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ABSTRACT

This guantitative study compared 19 cohort and 27 non-cobort graduate
students’ perceptions of the ethical climate of an educational administration
program 3t 3 midwestern meteopolitan university using the Bthical Climate
Index (ECT). In addition, the study investigated graduate student perceptions
of the importance of the ethical climate in the retention of students within
academic programs. The results of the study {ndicated that cohort students
rated the ethical climaate significantly more positive than non-cohort students
on two of the three ECI subscales: siident to faculty and student to student.
Both cohort and non-cohort students perceived the ethical climate as an
important factor in the retention of students within acadentic prograwms.

Graduate student cohort groups were used in educational administration prepar-
ation programs as early as the 1950s and saw a resurgence in the 1980s {Achilles,
1994). “A cohort consists of a group of students who begin and complete a
prograrn of studies together, engaging v a comunon set of courses, aciivities,
and/or learning experiences” (Barnett & Muse, 1993, p. 401). In a recent study of
223 university educational adourdstration programs, Bamett, Basom, Yerkes,
and Norris (2000) found that 63 percent used graduate student cohort groups in
their preparation prograros.

Some of the reported benefits of graduate student cohort groups inchide positive
student interactions and relationships, a sense of commuputy and affiliation, and
a strong student support system (Barnett et al., 2000; Bratlien, Genzer, Hovle, &
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Oates, 1992; Hill, 1995; Kasten, 1992, Nowris, Barnett, Basom, & Yerkes, 1996,
Tettel, 1997). All of these factors are critical in the retention of students n
academic programs (Wehlage, Rutter, Smith, Lesko, & Fernandez, 1989} and
provide graduate students with the motivation to complete an acadenic program
{Burnett, 1999; Kasten, 1992; Norris et al,, 1996; Witte & Jaroes, 1998). The
graduate students in cohort groups at one university had higher retention and
graduation rates than the traditional graduate students across racial/ethnic groups
{Cunningham, 1996},

There are a lted puraber of empirical studies of graduate student cohort
groups in educational administration programs. Those that exist are descriptive
and qualitative 1o nature (Barmett et al,, 2000; Brathien et al,, 1992; Hill, 1995,
Kasten, 1992; Norris et al., 1996; Teitel, 1997). The purposes of this quantitative
study are 1} 1o compare cohort and non-cohort graduate student perceptions of
the ethical climate of an educational administration program at one university
and 2) to determuine the perceived importance of the ethical chimate in the reten-
tion of students within an educational administration program. Comparing
cohort and non-cobort graduate student perceptions within ong program pro-
vides the opportunity to control for university, course requirement, and instructor
effects. This study is a follow-up to a previous study that vestigated graduate
faculty and student perceptions of the ethical climate within the College of
Education at the sarne midwestern metropolitan usiversity used in this study
{Schulte, 2001).

ETHICAL CLIMATE

For the purposes of this study the ethical climate is defined as the application
of five ethical principles, respect for autonorny, noumaleficence, beneficence,
justice, and fidelity, within faculty to student, student to faculty, and student to
student interactions and relationships (Brown & Krager, 1985; Kitchener, 1984,
1985). Respect for autonomy refers to respecting an individual’s right to make
his or her own decisions; nonmaleficence refers to domg no harm to others;
beneficence requires one to benefit others; justice means 1o treat others fairly; and
fidebty refers to being loyal and trustworthy. The reported benefits of graduate
student cohort groups, such as positive student mteractions and relationships, a
sense of cororoupity and affiliation, and a strong student support systern, are
components of a positive ethical climate.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

The following research questions were addressed during this study: 1) ls there a
difference between cohort and noun-cobort graduate student perceptions of the
ethical climate of an educational administration program at a midwestern metro-
politan university? 2} Is there a difference between cohort and non-cohort graduate
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student perceptions of the mportance of the ethicel chmate in the retention of
students within an educational administration program at a midwestern metro-
politan varversity?

METHOD
Design and Subjects

The study used a survey procedure to collect data from cohort and non-
cohort graduate students ermrolied in the educational admimstration program
at a midwesters mefropolitan university during the spring and fall semesters
of 1999, During the spring semester of 1999, 59 students (39 percent) enrolled
in the educational administration programm were i cohort groups, and 91
{61 percent) were non-cohort group students. The students were pursuing master
or doctoral degrees in educational administration and/or educational adminis-
trative endorsements.

The original data were collected in the spring of 1999 at which time 40 Ethical
Chimate Index (ECT sarveys were distributed, and 30 students responded (9 cohort
and 21 non-cohort), providing a retum rate of 75 percent {Schulte, 2001). In an
attempt to get an adeguate number of completed surveys from students m cohort
groups, 25 additional ECI surveys were distributed i the fall of 1999. Of those
25 students surveyed, 16 responded (18 cohort, 6 non-cohort), providing a return
rate of 64 percent. o total, the ECT survey was distuibuted to 63 students and
46 responded (19 cohort and 27 non-cohort), providing an overall retarn rate of
71 percent.

The mean age of the cohort students was 37.44 years (8D = 10.66), while the
mean age of the non-cohort studenis was 36.30 vears (SD = 8.56). The gender
breakdown for the cohort group was 74 percent female and 26 percent male, while
63 percent of the non-cohort students were fenales, and 37 percent were males.
Eighty-nine percent of the students in both the cohort and non-cohort groups were
enrolled part-time i the educational adminisiration program. Table 1 shows the
number of years that the cohort and non-cohort students were enrolled in the
educational administration program. All of the students were employed full-time,
except for one non-cohort student who was ernployed pari-time.

Procedure

Before the ECT gurvey was distubuted o four educational admimistration
classes during the spring and fall semesters of 1999, the researcher received
approval 1o conduct the study fromm the chairperson of the educational
adnunistration program and the Dean of the College of Education. The ECl survey
irdormation ocluded: ) a cover letter that served as wformed consent for the
students, b} demographic questions, ¢) the ECI and retention items, and d} a small
rcentive, a bag of candy (Schulte, 2001).
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Table 1. Cohort and Non-Cohort Student Years of Enroliment

Years Cohort student (%} Non-cohort student (%)
1 year of less 68.4 83.0
> 1 year, <2 years 26.3 222
> 2 years, 3 years 4 P11
More than 4 years 5.3 a7

The professors from each of the four surveyed classes were contacted to gain
their approval before distunbuting the survey o each class. The researcher
distributed the surveys at the beginning of cach class period at which time she
provided a brief explanation of the survey to the students. She returned the next
class period to collect the completed surveys.

instruments

The 103-item BCT (Schulte, Brown, & Wise, 1991) was used to assess cohort
and non-cohort student perceptions of the ethical climate of the educational
administeation program,. The ECT was developed by applving the five ethical
principles reported by Kitchener (1984, 1985} to faculty and student interactions
and relationsbips (Browe & Krager, 1985}, Students were asked to determine how
true the ECT statements were in the educational administration program using
a S-point Likert scale that ranged frora “1” Rarely or Never True to “5” Usually
or Abways True. The ECEhas strong psychometric characteristics and can differen-
tiate between faculty and student perceptions of the ethical climate across aca-
denuic programs {Schulte, 2001; Schulte et al., 1991),

Schulte (2001) divided the 103-nterm ECT into three subscales by type of
interaction: faculty to student (mamber of itemg = 58), student fo jaculty (mumber
of iterns = 16}, and student to student (uraber of tems = 29), Table 2 provides
sample items from each of the three subscales. The reliability estimates using
Cronbach’s alpha for the facidty to student, student to faculty, and student fo
student subscales are .95, .81, .86, respectively.

Table 3 includes the five items 1o the retention scale (Schulte, 2001}, Siudents
were asked to determine the importance of each item in the retention of students
within a graduate academic program using & S-pownt Likert scale ranging from
“1” Not Important to “5” Very Important. Cronbach’s alpha for the retention
scale is 75,
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Table 2. Sampie ltems from Each of the ECI Subscales

Facully to student ECI subscale
Faculty members go out of their way 1o help studenis. (beneficencs)

Studants are given flaxibilily in choosing courses to fullill program
requiremnents. (autonomy)

Course examns evaluate siudents’ knowledge of material coverad in the
course. (justice)

Students can trust faculty members with confidential information. (fidelity)
Faculty membaers delay siudent progress through procrasiination of their
responsibilities. (nonmaleficence)

Student fo facully EGI subscale

Students actively paricipate in class discussions. {beneficence)

Studants accept responsibility for their performance in class by sesking help
or information when necessary. {autonomy)

Students act thoughifully and Tairly in the evaluation of professors. {justice)

Students are honest in compleling course assignments, exams, papers, or
projects. {fidelity)

Studants monopolize class time with irrelevant questions and comments.
{nonmaleficence)

Student to student ECI subscale

Without being academically dishonest, studenis share ideas, class noles, and
other materials with their paers. {beneficence)

Students fesl free 1o discuss their opinions or beliefs with their peers.
{autonomy)

Studenis’ descriptions of their peers’ abilities are accurals and fair. {justice)
Students use their peers’ ideas as their own. (fidelity)

Studants openly quastion tha abilities and competance of thelr paers.
{nonmaleficence}

Note: This table was reproduced from the Schidte (2001) manuscript.
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Table 3. Retention Scale

How important do you fesl sach ftern s in the retention of students within a
graduate academic department or program?

1. A positive ethical climate.
2. Positive student-student interactions and relationships.
3. Positive facuity-student inlaractions and relationships,

4. Paositive studeni-facuity interactions and relationships.

(o1}

. Positive university-student interactions, such as registering for clagsas.

Mote: This table was reproduced from the Schulte (2001} manuscript.

Data Analyses

In order (o use data from students who did not respond to every ECI item, mean
substitution was used to compute student mean scores for each of the ECT
subscales (Schulte, 2001). The means generated from the mean substitation
process differed from the means generated from the students with no oussing
values by only .01 (SE= .13} {cohort) to .03 (SE = 12} (non-cohort) for the faculty
to student BCT ttems, .02 {S§E = .09) (cohort) t0 .03 (8E = . 10) (non-cohort) for the
student to faculty BCY items, and .01 (SE = .09) {cchort) to .06 (SE = .11}
{non-cohort) for the student fo student BECT ttems.

The data were analyzed using the SPSS for Windows 5.0 statistical software,
Univanate tests were conducted because the researcher wished to investigate
differences between cohort and non-cohort groops on each of the three ECI
subscales and the retention scale separately. Thus, four independent -tests were
conducted using a sigmficance level of 05 for each rtest. The independent
variable for each of the r-fests was group, cohort, or non-cohort. The dependent
varigbles were student mean scores on the retention scale and each of the three
ECT subscales: faculty to student, student to faculty, and student io student.

RESULTS

Table 4 provides the means, standard deviations, and results from the 1nde-
pendent #tests for each of the ECI subscales and the retention scale for the cohort
and non-cobort groups. The results from the ndependent #tests indicated that
the cohort student perceptions of the ethical climate were significantly more
positive than the non-cobort student perceptions for the student to faculty subscale
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Table 4. Means, Standard Deviations, and -Tests betwesn
Cohort and Non-Cohort Students on the ECH Subscales
and the Retention Scale

Scale M SO t of I
Facuity 1o student 1.192 44 240
Cohort 4.01 37
Non-cohort 3.87 42
Student to facuity 2.785 44 008
Cohort 4.13 27
Non-cohort 3.88 37
Student to student 2.420 a4 020
Cohort 4.04 26
Non-cohort 3.78 41
Ratantion 308 44 781
Cohort 4.45 50
Non-cohort 4.4% 45

{(#44) = 2785, p = D08, two-talded) and the student fo student subscale
{H{44) = 2.420, p = 020, two-tailed). There was no significant difference between
cohort sud non-cohort studend perceptions for the fuculty fo student subscale
(K443 = 1192, p = 240, two-tailed) and the retention scale (#(44) = 306, p = 761,
two-tailed).

DISCUSSION

Cohort and Non-Cohort Student Percaptions

Cohort student perceptions of the ethical climate were significantly more
positive than non-cohort student perceptions for two of the three ECT subscales:
student to faculty (how students interact with faculty members) and siudent fo
student (how students interact with other students). The cohort student rean
scores for each of the ECT subscales were moderately positive falling between
often true (4) and usually or always true (§), while the non-cohort student mean
scores for each of the ECI subscales were somewhat positive falling between
sorpetimes troe (3} and often true (4) (see Table 4). Both cohort and non-cohort
students perceived the ethical climate as important {4} to very important (5) in the
retention of students withio an academic program (see Table 4).
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Differences between Cohort and Non-Cohost
Student Perceplions

In order to pinpoint the differences between cohort and non-cohort student
perceptions on the student fo foculty and student to student ECT subscales, items
with mean differences greater than one-half of 2 standard deviation between the
cohort and non-cohort students were examined. Some exanples of tems with
differences between the cohort and non-cohort students on the student 1o faculty
subscale include: studenis’ work shows effort and quality; students act thought-
fully and fairly i the evaluation of professors; students are honest in completing
course assignments, £xarns, papers, or projects; students monopolize class time
with irrelevant questions and comments; and faculty members can trust students
with confidential information. Some examples of tlems with differences between
the cohort and non-cohort students on the student fo student subscale inchude:
students feel free to discuss their opinions or beliefs with their peers; there (s a
cooperative spirit among the students in this department or program; students go
out of their way to help their peers; students provide their peers with reinforcement
and encouragement when appropriate; students openly belitile the opinions or
beliets of their peers; and students place unreasonable demands on their peers. For
2ach of the items listed above, the cohort student perceptions were more positive
than the non-cohort student perceptions.

Faculty Perceptions

Further research needs to be conducted to assess faculty perceptions of the
ethical climate of cohort and non-cohort student groups within the sarne academis
program. This study considered only cohort and non-cohort student perceptions of
the ethical climate of ap academic program. Cualitative research indicates that the
power relationships between faculiy and students may be different for cohort and
nan-cohort student groups {Barnett et al, 2000, Teuel, 1997).

In the traditional university setting, the students hold a subordinate position of
powser when corapared to facuity roembers (Kipnis, 1976). The strong bouds that
develop among students as a result of being in a cohort group can change the power
structure in students’ relationships with faculty members. One faculty member
noted that students in cohort groups were more witling to iry to negotiate course
gvaluation and course requirement issues than students n traditional settings
{Teitel, 1997).

CONCLUSION

The results of this quantitative study indicate that there is a more positive
ethical climate for cohort students when compared to non-cohort studends
within an educational administration program at a midwestern metropolitan uni-
versity. Positive student wteractions and relationships, & sense of corpmunity and
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affiliation, and a strong student support system characterize this positive ethical
climate. Both cohort and non-cohort students perceived the ethical climate as
important (¢ very moportant in the refention of students within an acadernic
program. Administrators of academuic programs should consider the cohort model
as an iruportant rstructional delivery systern because if promotes a posiive ethical
climate and the retention of students.
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