through written responses to
prompts at the conclusion of every
session, these written responses were
kept for further analysis.

Instrumentation

All instrumentation is refer-
enced in Table 2. The Brief Social
Desirability Scale (BSDS), Ethical
Sensitivity Scale (ESS), Evaluation of
Class Participation Tool (ECP), and
Communicating Well Rubric (CWR)
served as quantitative data collection
tools. Supporting qualitative data was
gathered in the form of students’
written responses to prompts and
anecdotal observations. Social de-
sirability is a factor that could affect
the validity of attitudinal question-
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naires (Krumpal, 2013). The BSDS
(see Figure 13) is a self-report scale
and has been tested for validity and
reliability as an instrument to assess
social desirability (Haghighat, 2007).
It was administered to students at the
beginning of the ESI. In an effort
to ensure that the questions were
age-appropriate, the word “dirty”
was substituted for the word “inap-
propriate” in the final question.

The students responded
to each of the five questions with
either a “yes” or a “no” to indicate
what they would do in a given social
circumstance. The answers corre-
sponded to a score of zero or one.
Each time a student answered “no”
to any one of the first three ques-
tions on the scale, they earned zero
points because such behavior was
considered to be low on the scale of
social desirability. Each time a stu-
dent answered “yes” to any one of
the first three questions, they earned
one point because such behavior was
aligned with social desirability. The
reverse applied to the last two ques-
tions. The main advantage of the
BSDS as a method of gauging social
desirability was that it was simple,
brief, and efficient because Time was
limited, and elementary-age students
typically have a low tolerance for
lengthy questionnaires.

The ESS, developed by Tirri
and Nokelainen (2012), was chosen

as the most appropriate measure-
ment tool for the ESI because it
measures each of the ethical sensitiv-
ity sub-skills. Within each sub-skill,
Tirri and Nokelainen (2012) care-
fully developed four statements that
describe issues and values potentially
considered to be personally import-
ant to respondents. The respondent
rates how personally important

such concerns and beliefs are and

a corresponding number quantifies
attainment of a given skill. The ESS
was used to measure self-perceived
ethical sensitivity growth in several
recent studies. Kuusisto, Tirri and
Rissanen (2012) confirmed the con-
struct validity of the ESS, as well as
concurrent and convergent validities,
since results were in line with studies
that utilized other ethical sensitivity
instruments.

The ESS was administered
three times throughout the ESI—
once five weeks before the ESI to
establish an ethical sensitivity base-
line, again at the start of the ESI,
and finally at the conclusion of the
ESI to quantify ethical sensitivity
development. The questions asked
of the students corresponded with
three sub-skills of ethical sensitivity.
Four questions per sub-skill were
asked, and students answered using
a Likert-type scale ranging from
one (totally disagree) to five (totally
agree).



Development of communi-
cation skills was embedded within
the other isolated sub-skill activities.
Oral communication and written
communication were primary meth-
ods through which students were
taught how to read and express
emotion, take others’ perspectives
into account, and control social bias.
Instead of using the ESS, devel-
opment within the communicating
well sub-skill was measured using
a self-constructed analytic scoring
rubric referred to as the CWR. The
CWR quantified oral and written
communication using a four-point
scale with three being proficient and
zero being non-existent.

To ensure intra-rater and
inter-rater reliability of the CWR,
clear descriptions of score levels

were used to guide the rating process.

Additionally, the research assistants
frequently revisited the established
criteria. These practices increased the
likelihood that consistency was main-
tained. To ensure validity of this data
collection tool, the components, oral
and written communication, wetre
designed to directly align with the di-
mensions described in the definition
of Communicating Well (Narvaez &
Endicott, 2009).

Class participation in the ESI
was quantified through the use of
a variation of the ECP tool, during
each weekly session (Daggett, 1990).
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This tool was previously developed
to quantify expectations of student
participation as used in a study by
Daggett (1996). A numerical score of
zero through five was given to each
student. Zero indicated that a student
was absent while five indicated that a
student was fully participatory.

Qualitative data was gath-
ered through written responses to
the ethical dilemma prompts (See
Figures 5-12). Additionally, anecdotal
evidence was gathered through doc-
umented observations while students
engaged in meaningful discussion.
Both forms of qualitative data served
to support the quantitative data, and
illustrate students’ cognitive develop-
ment throughout the ESI.

Research Design

The participants consisted
of fourth-grade (n = 12, 48%) and
fifth-grade (n = 13, 52%) students.
Twelve (48%) were females and 13
(52%0) were males. Most came from
families of middle to high socioeco-
nomic status, and all were Caucasian.
The students who participated in
this study were typically developing,
both cognitively and academical-
ly. Each respondent completed a
paper-and-pencil version of a ques-
tionnaire on three separate occasions
(two pre-tests and one post-test).
Participants were asked to self-eval-
uate their attitude toward statements
measuring ethical sensitivity. Stu-
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dents’ participation in the interven-
tion and their ability to communicate
were measured using an analytic
rubric. Ability to communicate was
assessed outside of the ESS because
it was a component of each sub-skill
of the intervention. Students also
self-reported their social desirability.

Correlations between mul-
tiple variables were examined, and
t-tests were conducted in an effort
to accurately assess the degree of
ethical sensitivity before and after the
intervention. Since the data distri-
bution was assumed to be normal,
Pearson’s correlation was used in ot-
der to find and summarize linear re-
lationships between two quantitative
variables. Following the correlation,
paired-sample and independent-sam-
ple t tests were performed in order
to compare the means between relat-
ed and unrelated groups with degree
of ethical sensitivity. All significance
tests were two-tailed and were con-
ducted at a .05 level of significance.

Pearson’s correlation coef-
ficient (Pearson’s r) was used in this
study to determine the degree to
which one variable covaried with
another. This test assumes a linear
relationship between variables even
though it may not be there (Bishara
& Hittner, 2012). Additionally, it
is vulnerable to misinterpretation
because a high degree of correlation
does not necessarily indicate a close
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relationship between the variables.
As is the case with any test of cor-
relation, causation cannot be inferred
from correlation (Kazdin, 2011).

The t test was used in this
study to determine whether or not
there were statistically significant
differences between the students’
Communicating Well scores and ESS
scores before and after the interven-
tion. Additionally, this test was used
to determine whether or not there
was a significant difference between
the scores of males andfemales, or
fourth-grade students and fifth-grade
students. By running multiple t tests
on the same data, she increased the
possibility that any significant results
were due to chance. Additionally,
parametric tests are not valid on very
small data sets and they require that
the populations being studied have
the same variance (Murray, 2013).
Ideally, in future research, an ANO-
VA would control for the Type 1
errors so that it remains at 5%.

Results

Moderately strong positive
correlations were noted between
participation in the intervention and
ability to communicate (r = .610-
.648), as well as social desirability and
self-perceived ethical sensitivity prior
to the intervention (r = .476-.537).
The outcome of the intervention
was measured, in part, through the
use of a preconstructed, reliable,



and validated ethical sensitivity scale
(Tirri & Nokelainen, 2012). The eth-
ical sensitivity scale is a quantitative
tool specifically designed to measure
seven sub-skills that support ethical
sensitivity (Narvaez & Endicott,
2009). It gauged students’ orientation
on ethical issues; however, it can also
be applied to various learning con-
texts. The scale asked four questions
per sub-skill and utilized a five-point
Likert scale for responses.

My first finding showed a sig-
nificant difference between the read-
ing and expressing emotion scores
before (M = 13.6, SD = 2.3) and
after (M = 14.5, SD = 2.1) the inter-
vention; t(24) = -2.35, p = .027. The
second finding showed a significant
difference between the controlling
social bias scores before (M =13.8,
SD = 2.7) and after (M = 15.6, SD =
2.0) the intervention; t(24) = -2.644,
p = .014. The last finding showed a
significant difference between com-
municating well scores before (M =
3.7,8D = 1.8) and after (M = 4.8,
SD = 1.2) the intervention; t(24) =
-3.995, p = .001.

Correlation and regression
analysis were used to quantify the as-
sociations between several variables.
Moderately strong positive correla-
tions were noted between participa-
tion in the intervention and ability
to communicate, social desirability,
and self-perceived ethical sensitivity.
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Scores on the ESS before and after
the intervention were significantly
different. Upon further investigation
it was discovered that two of the
three components of the ESS had
increased between the pre-test and
post-test. Reading and Expressing
Emotion and Controlling Social Bias
scores were higher on the post-test,
while such differences in Taking the
Perspective of Others scores were
not found. Qualitative data supports
these results, suggesting that the in-
tervention had a significant effect on
students’ abilities to read and express
emotions and control social bias.

Student growth in commu-
nication ability was assessed as well.
Communicating Well post-scores
were higher than Communicating
Well pre-scores, and closer examina-
tion showed that the higher scores in
the communication skill component
were associated with improvement in
written communication scores, but
not with oral communication scores.
These results, paired with the sup-
porting qualitative data, suggest that
the intervention may have influenced
students’ written communication
skills or, perhaps, their willingness to
express their thoughts and opinions
in writing.

Lastly, results obtained
were compared across gender and
grade level. Girls were better able
to communicate in writing as com-
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pared to boys prior to the start of
the intervention. Differences were
also noted when data collected for
fourth- and fifth-grade students was
compared. When ESS post-scores
were compared, fifth-grade students’
scores were significantly higher than
fourth-grade students’ scores, though
the difference was attributable to
perspective-taking skills only.

Limitations

The intervention utilized the
Ethical Sensitivity Scale, a self-report
scale, as one of the two methods of
measuring ethical sensitivity develop-
ment. The integrity of responses on
self-report questionnaires depends
on the respondents’ level of honesty.
However, it is possible that even if
a participant is trying to be honest,
he or she may lack the introspective
ability to provide accurate informa-
tion (Ganellen, 2007). Additionally,
the Ethical Sensitivity Scale utilized
rating scales to offer respondents
a variety of ways to respond. This
is potentially a limitation because
respondents may interpret the scale
points differently (Duckworth &
Yeager, 2015; Gannellen, 2007). Re-
sponse bias is an additional flaw of
self-report scales.

Most students, both on
the team and those receiving the
mediation, reported this new prob-
lem-solving strategy as extremely
effective. Further development of
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these two subskills would not have
reflected the best use of time given
the already ongoing development of
such skills, and possible confounding
effects of one program on another.
The Hawthorne effect could have
been a factor in the students’ oral
participation as well as their written
communication throughout the in-
tervention. Ideally, in future research,
participants would be observed using
the naturalistic observation tech-
nique, which would help support

the external validity of this research
(Fernald et al., 2012).

While a larger sample size
would have allowed a between group
comparison and addition of a con-
trol group, the within-participants
study design was chosen, in part, due
to the sample size at the researcher’s
disposal (25 students in the fourth
and fifth grades combined). This de-
sign was structured to allow the same
participants to take part in both the
pretests and posttest. Consequently,
the same students’ scores were com-
pared before and after taking part in
the intervention (Trafimow, Kiekel,
& Clason, 2004).

In addition to the study
design limitation imposed by the
small number of subjects at RAIS; a
control group was not practical due
to the unique religious background
of the participants. Students of com-
parable religious background within



a reasonably proximate geographical
area were not available to serve as
study participants. Furthermore, per
the school’s mission statement, which
declares the importance of ethical
sensitivity development for all stu-
dents, and per the wishes of school
administration, it would have been
unethical to leave some students out
of the treatment group. Such polit-
ical, logistical, and ethical consider-
ations were constraints considered in
designing the ESI evaluation.

The one-group pre-test/
post-test design was chosen to ac-
commodate another constraint that
limited the time frame of the ESI:
only two months were available to
implement the intervention. Other
designs, such as the repeated-treat-
ment design, would require signifi-
cantly more time since treatment is
introduced, removed, and reintro-
duced (Shadish et al., 2002). Alterna-
tive designs were simply not prac-
tical given the time constraints and
professional context of this study.

The inclusion of a double
pretest reduced the probability of
maturation and regression threats
(Setlie & Ogden, 2014). Results from
the two pre-tests could have poten-
tially revealed biases that could exist
in calculating the effect of treatment
as measured from the second pretest
to the posttest (Coryn & Hobson,
2011). For example, students who
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already had a relatively high degree
of ethical sensitivity may not have
improved much as a result of the
intervention. Conversely, students
who initially scored low would have
improved to a far greater degree.
Lastly, Pearson’s correlation
coefficient was used in this study to
determine the degree to which one
variable covaried with another. This
test assumes a linear relationship
between variables even though it
may not be there (Bishara & Hittner,
2012). Additionally, it is vulnera-
ble to misinterpretation because a
high degree of correlation does not
necessarily indicate a close relation-
ship between the variables. As is the
case with any test of correlation,
causation cannot be inferred from
correlation (Kazdin, 2011).

Discussion

In this study, the researcher
investigated the extent to which par-
ticipation in the intervention led to
increased student ethical sensitivity
as measured by the ethical sensitivity
scale and communicating well rubric.
The results showed that, after en-
gaging in this study, students’ levels
of ethical sensitivity significantly
increased in three out of the four
sub-skills that served as the frame-
work for this intervention. Students
did not develop significantly in their
ability to take others’ perspectives,
however they did develop signifi-
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cantly in their abilities to read and
express emotion, control social bias

b

and communicate.

Previous studies have found
an association between school-
based interventions and students’
development of ethical sensitivity.
Blasco et al. (2011) and Woelders
(2007) showed that film clips can
be utilized as a tool to help students
develop their ability to read and
express emotion. More specifically,
they demonstrated that film clips can
be used in the classroom setting as
a springboard for class discussion
and debate. By showing film clips to
students, they all had a shared expe-
rience and were able to relate as they
discuss various concepts. The use of
photographs in the classroom offers
the same benefit. Lintner (2005) used
photographs in his study to help
students recognize social differences
as nonthreatening. The results of
this study not only confirm a narrow
association between best practice and
development in corresponding sub-
skills of ethical sensitivity, but also
show that development in multiple
sub-skills can occur in the classroom
setting in an effort to develop several
facets of ethical sensitivity.

The researcher chose not to
include the responding to diversity
sub-skill in the ESI because it closely
resembles the controlling social bias
sub-skill, which was originally incor-

The William & Mary Educational Review

porated. Both elicited similar ways of
thinking among the students as they
pertained to consideration for others’
opinions and recognition of their
own prejudices (Tirri & Nokelainen,
2012). The time frame allotted for
the intervention was approximate-

ly two months; the intervention
would have required additional time
to effectively develop skills based

on understanding diversity issues

in addition to controlling for social
bias. Given more time for the inter-
vention and the importance of this
skill-set in the current social climate,
the researcher would have consid-
ered incorporating this sub-skill in
the ESI. In order to avoid potential
redundancy and work with the given
time constraint, however, it was mote
feasible to focus on the other sub-
skills.

Implications for Research and
Practice

Ethical sensitivity is a com-
plex construct, influenced by a large
array of factors. Although this study
measured development of some sub-
skills of ethical sensitivity through
the use of an already validated ethical
sensitivity scale, it is not a perfect
assessment of how children think.
Educational researchers need to keep
this in mind as they conduct future
research in order to refine mea-
surement of this construct. A great
deal is known about the benefits of



developing ethical thinking; however,
what that looks like in the classroom
is open to discussion. How do these
findings influence our understanding
of current efforts directed at chat-
acter education? What should we do
differently?

First, practitioners should
intimately know their students and
the respective context so they can
identify which sub-skills of ethical
sensitivity should be prioritized.
Second, teachers should aim to im-
plement activities that reliably predict
development of the given sub-skills.
To this end, action research should
continue to be conducted to test
which methods of ethical sensitivity
development are most effective, es-
pecially given that many of them are
likely to be context specific.

An intriguing question that
remains was why Taking the Perspec-
tive of Others (TPO) was the least
successful of the sub-skills in the
ESI. Michelson, Sugai, Wood, and
Kazdin (2013) argue that perspec-
tive-taking may take years to develop.
To what extent can this skill be really
taught?

Perspective-taking and oral
communication, the two domains
that did not see significant growth in
this study, serve as topics for future
research in an even wider context.
Are students from certain demo-
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graphics, ages, genders, or academic
abilities more or less likely to develop
within these areas? Given the con-
text, what are the best methods for
developing such skills? The school
environment is sometimes over-
looked, but Wang and Eccles (2013)
argue that it is often a determining
factor in the success ot failure of
many interventions that focus on
academic, social, and behavioral im-
provement.

The professional context
of this study, a religiously affiliated
independent school, undoubtedly
influenced the findings. A previously
conducted needs assessment showed
that consistency with religious values
at home was an important reason
why parents wanted RAIS to focus
on developing ethical sensitivity
within their children. Furthermore,
although not measured in this study,
RALIS students engage in religious
studies for a portion of their school
day. Future research can attempt to
pinpoint how such influences af-
fect ethical sensitivity development,
especially when compared with
students from different contexts. Are
some students primed for such moral
development, whereas others may be
fighting an uphill battle? In a similar
vein, would this ESI, or a vatriation
of it, work similarly in a non-reli-
gious school?

The ESS was designed to
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apply to people from different
backgrounds and cultures (Kuusisto,
Tirri, & Rissanen, 2012). However,
the method of intervention may
vary depending on context. Religious
schools with similar missions may

be able to use this study as a model
to implement their own comparable
interventions, while non-religious
schools in different settings with
different student-populations may
be unable to adapt as much from
this study. Implications, applications,
and recommendations from future
research could potentially help tailor
future ethical sensitivity interventions
as well as other pursuits in various
school settings and contexts.

Conclusion

A direct correlation was
noted between students’ ethical sen-
sitivity and academic performance
(Oaten & Cheng, 20006). The more
students develop ethical sensitivity,
the better they perform academically.
Furthermore, the development of
ethical sensitivity lays the founda-
tion for subsequent development in
ethical judgment, ethical motivation,
and eventually ethical action (Rest et
al.,1999). In spite of the results from
this research and the mentioning of
ethics in the school’s mission state-
ment, RAIS did not prioritize ethical
sensitivity development among its
students.

According to Rest’s (1983)
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Four Component Model, ethical
sensitivity is a necessary condition
for development of ethical judg-
ment, ethical motivation, and finally
ethical action.This study provided
evidence that, given appropriate
time and resoutrces, ethical sensitiv-
ity interventions have the potential
to help fourth and fifth grade stu-
dents develop ethical sensitivity in a
religiously-affiliated school setting,
Well-designed ethical sensitivity pro-
grams and interventions might truly
be able to teach kids how to care.
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1. In conflict situations, I am able to identify other persons’ feelings.

2. T am able to express my different feelings to other people.

3. I notice if someone working with me is offended by me.

4. Tam able to express to other people if I am offended or hurt because of
them.

5. T'am able to cooperate with people who do not share my opinions on what
is right and what is wrong,

6. I tolerate different ethical views in my surroundings.

7. 1 think it is good that my closest friends think in different ways.

8. T also get along with people who do not agree with me.

9. I recognize my own bias when I take a stand on ethical issues.

10. T realize that I am tied to certain prejudices when I assess ethical issues.

11. I try to control my own prejudices when making ethical evaluations.

12. When I am resolving ethical problems, I try to take a position evolving

out of my own social status.

Figure 1. The Ethical Sensitivity Scale response items which are scored on a five-point Likert
scale from totally disagree to totally agree. Reprinted from Measuring Multiple Intelligences and
Moral Sensitivities in Education (pp. 59-75), by K. Tirri and P. Nokelainen, 2012, Rotterdam,
Netherlands: Sense. Copyright 2011 by Sense Publishers. Reprinted with permission.
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ten commu-
nication.

demonstrate a

minimal under-
standing of the
lesson content.

demonstrate a
moderate under-
standing of the
lesson content.

Type of 0 Absent 1 Minimal 2 Average 3 Proficient
Communication
Oral The student | The student uses | The student uses | The student uses
Communication | does not oral communica- | oral communica- | oral communica-
engage in tion to demon- | tion to demon- tion to demon-
oral com- strate a minimal | strate a moderate | strate an in-depth
munication. | understanding understanding understanding
of the lesson of the lesson of the lesson
content. content. content.
Written The student | The student uses | The student uses | The student uses
Communication | does not written com- written com- written communi-
display writ- | munication to munication to cation to demon-

strate an in-depth
understanding

of the lesson
content.,

Additional Comments:

ing on non-verbal communication.)

(Consider indicating quality and frequency of communication. Also, consider comment-

Figure 2. Communicating Well Rubric. This data collection tool was used to gauge students’

oral and written communication.

# of points Description of Students’ Participation

5 points The student made several significant contributions to the class discussion.
The student was fully participating and on-task the entire time.

4 points The student made a couple significant contributions to the class discus-
sion. The student was mostly participating and mostly on-task.

3 points The student participated a moderate amount and was on-task half the
time.

2 points The student participated a little, but mostly just smiled and agreed with
others, possibly hoping to share credit for their contributions. The stu-
dent was on-task for a small portion of the time.

1 point The student did not participate and was off-task the entire time.

0 points The student didn’t show up.

Figure 3. The Evaluation of Class Participation tool (ECP). Adapted from “Quantifying
Class Participation,” by L. M. Daggett, 1996, Nurse Educator, 22(2), 13-14. Copyright
1997 by Lippincott-Raven Publishers. Reprinted with permission.
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Character
Education

Character
Education = Social,
Emotional, and
Ethical
Development

Ethical
Development can
occur through the
Four Component

Model which =

Sensitivity,
Judgment,
Motivation, Action

Ethical
Sensitivity

Figure 4. Ethical sensitivity as a component of character education. Ethical sensitivity is

described as a subset of ethical development, which is, in turn, a division of character educa-
tion.
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Why is it important to notice how other people feel? Why is it important to share my
feelings with others?

Figure 5. Reading and Expressing Emotion BCR Prompt 1. Students responded to this
prompt in written format upon engaging in a session on reading and expressing fear.

Why is it important to notice if someone I am talking to is offended? Why is it important to
express to other people if I am offended or hurt?

Figure 6. Reading and Expressing Emotion BCR Prompt 2. Students responded to this
prompt in written format upon engaging in a session on reading and expressing anger.

What are some ways I would be able to tell if someone was feeling lonely? What could I do
or say if 1 was the one feeling lonely? OR What are some ways I would be able to tell
if someone was feeling embarrassed? What could I do or say if I was the one feeling
embarrassed?

Figure 7. Reading and Expressing Emotion BCR Prompt 3. Students responded to this
prompt in written format upon engaging in a session on reading and expressing sadness.

[s it ok if my friends and I have different opinions sometimes? How could this actually be a
good thing?

Figure 8. Taking the Perspective of Others BCR Prompt 1. Students responded to this
prompt in written format upon engaging in a session on taking others’ perspectives.
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Why is it important to think about situations from others’ point of view?

Figure 9. Taking the Perspective of Others BCR Prompt 2. Students responded to this
prompt in written format upon engaging in a session on taking others’ perspectives.

Why is it important to recognize our own biases towards others? If we do feel bias towards
someone or a group of people, how should we be mindful of our words and actions?

Figure 10. Controlling Social Bias BCR Prompt 1. Students responded to this prompt in
written format upon engaging in a session on better understanding disability.

What harm could result from being mean to people who are different? What good could
result from being nice to people who are different?

Figure 11. Controlling Social Bias BCR Prompt 2. Students responded to this prompt in
written format upon engaging in a session on better understanding religion.

What made sense to me today that I hadn’t thought of before? What
am I going to do differently with my new thoughts?

Figure 12. Controlling Social Bias BCR Prompt 3. Students responded to this prompt in
written format upon engaging in a session on better understanding socioeconomic status.
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1) Would you smile at people every time you meet them?

Yes No
2) Do you always practice what you preach to people?
Yes No

3) If you say to people that you will do something, do you always keep your promise no
matter how inconvenient it might be?
Yes No
4) Would you ever lie to people?
Yes No__
5) Would you ever laugh at an inappropriate joke that people may make?
Yes No

Figure 13. The Brief Social Desirability Scale. Adapted from “The Development of the
Brief Social Desirability Scale,” by R. Haghighat, 2007, Europe’s Journal of Psychology,
3(4). Copyright 2007 by Nova Publishers. Reprinted with permission.

Table 1
Should I or Shouldn’t I? Behavior Scale

Rating Description of Rating Description of Behaviors

5 Behaviors that are against the . are not allowed

rules. e  make others feel angry toward you

e will get you in trouble

4 Behaviors that make others feel *  make others feel annoyed with you

annoyed. .
Y *  make others not want to play or work with you

*  make people not want to help you

3 Behaviors that make others have e make others have weird thoughts about you

weird thoughts.
i *  make others want to move away from you

*  can cause others to tease or bully you

you

*  make others want to work with you

2 Behaviors that are fine or okay. *  make others feel calm when they are around you

*  make others have neutral or good thoughts about

good thoughts. *  make others want to play and work with you

*  make adults have a proud feeling about you

1 Behaviors that make others have e make others feel good when they are around you
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Teaching Kids to Care
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