ﬂ Journal of Communication Pedagogy
JOURNAL OF 2020, Vol. 3, 65-81

COMMUNICATION © The Author(s) 2020
PEDAGOGY Reprints and permissions: http://www.csca-net.org

‘ 4 DOI:10.31446/JCP2020.07
Central States Communication Association

Integrative Ethical Education: An Exploratory Investigation
Into a Relationally Based Approach to Ethics Education

Drew T. Ashby-King
Karen D. Boyd

Keywords: communication education, instructional communication, ethics education, pedagogy, student
development

Abstract: The purpose of this exploratory study was to investigate the effect of a curricular application of the
integrative ethical education (IEE) model (Narvaez, 2006; Narvaez & Bock, 2014) and its effect on first-year col-
lege students’ethical development. Using a pretest posttest design, participants’moral judgment and reasoning
were measured before and after they participated in an IEE-based academic course and compared using descrip-
tive analysis. Results revealed that participants’ moral judgment and reasoning increased while participating in
the program. These results provide initial support for the use of IEE-based curricula and academic experiences to
promote college students’ ethical development. Implications for communication education and future research
are discussed.

Moral and ethical development have been identified as desired college student learning outcomes both
broadly (American Council on Education, 1937; Association of American Colleges and Universities,
2005, 2007) and within the communication discipline (National Communication Association [NCA],
2015). Broadly, researchers have determined that ethical growth is an essential outcome to equip
students to participate in democratic society (Colby et al., 2003; O’Neill, 2011). More specifically, the
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NCA (2015) outlined the ability to “apply ethical communication principles and practices” (p. 7) as a
key learning outcome for students majoring in communication. In other words, students should be able
to identify a variety of ethical perspectives and explain the relevance of each, evaluate the ethical aspects
of a communication situation, offer solutions in situations that may lead to unethical communication,
and demonstrate a conscious intent to communicate ethically. To achieve this learning outcome, the
communication curriculum should include ethics education that promotes the development of moral
judgment and reasoning (Canary, 2007).

Limited research has focused on classroom interventions to enhance students’ ethical development
(Mayhew, Rockenbach, et al., 2016) despite numerous studies making connections between academic
experiences and ethical development (Mayhew & King, 2008; Mayhew, Seifert, Pascarella et al., 2012).
Although these studies do offer important insight, they fail to provide specific pedagogical practices
and communication behaviors that may influence students’ ethical development. Learning how various
pedagogical strategies influence students’ ethical development may empower instructors to employ
them intentionally to increase students’ ethical development.

This exploratory study investigates first-year college students’ ethical development when participating
in two academic courses designed in ways that employ the integrative ethical education (IEE)
model (Narvaez, 2006; Narvaez & Bock, 2014). Narvaez’s IEE model focuses on creating educational
environments that promote students’ ethical growth. The first-year experience program investigated in
this study—part of an interdisciplinary honors leadership program—is a two-semester sequence where
students also live in an on-campus living-learning community and participate in cocurricular leadership
activities.

Moral and Ethical Development in College

Some research suggests that participating in postsecondary education may positively influence an
individual’s moral and ethical development (e.g., Corcoran & O’Flaherty, 2016; Maeda et al., 2009;
Mayhew, Rockenbach, et al., 2016). Moreover, it appears that the largest gains occur during the first year
(King & Mayhew, 2002; Pascarella, Blaich, etal., 2011). Moral and ethical development are active processes
that occur when students engage with their peers and instructors. For example, high-quality teaching,
interacting with peers, being challenged by instructors who asked thought-provoking questions, and
applying course concepts to real-world experiences have had positive effects on college students’ moral
and ethical development (Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2010).

Scholars have also investigated moral and ethical development throughout the college experience. For
example, ethics courses (Aalberts et al., 2012; Auger & Gee, 2016; Mayhew & King, 2008; Walling, 2015),
service learning (Lies et al., 2012), deep learning (Mayhew, Seifert, Pascarella, et al., 2012), and diversity
courses (Hurtado et al., 2012; Mayhew & Engberg, 2010; Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2012; Parker et
al., 2016), have been examined as they may positively influence students’ moral and ethical development.

Some research suggests that applying a model of ethical education in a college class may increase
students’ awareness of multiple perspectives (Aalberts et al., 2012). More specifically, Walling (2015), for
instance, discovered that active learning in a discipline-specific ethics course helped students develop
new identities as moral agents and understand ethical decision-making as a practice. Similarly, Lies et
al. (2012) observed that service learning tended to increase students’ moral reasoning development.
Moreover, they discovered that the largest increases occurred when overt moral content was included




An Exploratory Investigation Into a Relationally Based Approach to Ethics Education 67

in the course. Mayhew, Seifert, Pascarella, et al. (2012) found a significant positive relationship between
deep learning practices and students’ scores on a measure of moral reasoning. When studying diversity
courses, Mayhew, Seifert, and Pascarella (2012) observed moral and ethical development in students
open to considering ethical dilemmas from multiple viewpoints compared to those that attempted to
solve ethical issues with a consistent single-minded process that did not involve perspective-taking.
Although some have begun to examine the relationship between communication pedagogy and ethical
development, more studies should investigate such relationships between pedagogical interventions and
students’ ethical growth (Brandenberger & Bowman, 2015; King & Mayhew, 2002).

Ethics Education in the Communication Classroom

Communication scholars have been discussing the role of ethics education in communication
classrooms for over three decades (e.g., Canary, 2007; Christians & Lambeth, 1996; Groshek & Conway,
2012; Jensen, 1985; Kienzler, 2001; McCaleb & Dean, 1987; Sproule, 1987). Combined, they argue that
fostering ethical development should be addressed in communication curricula. For example, Canary
(2007) found that students in a conflict communication course with ethics education embedded in it
experienced statistically significant increases in ethical development compared to students in a stand-
alone communication ethics course. Her conclusions lend support to the notion expressed by others that
ethical development can occur in courses not solely focused on communication ethics and may even be
more effective in doing so (Groshek & Conway, 2012; McCaleb & Dean, 1987).

A number of communication scholars have proposed classroom activities that discuss ethics, sometimes
explicitly (Darr, 2016; Palmer-Mehta, 2009; Smudde, 2011; Swenson-Lepper, 2012) and sometimes
implicitly (Hanasono, 2013; Kahl, 2019). Scholars have also investigated how ethics may be taught
through engaging pedagogical methods (e.g., target large and small group discussion, case study analyses,
service learning; Canary, 2007; Canary et al., 2014). This study adds to the existing research on ethics
and communication education by investigating the utility of an IEE-based academic intervention on
students’ ethical development. Ultimately, this study may provide instructors with a useful framework
for fostering ethical development across communication curricula. As such, the following research
questions were posed:

RQ1: How, if at all, does moral and ethical development occur during the first year of college
after participating in an IEE-based academic intervention?

RQ2: How, if at all, does students’ developmental phase and self-reported sex have an effect on
the moral and ethical development that occurs during the first year of college?

Theoretical Framework: Integrative Ethical Education

The IEE model is a relationally based framework designed to foster ethical growth in educational settings.
Originally developed by Narvaez (2006), it has since been refined and explained via five tenets (Boyd,
2010; Narvaez, 2006; Narvaez & Bock, 2014). The five tenets are to:

... establish a caring relationship with each student . . . establish a climate supportive of achieve-
ment and ethical character . . . teach ethical skills across the curriculum and extra-curricu-
lum using a novice-to-expert pedagogy . . . foster student self-authorship and self-regulation,
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[and] restore the village: asset-building communities and coordinated developmental systems.
(Narvaez & Bock, 2014, pp. 148-152)

Narvaez and Bock (2014) also explain what each of these tenets might look like in practice. To clarity,
caring classroom climates and relationships emphasize demonstrating fairness and implementing
democratic processes (Narvaez, 2011). Further, such climates provide students with opportunities to
develop autonomy and to interact positively with peers (Narvaez & Bock, 2014). Courses are structured
using a novice-to-expert pedagogy where students get a good deal of hands-on support at the beginning
of the semester and this support is gradually decreased as students gain knowledge and experience
throughout the term. Moreover, instructors encourage students to verbally explain their thought
processes while solving problems. Finally, instructors and students set high expectations to foster actively
engaged members (Narvaez & Bock, 2014).

The Intervention

The intervention examined in this study involved students participating in two academic courses:
(a) an introductory leadership theory course, and (b) a leadership and ethics course. The introductory
leadership theory course applied the tenants of the IEE model with an implicit focus on ethics; ethics was
not a central topic discussed regularly in the course. The leadership and ethics course applied the tenants
of the IEE model with an explicit focus on ethics; students were reading and applying a variety of theories
of ethics to leadership practices throughout the semester. Additionally, the ethics and leadership course
was designed as an applied oral communication course where students focused on how to communicate
with others as leaders. Instructors for both courses were trained to implement the IEE model in their
course and some instructors taught sections of both courses.

The IEE model was applied to the intervention in several ways. First, the curriculum and assignments
for both courses were designed based on the program coordinators’ interpretation of the IEE model. For
example, in both courses, students’ assignments built on one another in which students were provided
more support at the beginning of the semester and less support toward the end of the semester (e.g.,
novice-to-expert pedagogy). Second, instructors attended pre-semester training sessions to discuss the
educational environment called for by the IEE model. Third, in order to promote authentic and caring
relationships, instructors had control over their online course portals and classroom interactions. As
an example, one instructor included a personal introduction on the home page of their online course
portal. Fourth, instructors completed example assignments for students as a model, such as presenting
course content in the same format students would later present in. Finally, students were given multiple
opportunities to work with their peers to discuss and apply course content to current events.

Method

Participants

Participants (n = 18) in this IRB approved study were first-year undergraduate students at a large, public,
4-year institution in the Southeast. They were recruited from an interdisciplinary university honors
leadership program that applied the IEE model to various academic experiences in which students
participated. To be eligible, participants had to be enrolled as first-year students during the Fall 2017
semester, be a member of their honors program’s living-learning community, take leadership classes
in the program, and be enrolled in an ethics and leadership course during the Spring 2018 semester.
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Participants’ demographics represented those expected of traditional first-year students. See Table 1 for
additional details.

TABLE 1
Participant Demographics
Demographic n %
Age
18 6 33%
19 12 67%
Gender
Female 9 50%
Male 9 50%
Race/Ethnicity
Caucasian/White 16 89%
Asian/Pacific Islander 2 11%
Religion
Christian 13 72%
Not Religious 3 17%
Hindu 2 11%
Political View
Very Liberal 2 11%
Somewhat Liberal 5 28%
Neither Liberal nor Conservative 2 11%
Somewhat Conservative 7 39%
Very Conservative 2 11%

Measure

The Defining Issues Test, Version 2 (DIT2), was used in this study as it is a valid and reliable measure of
moral judgment (Bowman, 2011; Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 1999). The DIT2 asked participants
to read five scenarios that are considered ethical dilemmas and to rate statements about how they might
respond to the dilemmas (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thomas, 1999). The DIT2 generated four scores: P
score, N2 score, MN score, and personal interest score (Maeda et al., 2009).

The P score measures an individual’s preference for postconventional moral thinking. Participants with
higher P scores focus on duties derived from their own self-authored, critically examined moral and
ethical purpose rather than from societal norms and laws (Maeda et al., 2009; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, &
Thomas, 1999). The N2 score adjusts the P score based on an individual’s ability to differentiate between
items that show postconventional thinking and those that show lower stages of moral and ethical
thinking. The MN and personal interest scores both measure the degree to which participants emphasize
lower schemas of moral judgment (Maeda et al., 2009). This study used P and N2 scores to learn about
participants’ progress toward postconventional thinking, the highest level of moral judgment.
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Participants’ DIT2 responses were also used to determine their developmental phase and whether they
could distinguish between the different moral schema. The responses of participants in the transition
phase indicated that they did not clearly discriminate between the three moral schema, while those
in the consolidation phase could distinguish between the schema and consistently responded in one
schema (Bebeau & Thoma, 2003).

Procedure

This exploratory study provides the foundation on which to build a larger, five-year longitudinal study.
The current study used a pretest posttest design to examine participants’ ethical development during the
first year of college and their experiences in the intervention based on an interpretation of the IEE model
(Narvaez, 2006; Narvaez & Bock, 2014). Participants created a personal identification code so that their
pre- and posttest responses could be matched without using identifying information.

Pretest

Pretest DIT2 measures were originally collected as program assessment data. Participants gave consent
for their responses to be used in this study when completing the posttest. The DIT2 was administered
via an online survey after participants had accepted admission to their institution and honors program.
All participants completed the measure by the end of the second week of their first semester of classes.

Posttest

Participants completed the posttest measure during finals in their second semester of college after
participating in the IEE-based intervention. Specifically, participants were asked to participate during
the final exam session of their ethics and leadership course and were given time to complete the measure
at the end of the exam period. Instructors provided participants with the link to an online survey to
provide informed consent and complete the DIT2 measure. Participation in the study was voluntary,
participants could withdraw at any time, and participation was not linked to a course grade.

Data Analysis

Participants’ completed pre- and posttest DIT2 measures were scored by the Center for the Study of Ethical
Development at the University of Alabama. The generated score report included a P score, N2 score, and
developmental phase for each participant as well as other measures that were not used in this study.
The higher a participant’s P score, the more likely they were to make decisions using a postconventional
schema. The N2 score adjusts the P score and indicates a participant’s ability to discern between the
postconventional and lower schemata (Maeda et al., 2009). After the scored DIT2 results were received,
participants’ personal identification codes were used to match their pre- and posttest scores. After some
participants’ submissions were purged by the Center for the Study of Ethical Development because they
did not contain enough information to be scored, 18 participants’ (35% response rate) pre- and posttest
scores were included in the data set used in this study’s analysis.

The sample used in this study was drawn from a larger population of students enrolled in an
interdisciplinary honors leadership program. As the sample was not randomly drawn, descriptive
analysis was used to understand changes in participants’ moral judgment during their first year of college.
Specifically, percent changes were calculated to compare participants’ average changes. Additionally,
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participants were grouped by developmental phase and self-reported sex to understand whether those
individual characteristics influence changes in participants’ moral judgment. Throughout the analysis,
participants’ P and N2 scores were used to understand their development toward the postconventional
schema of moral judgment and their ability to discern between schemata.

Results

Overall Change in Moral Development

To understand participants’ changes in moral judgment and development toward the postconventional
schema, percent changes in participants’ P and N2 scores from the pretest to the posttest were calculated.
The mean P score change was 8.81%, indicating that participants’ moral judgment developed toward
the postconventional schema during their first year of college. Further, the mean N2 score change was
9.30%. This indicated that participants not only progressed toward the postconventional schema of
moral judgment, but also improved their ability to differentiate between the postconventional and lower
schemata of moral judgment (see Table 2).

TABLE 2
Participants’ P and N2 Scores
P Score N2 Score
Time Point M SD M SD
Pretest 41.56 13.37 42.57 11.52
Posttest 45.22 14.52 46.53 10.29

Differences Based on Developmental Phase

Participants’ DIT2 scores were compared based on their pretest developmental phase. Participants in
the consolidation phase had an average change in P score of -7.20% and an average change in N2 score
of —4.62%. Thus, on average, these participants regressed. It is important to note that while participants
in the consolidation phase saw decreases in both measures, their pretest—and in some cases posttest—
scores were higher than those of participants in the transition phase, who saw an average increase in P
score of 36.23% and an average increase in N2 score of 35.08%. Thus, participants in the transition phase
had large average increases toward the postconventional schema of moral judgment and increased ability
to discern between the postconventional schema and other schemata of moral judgment (see Table 3).

Differences Based on Sex

Participants were grouped by self-reported sex to further investigate changes in moral development.
On average, increases in moral development occurred regardless of self-reported sex. All measures
increased for both men and women in this study. Men in this sample had, on average, an 8.90% change
in P score and a 12.34% change in N2 score. Women in the sample had an average change in P score of
8.77% and an average change in N2 scores of 6.72%. Although women had smaller percent change from
the pretest to the posttest, it is important to note that, on average, the women in this sample had higher
pre- and posttest P and N2 scores compared to men. Further, the women in this sample had a slightly
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larger positive change in P score (3.78) compared to men (3.56). However, because the mean pretest
P score was higher for women, their percent change was smaller than that of men (see Table 4).

TABLE 3
Participants’ P and N2 Scores Based on Moral Phase
Consolidation Phase (n =10)
P Score N2 Score
Time Point M sD M SD
Pretest 47.20 13.67 49.79 9.51
Posttest 43.80 14.34 47.49 10.70
Transition Phase (n = 8)
P Score N2 Score
Time Point M SD M SD
Pretest 34.50 9.55 33.55 6.23
Posttest 47.00 15.53 45.32 10.35
TABLE 4
Participants’ P and N2 Scores Based on Self-Reported Sex
Male
P Score N2 Score
Time Point M SD M SD
Pretest 40.00 9.59 38.89 9.24
Posttest 43.56 15.71 43.69 10.88
Female
P Score N2 Score
Time Point M SD M SD
Pretest 43.11 16.80 46.25 12.89
Posttest 46.89 13.97 49.36 9.41
Discussion

The purpose of this exploratory study was to understand how students’ participation in an IEE-based
academic experience affected their ethical development during the first year of college. To answer
the first research question, average changes in moral judgment were calculated for the entire sample,
revealing that participants’ level of ethical development increased (i.e., their P and N2 score changes
were positive). To answer the second research question, average changes in moral judgment were
calculated for participants grouped by developmental phase and self-reported sex. The results indicated
that participants in the transition phase experienced, on average, positive changes in moral judgment,
while participants in the consolidation phase experienced, on average, negative changes in moral




An Exploratory Investigation Into a Relationally Based Approach to Ethics Education 73

judgment based on changes in both P and N2 scores. Comparison of participants based on self-reported
sex revealed that both men and women had average positive changes in their P and N2 scores from the
pretest to the posttest. This section of the paper discusses these findings in relation to the literature on
college students’ moral and ethical development in academic settings.

Overall Changes in Ethical Development

Scholars have consistently found that moral and ethical development occurs during the first year of college
(King & Mayhew, 2002; Mayhew, Rockenbach, et al., 2016; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991, 2005). This
study’s participants showed, on average, positive growth toward the postconventional schema of moral
judgment (based on the positive changes in P scores) and increased ability to differentiate between the
postconventional schema and lower schema (based on the positive changes in N2 scores). Participants
in the current study experienced, on average, larger increases in moral and ethical development than
those represented by normed DIT2 data from 2005 to 2009 (Dong, n.d.). The normed data showed that
the average change in the P score from freshman to sophomore year was 1.12 and the average change
in the N2 score was 1.18 (Dong, n.d.). In the current study, participants showed an average P score
change of 3.67 and an average N2 score change of 3.96 during their first year of college, during which
they participated in an IEE-based academic intervention. Therefore, this study’s participants showed
more than double the positive growth compared to the participants represented by the normed data.
While the overall positive changes observed in this study are not generalizable to the population at large,
the comparisons to the normed data and discussion of the findings in relation to the literature (which
are presented below) suggest that the findings have practical significance for instructors’ pedagogical
practice.

Individual Characteristics and Ethical Development

Scholars have found that a host of individual characteristics relevant to this study’s population, including
first-year student status (Pascarella, Blaich, et al., 2011), prior academic achievement (Corcoran &
O’Flaherty, 2016), self-reported sex (King & Mayhew, 2004), and developmental phase (Mayhew, Seifert,
& Pascarella, 2012), are related to increased levels of moral and ethical development. A longitudinal
study of moral development over four years revealed that while participants experienced moral gains
from the first to fourth year of college, the majority of these gains occurred during the first year
(Mayhew, Rockenbach, et al., 2016; Pascarella, Blaich, et al., 2011). Therefore, it was expected that the
participants in this study would exhibit increased moral development during the first year of college.
As high-achieving honors students, the participants in this study were expected to have higher levels
of moral and ethical development than their non-honors program peers as scholars have found that
prior academic achievement is connected to increased moral and ethical development (Corcoran &
O’Flaherty, 2016). However, it is important to note that researchers have found that all students have the
ability to develop ethically during college, regardless of their prior academic achievement (Maeda et al,,
2009). Although it was expected that the participants’ moral and ethical development would increase
based on the literature, the changes observed in this study exceeded expectations when compared to
normed DIT2 data (Dong, n.d.).

Analysis of changes in moral judgment based on participants’ self-reported sex showed that female
participants had slightly more positive change in P scores compared to their male peers, and male
participants were found to have slightly more positive change in N2 scores compared to their female
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peers. These findings align with the results of previous investigations of the connection between moral
and ethical development and sex. In reviews of over 50 studies—including multiple studies that used
meta-analytic methods (Thomas, 1986; Walker, 1984)—scholars observed that a large majority found
that either women scored higher than men or there was no significant difference in moral and ethical
development between men and women (King & Mayhew, 2004; Mayhew, Seifert, Pascarella et al., 2012).
Although small differences were observed in this study, based on the literature, it is unlikely that self-
reported sex influenced the overall moral and ethical development of participants.

This study also investigated how participants’ pretest developmental phase influenced their moral and
ethical development while participating in the IEE-based intervention. Participants who were in the
transition phase experienced, on average, greater changes in their P and N2 scores compared to their
peers in the consolidation phase. This suggests that the IEE-based intervention—which focused on
helping students develop skills like empathy and perspective-taking—was more effective for participants
in the transition phase. This finding is consistent with the limited body of research investigating the
effect of students’ developmental phase on their moral and ethical development (Mayhew, Seifert, &
Pascarella, 2012). While studying diversity-related courses, Mayhew, Seifert, and Pascarella (2012) found
that participants in the transition phase experienced an increased positive change in a measure of moral
judgment compared to participants in the consolidation phase. They suggested that students in the
consolidation phase may not have been able to engage in perspective-taking, which is an important
aspect of ethical development and decision-making (Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2012). The results
of the current study support Mayhew, Seifert, and Pascarella’s (2012) findings and conclusion. It is also
important to note that participants in the consolidation phase exhibited decreased DIT2 scores after
participating in the IEE-based intervention.

Participants in the consolidation phase had an average change in P score of -3.40 (-7.20%) and N2 score
of -2.39 (-4.62%), indicating that their moral and ethical development regressed while participating
in the IEE-based intervention. Researchers have previously found that moral and ethical development
occurs when students are faced with cognitive dissonance, which is often experienced after encountering
difference (Mayhew & Engberg, 2010; Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2010; Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella,
2012; Spear & Miller, 2012). It is likely that the level of ethical development of participants in the
consolidation phase regressed because they were uncomfortable with some of the IEE-based intervention’s
diversity-related content, did not have the necessary perspective-taking skills to engage with the content,
and were not supported in a way that promotes moral growth (Mayhew & Engberg, 2010). Kohlberg
(1975, 1976) and Perry’s (1970) theories of moral, ethical, and intellectual development both support the
conclusion that developmental regression can occur when college students are challenged without the
necessary support (Sanford, 1966).

Further, there could be a link between the processes of ethical and intercultural development, as scholars
studying college students’ reactions to diverse populations found that when students felt uncomfortable
or their perspectives were challenged, their intercultural development regressed (King, Baxter Magolda,
& Massé, 2011). These findings support Mayhew and Engberg’s (2010) assertion that when discussing
diversity-related ideas and engaging with differences, the academic environment needs to be appropriately
structured with the necessary level of support to ensure that academic programs and courses help all
students experience ethical growth. In addition to individual characteristics, the environmental factors
of the intervention contributed to participants’ ethical development.
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Environmental Factors and Ethical Development

The IEE-based intervention incorporated a number of experiences and activities that scholars have
connected to students’ moral and ethical development (Mayhew, Rockenbach, et al., 2016). While
participating in the IEE-based intervention, students experienced a course that included explicit moral
content (Aalberts et al., 2012; Mayhew & King, 2008); a curriculum that promoted the development of
skills like empathy, perspective-taking, and critical thinking; multiple frameworks for deciding what is
ethical and ways to apply those frameworks to relevant case studies (Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2010;
Walling, 2015); and a pedagogical approach that promoted peer-to-peer and student-faculty interactions
inside and outside the classroom (Mayhew, Seifert, & Pascarella, 2010; Parker, 2017). The use of activities
and pedagogical strategies previously connected to increases in moral and ethical development was
intended to affect participants’ development beyond what would be expected of a typical first-year
college student.

Regarding the larger increases in students’ moral and ethical development compared to the normed data
(Dong, n.d.), students’ gains in this study can, in part, be attributed to the IEE-based intervention, as it
intentionally employed practices previously connected to moral and ethical development. Additionally,
while it was expected that participants would experience moral and ethical growth based on their
individual characteristics, the gains observed in this study are beyond what is expected, indicating that
the academic environment created by the IEE-based intervention positively affected participants’ moral
and ethical development. The findings of this study have practical significance for communication
education pedagogy and future research.

Implications

Although the ethical development observed during this study cannot be attributed solely to the IEE-
based academic intervention or generalized to the population at large, the findings do indicate that the
intervention was successful for this study’s participants. Thus, it is beneficial to use the IEE model as
a framework to develop communication courses that promote ethical development. Communication
scholars (Groshek & Conway, 2012; McCaleb & Dean, 1987) have argued that ethics education should
not only be present in communication ethics courses but weaved throughout communication curricula.
As the IEE model proposes an educational environment that promotes ethical development, it can be
used as a framework not only for courses that directly focus on ethics but for any communication course
(Narvaez & Bock, 2014).

Researchers have found that class discussions and case studies—both pedagogical strategies that can
be applied in a variety of communication courses—are pedagogical approaches that promote ethical
development (Canary, 2007; Canary et al., 2014). The holistic intervention in this study used peer-to-
peer interactions, small group discussions, class discussion, and case studies as pedagogical strategies,
supported by the IEE model, that could be applied to promote students ethical development in
communication courses. For example, when teaching a course on persuasive communication, instructors
could have students in small groups analyze persuasive messages to identify how persuasive theories
were applied and if the messages are appropriate for the context they were shared in.

When implementing the pedagogical strategies discussed above and applying the IEE model, instructors
should use novice-to-expert pedagogy. At the beginning of the semester, instructors should provide a
high level of support to students and model how students can successfully complete the assignments. As
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the semester progresses, instructors should become more hands-oft and allow students to be responsible
for regulating their behavior and engaging with assignments with less support.

When teaching the foundational communication course that focuses on public speaking, instructors
could begin the semester by providing significant feedback for students on how they could improve
their presentational speaking. Additionally, instructors could give their own presentation—that fits with
the first speaking assignment students complete—to provide an example for students. As the semester
progresses and students become more comfortable presenting in front of the class, instructors could
provide less feedback on students’ delivery and focus on more advance concepts (e.g., arguments
presented in a persuasive presentation). Instructors that teach more advanced students (e.g., junior or
senior undergraduates, graduate students) could also use this pedagogy, but they may not provide as
much support at the beginning of the semester as they would when teaching first-year college students.
The IEE model provides a strong theoretical foundation that communication instructors could use when
implementing pedagogical practices that scholars have found to promote student’s ethical development
in communication courses.

The IEE model calls for the use of “coordinated developmental systems” (Narvaez & Bock, 2014, p. 152),
encouraging the use of partnerships across campus and with members of the community to provide
students with learning opportunities that tie their academic work to practical experiences outside the
classroom and their practical experiences to academic work in the classroom. This suggestion is in line
with those of communication scholars that argued there should be a practical focus when incorporating
ethics education into a curriculum (Canary, 2007; Canary et al., 2014).

Service learning could be one approach to creating these opportunities in communication courses. For
example, if students are learning about organizational communication, they could complete service
opportunities with an organization. Instructors could then debrief these experiences with students in
class to help them connect theory to their practical experience. Strategies like these could be used by
communication instructors to create the developmental systems called for by Narvaez and Bock (2014)
to promote ethical development while giving students the opportunity to practice the communication
skills they are learning in a practical setting. Overall, the participants in this study experienced positive
ethical development, but the developmental regression of participants in the consolidation phase
warrants specific attention when implementing the IEE model in communication courses.

Sproule (1987) and Swenson-Lepper et al. (2015) noted that instructors must consider whose ethics are
present in the classroom and acknowledge that the application of ethics content involves engaging with
others, including those who are different from oneself. They drew attention to the fact that instructors
must consider whose voice has a place in the classroom and the connection between ethics education
and the topics of diversity and inclusion. As scholars have called for the inclusion of ethics content across
communication curricula, the same has been suggested for diversity-related content (Ashby-King &
Hanasono, 2019; Wahl et al., 2016). Darr (2016) and Swenson-Lepper (2012) both proposed in-class
activities that connected ethics and diversity content in the communication classroom. Activities like
these could provide instructors the opportunity to nudge students toward the cognitive dissonance that
promoted ethical development (Mayhew & Engberg, 2010). However, it is important that the necessary
support mechanisms are in place to ensure that students’ ethical development does not regress.

Ashby-King and Hanasono (2019) posited that when teaching diversity-related content in the
communication discipline, which could include activities similar to those proposed by Darr (2016) and




An Exploratory Investigation Into a Relationally Based Approach to Ethics Education 77

Swenson-Lepper (2012), instructors should discuss power, privilege, and structural inequity. Although
these are important discussions, they may push some students toward a level of discomfort that causes
their ethical development to regress. Thus, it is important to provide students appropriate support.
Although Mayhew and Engberg (2010) asserted this, they did not explicitly outline what that support
should look like. We argue that one approach to providing this support is giving students the opportunity
to engage in reflective writing assignments about the topics discussed. This could allow instructors to
understand how students are reacting to course content in order to provide support when necessary.
This is an area upon which communication instructors and scholars can build by performing applied
research to ensure that students have the necessary experiences to achieve ethics and diversity-based
learning outcomes (NCA, 2015).

Limitations and Future Research

When considered in relation to the results of this study, several limitations point to avenues for future
research. First, this exploratory study had a small sample size and did not include an experimental
design. This limited the study’s explanatory power and the generalizability of the results. To overcome
these limitations in future research, scholars could conduct similar studies using a quasi-experimental
design and a control group. For example, researchers could investigate ethical development in a multi-
section course. Keeping the course content the same, instructors in half the sections could employ
the IEE model while the remaining instructors teach the course as it has traditionally been taught. By
measuring students’ moral and ethical judgment at the beginning and end of the semester, scholars
would have the opportunity to compare the changes in students’ scores between groups to more clearly
understand if the IEE model influenced students’ ethical development.

Second, this study did not use any measures to investigate which specific aspects of the intervention or
instructor behaviors affected students’ ethical development. Instructional communication scholars have
developed several measures that can be used to understand how students experience and understand
their interactions with their instructors and peers. Scholars could advance this line of research by using
measures related to instructors’ behaviors that are called for by the IEE model, such as the perceived
caring subscale of McCroskey & Teven’s (1999) instructor credibility scale, to investigate which aspects
of and how the IEE model promotes students’ ethical development.

Third, to further enhance educational practice, scholars need to investigate the developmental regression
experienced by this study’s participants in the consolidation phase. While scholars have suggested that
regression will not occur if students are given the necessary support (Mayhew & Engberg, 2010), what
that support should look like in practice has not been outlined. Communication and instruction scholars
have the opportunity to extend this research by identifying pedagogical practices and instructor and
student communication behaviors that limit the developmental regression that occurs when students
are uncomfortable with the content of communication courses.

Finally, this study did not investigate the application of the IEE model in a communication course;
therefore, while the study’s findings can still inform communication instructors’ practice, scholars have
the opportunity to extend this work by investigating applications of the IEE model to a communication
curriculum. As proposed by Canary (2007), this study investigated first-year college students. When
investigating IEE-based communication courses, researchers could use a longitudinal design to track
students’ development throughout their collegiate experience to understand how students’ development
occurs over time.
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Conclusion

The communication discipline has a role to play in college students’ ethical development as doing so
prepares graduates to actively engage in democratic society (Colby et al., 2003; NCA, 2015). Conclusions
drawn from this exploratory study suggest that an IEE-based academic intervention embedded in the
first-year experience may achieve positive ethical communication learning outcomes. Further research
is warranted to identify additional evidence-based practices that instructors can employ to promote
college students’ ethical development, to act on their self-authored ethical beliefs (Juujarvi et al., 2010).
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