
CASE 6

Wffi
Schoal Property Is Missing

,An Employee ls Caught Stealing

BACKGROUND

A school administrator's actions and decisions are under constant scrutiny.
Soiving problems at school is difficult enough, but decisions made in the best
interests of children sometimes have unanticipated consequences. Leaders in
all organizations must learn to "live in a fishbowl" and contend with organi-
zational politics.

School leaders must have basic competencies if they intend ro become suc-
cessful. As important as those competencies are, they are technicai skills that
may be acquired through mentoring and practice. The challenges of leadership
test a principal's ethical beliefs and standards. As Gorton and Schneid er (1991)
remind us, "every administrator should auempt to maintain high professionai
ethical standards to make a more positive contribution to the improvement of
education in the school" (p. 584).

The behavior of administrators is so important that a task force repre-
senting the National Association of Secondary School Principals, National
Association of Elementary School Principals, American Association of School
Administrators, American Association of School Personnel Administrators,
and National Council of Admrnistrative Women in Education revised their
Statement of Etbics in 1991 to affirm that " an educational administrator's pro-
fessional behavior must conform to an ethical code" that is "idealistic and at
the same time practical" (Gorton and Schneider, p. 585).
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An educational administrator is expected to

1,. Make the weil-being of students the fundamental value in all decision
making and actions

2. Fulfill professional responsibilities with honesq' and integrity

3. Support the principle of due process and protect the cii'il and human
rights of all individuals

4. Obey 1ocal, state, arid national laws

5. Implement the governing board of education's policies and adminisra-
tive rules and regulations

6. Pursue appropriate measures to correct those lau's, policies, and regu-
lations that are not consistent with sound educational goals

7. Avoid using positions for personal gain through political, social,
religious, economic, or other influence

B. Accept academic degrees or professional certification only from duly
accredited instirutions

9. Maintain the standards and seek to improve the effectiveness of the
profession through research and continuing professionai development

10. Honor all contracts until fulfillment, release, or dissolution mutually
agreed on by all parties to a contract

Cop,vright (2006) National Association of Secondary School Principals. n'u'w.principals
.org. Reprinted with permission.

Skil1s acquired in graduate course work and during clinical experiences u,i1l
help prospective administrators to understand leadership's technical compe-
tencies, bur subscribing to a code of ethical standards is equally important.

FACTORS TO CONSIDER

u Supenision of subordinates
r School compliance u'ith districr, state, and federai requirements
r Ethical standards and behavior
r Interpersonai relationship skil1s

IHE CASE

Bob Tunnell's first semester as principal at ntreston Elementary Schooi ra'ent

n'e11. He visited classrooms frequentlv and displa,ved a keen i.nterest in cur-
riculum that his 22 teachers appreciated. The PTA supported schooi programs,
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and parents were pleased with the principal's willingness to taik wirh rhem. a
courtesy his predecessor had considered a nuisance.

As Bob thought about areas in the school needing improvement. schooi
lunches warranted consideration because they were unpopular with students.
He had heard children use the term mystery meat on more than one occasion
to describe what they had received in the serving line. He had received nearlv
20 letters and phone calls from parents who complained about cafeteria rvork-
ers' rudeness and the frequency with which deep-fried foods were sen'ed.

Mrs. Collinwood, the Child Nutrition Program (CNP) manager, hved in the
community and had worked at V/eston for almost 25 years. \fhen Tunnell dis-
cussed parents' complaints about food qualiry with her, she gave them little
credence. She made small concessions regarding menu items, but lunches con-
tinued to have high-fat content and low nutritional value.

Bob talked with Denise Roman, the district CNP supervisor, and learned
that she had been working closely wrth Mrs. Collinwood to improve food
quaiity at \feston, but without much success. The manager changed menus
until complaints subsided but soon returned to using menus she preferred.

Tunnell was surprised several weeks later when Mrs. Cole, a member of the
school's CNP staff, stopped by his office after she finished work. She had
impressed him with her friendly, outgoing manner rvith children and the way
in which she managed to smile during hectic times on the serving line.

"May I see you for a few minutes?" she asked. "I have a problem that I
think you should know about." Her co-verbal behavior betrayed anxiery.

"Certainly. Please sit down," Tunnell replied, motioning her to a chair. He
stood and walked around his desk to sit close to Mrs. Co1e. "\7hat problem
do you think I should know about?"

"V/e11," she began, "it's Mrs. Collinwood. I think she's stealing miik from
the cafeteria every day."

Bob was surprised. "Why do you think she's stealing milk?"
"Because she leaves here every day r,vith at least fwo crates fuil of milk the

children didn't drink with their lunch," she replied.
Further discussion revealed that Mrs. Collinwood had instructed her staff to

remove unopened milk cartons from students' trays when they were returned for
washing. The haif-pint cartons were stored in a refrigerator until the CIrIP staff
left for the day. The manager loaded the cartons into the trunk of her car before
leaving campus and had been taking unopened milk home for several years.

"Please don't tell Mrs. Collinwood that I told you about the mi1k," Mrs.
Cole said, tears streaming from her eyes. "She'll give me the worst jobs in the
kitchen every day to force me to quit."

Mr. Tunnell assured Mrs. Cole that he would not berray her confidence and
waited until she left before calling Mrs. Roman to relate what Mrs. Cole had
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said. He learned that federal food sen'ice regulations specify tl-rat unopeneci

milk must be discarded; rt cannot be used after being served'
Since Tunnell had promised tr4rs. Cole that he rvould not reveal her as the

information source, he would have to prove l\4rs. Collinu'ood u'as stealing milk
before taking corrective action. He asked one of the school's custodians io cur

the lan n the next day near the cafeteria's loading dock at the time the manager

usually left and to tell him if Mrs. collinrn'ood put anyihing into her car'

After being informed that she had placed trvo large containers of milk car-

tons inside het car's trunk, Tunnell called the central office immediateil', onlr'
to discover that the superintendent was attending a confelence out of loq'n' He

phoned Mrs. Roman, r,,,ho told him that she u'ouid handle the matter. Bob leit
for the day believing that he had behai,ed ethicall-v, although fegieiting ihe
hardship A4rs. Coilinrvood u'ould undoubtedly experience'

He arrived at school early the next morning and found lr4rs' Collinll'ood
u,aiting for him, so he invited her into his office.

"I u'ish -vou had talked to me about the milk before vou called the superin-

tendent and lt4rs. Roman," she began.
,,-Jrhy? You knew -you teren'r supposed to take milk home rvith,vou."
"I wasn't stealing, but norv I'r,e been suspended until the board of educatior-r

holds a hearing," she said, tears u'elling in her eyes'
,,I'm sofry, Mr.s. Coliinu'ood, but i rvas toid that 1'es'1's been taking mrlk

for quite some time. tri's m-v job to investigate lepofts like that. I'm curious,
though. what could you possibly do u'irh that mucll milk every dar'?"

She returned his gaze through moist e)'es. "These kids won't cirink lo-w-fat

inilk and that's ali I took. I gave it to my husband's hunting dogs' I hated to
throrl it outl"

4.

\lVere Mr, Tunnell's actions and decisions ethical? Why or why nol?

What would you have done with the information \4rs. Cole brought to you?

As a school administrator, what responsibilities do you have for the school break-

fast and lu nch programs?

\{hat do you think should happen to lV1rs, Collinrn'rood? \\thy?

whai will you say to parenis who ask about the incident? Should you tell yout

faculty about it?
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2.

The superintendent decided :ha; \,1r's. Colrinwood should receive a written repn-
mand and asks you to draft rha: cccunrent for his review. write the ietter. what
elements must you include?

Role-play the conference berween llr, Tunnell and Mrs. Collinwood. what point
of view do you think each pariicipant has at the outset of the meetingZ

Make a list of ethical vaiues you believe a school administrator must have as an
effective leader. Compare your list with the lists of others in your class. which
values appear most frequenrly?

STANDARD 5-A school administrator is an educational leader who promotes the
success of all students by acting with integrity, fairness, and in an ethical manner.

Know!edge

The administrstor has knowledge and understanding of:
r Various ethical frameworks and perspeciives on ethicsr Professional codes of ethics

Dispositions

The adninistrator believes in, values, and is committed ta:
r Bringing ethical principles to the decision-makrng process
r 5ubordinating one's own interest to the good of the school and community

Perfarmances

The administrator;

r Demonstrates values, beliefs, and attitudes that inspire others to higher levels of
performance

r Considers the impact of one's administrative practice on others
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