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Abstract 

Increasing accountability expectations are causing teachers to rectify their responsibilities, to 
themselves, to their students and to the school administrations in which they work. Teachers 
have been torn between the responsibility to provide a quality education that reflects their 
knowledge and their training in their content area and to prepare their students for mandated 
assessments. State and District mandated assessments can have an impact on the delivery and 
the content of the curriculum in the classroom. These assessments can be the impetus for 
teachers to make specific decisions regarding the focus of their instruction and the delivery of 
their content. Teachers often feel obligated to emphasize the testing information at the 
expense of the specific curricula content. This adjustment in their curriculum can create an 
ethical dilemma for the teacher with regard to the emphasis of their instruction and the 
delivery of their instruction.  

Discussed in the manuscript are the perceptions of two teachers regarding curriculum 
planning and the implementation of the curriculum. The relationship between teacher 
perception, ethical concepts and the implementation of instruction in the high stakes testing 
environment were explored in the study. The results of the study indicated that the teachers in 
the study felt obligated to provide a quality education for their students. However, the results 
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also indicated that the pressures of the mandated assessment did have an effect on the 
delivery and preparation of their instruction. This decision to compromise created an ethical 
dilemma for the teachers in the study.  

Keywords: value, ethics, assessment, mandates, dilemma 
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1. Introduction 

Most teachers enter the profession with a desire to make a contribution or make a difference 
in the lives of other people. Teachers are educated through a pedagogical process that has 
been developed to prepare students for the profession. Imbedded into the pedagogical process 
is an emphasis on values, ethical behavior and competency. Teachers most often approach 
their craft with an understanding of their responsibilities with regard to the delivery of the 
curriculum, the adherence to standards and the ethical responsibilities of the profession. 
Through their experiences with students, administrators, parents and other teachers, the 
teacher develops their own values, ethics and a vision of what and who they represent. 
Without the development and maintenance of a clear purpose and clarification of their values, 
it is difficult for them to assume and maintain the instructional leadership position in the 
classroom. “Too often what we have been doing is using these tests to punish students or to, 
in some cases, punish schools”. “One thing I never want to see happen is schools that are just 
teaching to the test”. “All you’re learning about is how to fill out a little bubble on an exam 
and little tricks that you need to do in order to take a test and that’s not going to make 
education interesting”( Barrack Obama, Town Hall, 2015) . This public rhetoric can intensify 
the dichotomous relationship between the expectations of the government entities and the 
values and ethics of the teacher. If the president of the United States does not support the 
mandated assessment program, how does that affect the values and ethics of the classroom 
teacher?  

2. Literature Review 

Over the years, legislators, advocacy groups, think tanks, and policy makers have ascribed to 
educational policies that influence the perception of the public indicating that public school 
education, in particular, the teachers are unable to provide effective instruction to students 
(Craig, 2004; Craig, 2008; Cross, 2004). For years, influential politicians have taken 
advantage of educational reports or news in the media in order to influence the course of 
educational systems. An influential document that appealed the attention of the Nation’s top 
leaders was “A Nation at Risk” (1983) report. This controversial report stimulated a number 
of debates concerning the validity of the data presented (EPERC, 2004); however, the 
recommendations initiated the movement toward the establishment of more stringent 
standards and higher expectations for students in K-16.“[W]e recommend adopt more 
rigorous and measurable standards, and higher expectations, for academic performance and 
student conduct, . . . help students do their best educationally with challenging materials” (p. 
17 ). A Nation at Risk1 (1983) set the tone for higher accountability systems to help improve 
an inefficient educational system that was “incoherent, outdated, [it was a] patchwork quilt of 
classroom learning led to an increasing number of student who were subjected to a 
“cafeteria-style curriculum” that diluted the course material and allowed them to advance 
through their schooling with a minimal effort”” (Graham2, 2013, paragraph 7). The aftermath 
of this report resulted in the beginning of the academic standards-based movement. 

                                                        
1http://www2.ed.gov/pubs/NatAtRisk/recomm.html 
 



Journal of Studies in Education 
ISSN 2162-6952 

2016, Vol. 6, No. 2 

www.macrothink.org/jse 59

In the following two decades, new educational reforms and policies were implemented to 
establish a stricter accountability system. It was determined that assessments would be 
created to gage the success of the initiatives. As these initiatives were taking effect, the 
demographic, political, cultural, economic and social aspects of the country were undergoing 
a transformation. Immigration, and the effects of second language instruction started to take a 
toll on the instructional process. Teaching was becoming more difficult and the challenges 
associated with curriculum development, instructional design, differentiated instruction and 
culturally sensitive instruction were adding complexity to an already tenuous profession.  

The No Child Left Behind Act set higher accountability standards and higher academic 
expectations for all public K-12 schools. All students were held accountable for participating 
in the mandated assessment programs. States were mandated to create assessments that would 
accurately assess student progress. Teachers were required to be “highly qualified” and 
schools had to prove to be effective or allow for students and parents to choose what schools 
to attend (Department of Education, P.L.107-110). This was the first time that the federal 
government had intervened on issues of education at a deeper level and a system of rewards 
or sanctions took place for making or not making adequate yearly progress (AYP). The 
sanctions for not making AYP affected states, districts, schools, administrators, students and 
parents. These elements made many schools districts and their teachers change their practices 
(Lee & Orfield, 2006). The expansion of federal power over the public school has reached 
deeper than ever before into teacher’s classrooms (Cochrna-Smith & Lytle, 2006, Sunderman, 
et al., 2004).  

High stakes testing “directly and powerfully influences how teachers teach and students learn” 
(Madaus, 1988, p. 30). Studies have focused on teacher perceptions with regard to the 
assessments and their effect on instruction in the classroom. A body of research (Au, 2011; 
Cochran-Smith & Lytle, 2006; Darling-Hammond, 2003; Valenzuela, 2005) noted that many 
teachers have become disenchanted with the effects of the assessments and that this 
disenchantment has affected their personal and professional careers. Many teachers have 
begun to question their ability to provide appropriate curriculum and instruction. Additionally 
teachers believe that they have an ethical responsibility to meet the instructional needs of 
their students they become demoralized and disappointed in their profession (Santoro, 2011). 
As a consequence of accountability pressure, many teachers are leaving the profession as 
teaching and schools have become factory- like structures that reduce teachers and students to 
numbers (Au, 2011). The emphasis on the mandated assessments and the preparation for 
those assessments as required teachers to intrinsically evaluate their ethics and values as they 
relate to their responsibilities within the profession. 

Pedagogical practice has changed in some schools as a result of the NCLB legislation. 
According to (Yeh, 2005), some teachers feel more accountable for improving the quality of 
the curriculum and instruction by integrating the test preparation practices into the existing 
curriculum. Some teachers perceive that high-stakes testing is a positive when test-score 
results were used to self- evaluate their teaching and to inform them on how students were 
doing (Bustos-Flores and Clark, 2003). Others expanded their curriculum and engaged in 
student-centered pedagogies, resulting in an increase in their students’ test scores (Au, 2007; 
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Cimbricz, 2002). Many studies report that high-stakes testing affects teachers’ practice 
negatively in different ways as high-stakes testing takes time away from sound pedagogical 
practices and limit the use of a variety of student-centered pedagogical practices (Hinde, 2003; 
Menken, 2006; Murillo & Flores, 2002; Pedulla, et al., 2003; Russell & Abrams, 2004).  

The major complaint about high-stakes testing is the limitations and narrowing of curricular 
content focusing on basic skills found only in the test material, reducing instruction of 
content knowledge (Shepart & Dugherty, 1991; Hinde, 2003). Another area affected is the 
perception of reduction in creativity. Some teachers and students abandoned good teaching 
practices resulting in the weakening of creative and higher order thinking skills (Cunningham 
& Sanzo, 2002; Lewis, 2009). Studies in the most affected environments are urban school 
settings with large numbers of minorities and students from low socioeconomic status 
(Herman & Golan, 1991; Pedulla, et al., 2003; Sunderman, Tracey, Kim, & Orfield, 2004; 
Kozol, 2005; Watanabe, 2007). According to Boardman and Woodruff, (2004) high stakes 
testing affected the implementation, fidelity and maintenance of new teaching methods. The 
assessment mandates can restrict teachers from creating engaging lessons. Time constraints 
and content expectations related to the assessments can require teachers to narrow the 
expectations of their curriculum. This narrowing of the curriculum and the creative 
limitations of instructional design has caused distress and frustration in many teachers.  

3. Virtue Ethics 

The ethical teacher looks at the teacher‘s process of reflection and decision-making for 
practice through the lens of the virtue ethics (Campbell, 2003), the ethic of care (Noddings, 
1984), and the ethic of justice (Freire, 1998a, 2001, 2004). A teacher’s ethical knowledge is 
determined by the individual’s understanding and acceptance of the demands of their 
profession as they apply to their daily practice. Campbell believes that some teachers carry 
out their duties without being fully aware of the moral and ethical implications of their 
actions and decisions because their ethical dispositions are deeply embedded in their habits, 
feelings, and inclinations (character). Virtue ethics is character based (Athanassoulis, n.d.)3 . 
Campbell’s (2008) considers high-stakes testing among many ethical dilemmas that teachers 
face every day. Her explanation defines virtue ethics (2008) within the context of this study:  

Some teachers experience moral qualms about dutifully implementing policies and adhering 
to expected practices they believe similarly disadvantage or injure students to be related to 
assessment, discipline, curricula, or school rules. Should a teacher subvert the process of 
administering standardized tests he or she feels are harmful in ways intended to enhance 
one’s own students’ achievement? Some teachers worry that their own responses to 
classroom situations might result in unintended negative consequences and therefore avoid 
doing what they might otherwise know they should. (p. 365) 

                                                        
3 Thatnassoulis, N. (n.d.). Virtue Ethics. Internet Encyclopedia of Philosophy. Retrieved on October 30, 2014 
from http://www.iep.utm.edu/virtue/print 
Virtue ethics is a broad term for theories that emphasize the role of character and virtue in moral philosophy rather 
than either doing one’s duty or acting in order to bring about good consequences. A virtue ethicist is likely to give 
you this kind of moral advice: “Act as a virtuous person would act in your situation.” 
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Campbell proposes that teachers may manifest virtue ethics when they reflect on their 
practice and the decisions that they make regarding their students. These decisions can impact 
the achievement goals of their students. Understanding the consequences of these decisions 
will also impact the teacher’s perception of their actions. Responsibility, accountability, 
honesty and the valor to admit own weaknesses are what Campbell (2003) believes teachers 
should manifest in their daily work.  

4. Ethics of Care 

In the ethics of care, Noddings (1984, 2006) proposes that the duty of the teacher is to 
demonstrate a sincere concern for the practice of teaching and the commitment to the learner. 
The teacher should seek to establish a collaborative teacher-student relationship and maintain 
a mutual concern for dialogue. The teacher and the student should collaborate to produce an 
intrinsic desire for learning. Through authentic instruction the student will also gain 
knowledge in the content area. In the ethic of care, the emphasis is on pedagogical practice 
and the selection of curriculum. An ethic of care evaluation process would include the 
evaluation of lesson plans, instructional design and the attainment of the goals and objectives 
designated in the plan of instruction. The subject matter should be relevant, useful to the 
student representative of the curriculum content. Also, a caring teacher considers the 
community where the school is located, so that the culture of the school is reflective of the 
culture of the community (Noddings, 2005).  

5. Ethic of Justice 

Social justice, fairness and equity in the classroom are the main principles in the ethic of 
justice. This concept is based on the idea that teachers ought to have integrity in their 
teaching and a clear sense of what is right and just and, consequently, sometimes, questioning 
and taking a stand against the status quo (Freire, 1998a, 1998b). Teachers should utilize their 
best professional judgments to make decisions in the best interest of their students. A 
fundamental aspect of ethic of justice as Freire proposes is that the teacher should engage in 
action and reflection (praxis and conscientização) (Freire, 1998a). This action and reflection 
will result in a democratic classroom that endorses learner centered strategies.  

In summary, the ethical teacher framework used in this study describes the teacher as a 
professional, who integrates the three ethical concepts into their practice. (See Figure 1). 
Thus, virtue ethics, ethics of care, and ethics of justice overlap and can often be observed in 
the teacher’s practice and instructional activities.  
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Grade level and subject matter of instruction were determined before selecting the teachers in 
the study. History and language arts were chosen as the content areas for the study and the 
eleventh grade as the grade level. The purposeful participants were identified by the principal 
as successful teachers in their content area. .  

8. Coding of data 

The interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed according to Rossman and Ralli’s 
(2003) framework, using a holistic data classification. The researcher manually coded the 
transcribed interviews and field notes sorting, categorizing, grouping and regrouping the data 
into chunks of meaningful data. Concept maps were developed for each participant. Each 
concept map was developed into a topic allowing the comparisons of the conversation to 
converge as a whole, resulting in the major themes. 

9. Context of the interviews 

The interviews took place during the state mandated standardized test administration. Some 
subjects had been tested early in the spring, while others were about to take the test. It 
allowed the researcher an opportunity to observe and interview the participants of the study 
during and after the assessment. 

10. Participants 

Ms. Adams(pseudonym) is a White female with 19 years of experience teaching English. 
She teaches five periods of 11th grade English language arts, one writing composition course, 
and one AP English American Literature class.  

Mr. James (pseudonym) is a White history teacher with five years of experience. He teaches 
one senior English class, one freshman AP Geography class, one junior AP U.S. History class, 
and four regular junior U.S. History classes. 

11. Findings 

The pressure to increase tests scores and to achieve a reputable accountability rating by the 
Texas Education Agency (2008) (Exemplary, Recognized, Acceptable, or Low Performing), 
placed a great burden to many teachers and students5 in this school. Anxious, stressed, and 
pressured is how these teachers perceived the persistent effect of federal, state and local 
mandates on them (Jones et al., 1999; Madaus &Russell, 2011; NYSED, 2004; Pedulla, 
2003). These feelings were noticeable throughout the interviews and the observations. 

The first question to both teachers addressed their perception of federal, state and local 
mandates and how these influenced their practice. Their responses varied. According to Ms. 
Adams, the effects of The No Child Left Behind legislation has a greater effect on the 
administration. She felt that they used the legislation to pressure and evaluate teachers and 
programs. Both teachers agreed that local administrators were responsible for discussing, 
                                                        
5 Further reading on how the Texas accountability system, standardized, high-stakes test-based accountability 
system impacts graduation rates for high school students, losing hundreds of thousands youth mostly minority 
populations see the works of McNeil, Coppola, Radigan & Vasquez-Heiling (2008). “Avoidable Losses: 
High-Stakes Accountability and the Dropout Crisis.” 
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interpreting and implementing federal mandates and that the pressure about testing came 
from local school district administrators and the campus principal the “the gurus of 
education”(MA1-170). This finding concurred with other studies where administrators 
interpret and follow mandates and teachers are impacted by their decisions (Herman & Golan, 
1991). 

For Ms. Adams, being knowledgeable of the law meant filling out and submitting an 
application for the distinction of the “Blue Ribbon School Award”. She was in charge of the 
application process for the federal award given to schools that had made notable 
improvement in students’ mathematics and science test scores. Ms. Adams believed that her 
school would be a recipient of the title as test scores in the previous year showed positive 
results, particularly for minority children. On the other hand, Mr. James perceived the federal 
government as being too involved in the personal lives of the teachers, “I came from a district 
meeting this morning and my understanding is that the federal government is going to be 
more involved… as far as auditing… they will be in our business all the time in the future” 
(MJ1-1174). Also he believed that the federal government should take their “hands off of 
education” and graduation rates should not be attached to funding “because as soon as you 
attach federal money to how many students graduate, I guarantee more students are going to 
graduate, even if they don’t deserve it (MJ1-144).He also explained that because schools are 
afraid to lose funds and grade level promotion and graduation rates have increased, regardless 
as to whether or not – or the degree to which –students’ educational experiences reflect such 
improvement. This finding concurs with the effects of high stakes testing studied by Stecher, 
(2000) where he found that administrators enacted policies to increase test scores at the 
expense of student knowledge. He insisted that students were not reaching a high academic 
level nor were they sufficiently prepared to go to college.  

For a high-stakes testing era for teaching, obviously stress is on myself, stress is on my 
students… As far as the school goes, it is very stressful, and especially this time of the year 
because the test is next week. So we are reviewing like crazy. (Mr. James 1-L1574)  

Ms. Adams explained how she felt about the pressure, 

“You can feel yourself feeling the pressure and clenching your jaw and snapping at people 
maybe a little more, ‘Oh we haven't covered this, covered that, we are not right where we 
need to be, we are not looking as good as we need to,’ and so yes, you can feel that 
[pressure.“ 

Both teachers planned their instruction around the standards to be tested. The content of the 
test was the driving force behind the instruction in the classroom. Ms. Adams seemed to 
succumb to the pressure and teach to the test. 

I think it is unfortunate when teachers are too driven by that one test result. I think it limits 
sometimes the way we interact with kids and what we bring to them if are too focused on it. I 
understand the importance of it; I allow it to drive a lot of what I do curriculum-wise (Ms. 
Adams).  
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In contrast, Mr. James acknowledged that the lessons delivered to the student’s emphasized 
content specifically related to the test. He explained, “If I am not reviewing for the TAKS, 
my lesson is 90-95% TAKS material . . . until the TAKS test ends; then we relax, and do 
other things that are not related to TAKS at all. “(MJ1-351) 

Consistent with other studies, the scope and content of the curriculum was dictated by the test 
(Crocco & Costigan, 2007) resulting in a narrowed curriculum. 

The limited time to cover the curriculum content was of specific concern to Ms. Adams. The 
performance expectations of her students on the assessment seemed to infringe on that 
priority. She indicated that some standards related to integrating literature and historical 
contexts were neglected because of the assessment expectations. (TEKS 11E, MAart-8). For 
example, tracing the history of literature in America, its movements, and important authors.  

Not that we don’t do literature, we do less of it, we don’t cover . . . the Native American and 
then you continue with the Europeans . . .all part of American history…as far to really getting 
to trace it, and its development of movements, and how it fits historically, I had to let go of 
that notion!  

Ms. Adams indicated that when she did attempt to address the historical contexts, she covered 
the content “only slightly.” “I will mention it or say it or try to give them a little sweep”.  

[Students] write an essay discussing how a person can change your life for the better, write an 
essay discussing how your beliefs systems affects your choices, these are the type of 
questions that they ask them on that one essay question, and they are kind of philosophical 
sounding and so what we work on is just making sure that we get very personal, very specific, 
very creative,  

I am not going to be able to teach this book and it should be taught. I am grading research 
papers, it needs to be taught, we can do such great lessons, but it is not going to happen, so 
now the question is because you are not doing it the way you should or the way you really 
could with this book are you just going to let it go? Or are you going to ask them to read it at 
least? 

On the other hand, Mr. James did not perceive that the assessment had narrowed his 
curriculum. He indicated that he added more to his curriculum because of the test:“I add stuff 
to my material, to make it more, to make it more TAKS oriented. Some things I did not think 
were important the state did, so I went back and included those.” 

In addition, he indicated that he covered everything that was included on the state standards. 

It is up to the teacher if you allow it to get dumbed down, then it will, and I think, I have the 
kids telling me that half of the stuff we studied wasn’t on there [the test], that is a sign maybe 
I went above and beyond . . .so it is up to the teacher. The teachers devoted considerable class 
time discussing the test and preparing for the assessment. James and Ms. Adams explained: 

Everyday! It’s part of my review, the stuff I review is TAKS information . . . my main subject 
would consist of 5 minutes of TAKS review, 5 to 10 minutes of previous chapters (just oral 
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questions) review . . . That is part of my 10-15 minutes at the beginning; there is TAKS 
vocabulary . . . I am reviewing them to see what they remember, but ultimately is for the 
TAKS test at the end of the year (Mr. James) 

I do talk about the test, and I will say, we are getting ready for it, and I just justify why we are 
doing a particular lesson. We are working on these objectives, this is how it is tested, this is 
how it looks, you will see it as maybe five different ways this particular objective; here is an 
example, here is [another] example, so we’ll look at it and will talk about it (Ms. Adams) 

 Ms. Adams explained that although a teacher cannot know the specific content of the state 
test, he or she can become very familiar with the type of questions in each of the various 
objectives.  

You will see that every time, you just don’t know what is going to be [on the test], but [it] 
always [will] be fiction, nonfiction, and a visual, and there will be like 28 multiple-choice 
questions over that portion. Over those, three reading selections. They are three open-ended 
questions that have eight lines and maybe eleven lines where students respond . . . They 
always have to show evidence from the text on these responses”. 

Ms. Adams also disclosed that she used the test as a tool for teaching text analysis. She gave 
details: 

Another thing that I have done more over the last few years is . . . I’ve written “prompts” . . . 
very similar to TAKS like questions that every individual person in each class do; so they get 
up and present it and everybody is listening for those things we talked about, and the kids 
score them . . . so they are hearing prompt responses and scoring using rubrics . . . to at least 
60 prompts. 

On the other hand, Mr. James believed that repetition of questions, memorization of dates and 
factual knowledge were the most effective practices for multiple-choice test preparation. Mr. 
James utilizes practice games and exams to enhance his instruction. 

“For the TAKS test, I got Jeopardy games from these workshops . . . I do note cards, find a 
partner with a matching note card, that is what we are doing today and in the next period.” 

These strategies are utilized throughout the year to monitor both what he has taught and what 
students have learned. He explained:  

[The] practice exams, I do [them] in every class whether before the TAKS test or the AP test 
or the freshman TAKS test, whatever, hum, just to see, like I said what areas we need to 
review more than areas they may have mastered already, the areas they are lacking .  

In general, both teachers found that the use of visual aids, games, and/or rubrics helped 
students to engage in the lesson, learn the subject matter and prepare them for the test.  

12. After the Test 

After the TASK test, both teachers engaged the students in activities that were not directly 
related to the assessment. 
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I do a Billy Joel project. He has a song "We Didn't Start the Fire" . . . I had a teacher who did 
this with me in high school . . . I do it with them [my students]. They enjoy the song, they 
write the next verse for their lifetime, things that fit his (Billy Joel) style of the song…that is 
the big project I do after TAKS test that they seem to enjoy and has nothing to do with [with 
the TAKS], and it is a fun project, to write a song. 

I do a lot more video clips of events that have happened in their [students] lifetime, and I only 
have to get to 1972, I said 1975 with the Vietnam withdrawal . . . so, I don’t make them take 
notes anymore, after the TAKS test, just do video clips and things that happened from the 
time they were born up until now, and they seem to enjoy that, and like I said, it has nothing 
to do with TAKS whatsoever. 

Ms. Adams allowed her students read their novel and work on their research paper. This gave 
her the opportunity to work on her grades and catch up on her other teaching responsibilities. 

13. The Conclusion 

The ethical teacher understands the unique responsibilities of the profession. They are 
cognizant of the specific needs of their students. They understand learning theory and utilize 
instructional strategies that enhance their ability to maximize instruction in the classroom. 
This knowledge and expertise and the desire to do what is best for the students is the basis for 
the ethical teacher framework.  

As noted during observations and interviews, theses teachers showed a genuine concern for 
their students. They were concerned with student performance on the mandated assessments 
but they also understood that content area instruction was important. Students failing to pass 
the 11th grade mandated tests is a greater predictor for dropping out of high school (Clark, 
Haney, Madaus, 2000; McNeil, et al., 2008).Ms. Adams ethical knowledge empathized the 
need to reach all her students as she was cognizant of their abilities and knowledge. She 
stated:  

I’ve got to make sure I am reaching the lowest students; there is some good on that really . . . 
you have to reach your lowest students or your most challenged student, is one of the things 
that ensures the teachers are attempting to reach out and if we don’t have this kind of 
standards [the tested standards], how do we know? 

From the perspective of the ethical teacher, Campbell (2006) suggests that teachers make 
decisions that will focus on the wellbeing of their students. The teachers in the study 
complied with the requirements of their job descriptions and attempted to meet the 
curriculum requirements of their content areas. But as Campbell noted, both teachers were 
engaged in implementing test preparation strategies for their students as they prepared for the 
assessment. Teachers may engage in what they are told to do [emphasis added] without being 
fully aware of their moral and ethical implications of their actions and decisions (2006). 

The ethic of care was evident as both teachers were concerned for the wellbeing of their 
students. They wanted their students to be successful on the mandated assessment and within 
the curriculum content. The teachers in the study utilized instructional strategies that they felt 
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would maximize the opportunity for the students to succeed on both the mandated assessment 
and the academic content of the course. The ethic of care was evident in my discussions with 
the teachers during the observations and subsequent conversations. The teachers in the study 
demonstrated the ethic of care concept by tutoring before and after school. The teachers 
connected with the students on a daily basis in an effort to maximize the opportunities for the 
students to be successful. The teachers created alternative instructional strategies to reinforce 
the academic content within the course and on the assessment. As Noddings noted, these 
teachers demonstrated a sincere concern for the practice of teaching and a commitment to the 
learner.  

The teachers demonstrated an ethic of justice throughout the course of the study. Each teacher 
demonstrated a professional approach toward instruction. Each teacher expressed an 
understanding of the priorities related to implementing a quality instructional plan. They also 
realized the importance of the assessment and their responsibility to provide the students with 
the maximum opportunity to be successful on the test. The teachers expressed a general 
approval of the standardized assessments and they indicated no overt opposition to testing the 
students. During the observations the teachers were observed addressing the expected goals 
and objectives of the curriculum. As Freire indicated in his study these teachers used their 
best professional judgments to make decisions in the best interest of their students.  

Mr. Jackson explained that the state-mandated test, the TAKS, gives both—him and his 
students—a goal to reach at the end of the year: “A lot of teachers have problems with the 
TAKS test, I don't.”. . . I think you have to have some level, some bar to reach, and some 
level that the students need to get into.” In a similar fashion, Ms. Adams also believed the 
state test expectations helped teachers reach all students and that those expectations enhanced 
their role as ethical teachers. She felt that the teacher’s obligation with respect to the 
assessments would assist teachers in meeting the needs of all students. The ethic of justice 
was apparent as both teachers were critical of the minimum skills expectation concept on the 
assessment. They felt that the assessment limited the expectations of the student and 
encouraged mediocrity. 

Is a minimum skills test, and the test only measures minimum skills focusing mainly on 
grammar, proofreading—a reading comprehension of three passages: fiction, nonfiction, and 
a visual—cartoon or advertisement, each with open-ended questions requiring no more than a 
paragraph to respond—(Ms. Adams)  

“It is] a very factual multiple-choice . . . who did this, what year did this happen, when did 
this happen, and there is not too many whys in the multiple-choice [test].”(Mr. James) 

From the perspective of the ethic of justice, Freire (1985) would call this practice banking 
education style of teaching where the student is “a passive being [and] the object of the 
process of learning to read and write, and not its subject… having so little, if anything, to do 
with the student’s socio cultural reality” (p. 46).Both teachers agreed that the test focused on 
basic knowledge and basic skills.  



Journal of Studies in Education 
ISSN 2162-6952 

2016, Vol. 6, No. 2 

www.macrothink.org/jse 69

During the professional career of a teacher, many individuals find it difficult to make 
pedagogical decisions about what they need to teach and how they need to teach it. They also 
are expected to meet the academic, social and psychological needs of their students. With the 
additional mandated assessment expectations of the schools and districts on the teacher, an 
already ethical dilemma is exasperated. The high-stakes test becomes the facto way to teach, 
assess and evaluate teacher instruction. The effectiveness of a school, the district, and the 
students is evaluated through the assessments. 

The information gathered in this study cannot be applied to all teachers. As I left the 
observations and completed and analyzed the interviews, I realized that the teachers in this 
study would do whatever they thought was necessary to facilitate the success of their students. 
In both cases, helping the students graduate and facilitating their vision for a future was more 
important than teaching to the test. However, the test, was a main factor in the academic 
future of these students. The teachers appeared to be struggling with the consequences of 
failure. Stress and concern were obvious obstacles that the teachers and the students 
encountered during the observation period.  

The teachers showed a genuine interest in their students. They provided the students with a 
caring atmosphere in the school which transcended into the personal lives of the students. 
They were connected with their students and their community. The relationships with 
students and the love for teaching was evident in the way they interacted and talked about 
their subject matter and the students. Teaching values and beliefs in best practice were a 
priority for the teachers. Teaching to the test was not an option. The teachers used the test to 
engage the students in reflective analysis of the tests construction. The emphasis was not on 
the passing or failing of the test, however, the conflicts of their values and beliefs with 
respect to the test did cause the teachers to struggle with frustration. 

Placing a value on students graduating and ensuring their advancement after high school was 
more important to these teachers than teaching to the test. Learning to answer the questions 
and to look at the test in a critical way was important. Implementing creative ways to 
combine state standards, state requirements, content and learning abilities was also critical. 
The creativity of these teachers to plan instruction around the standards and make students 
aware of what was expected of them from the test was also important. Feeling autonomous in 
their practice and in the collection of material that was appealing to the students was 
paramount. Providing the students with opportunities for engagement and authentic 
opportunities to learn and remain on task was a priority. 

The study revealed that even though a few individuals will leave the profession as a way to 
show their disagreement with the implementation of the policies and the increased 
assessments, others will comply with the norms and mandates dictated by the State and the 
District and will make educated ethical decisions based on their perceived responsibilities and 
knowledge of their ethical values. Even though the compliance with mandated academic 
strategies may not always be in the best interest of the student, the ethical teacher will make 
educated decisions based on their value system. If their value system includes a healthy 
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perception of the ethics concepts, teachers will make educated decisions based on knowledge 
and what is best for the student.  
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