Chapter 7

Reflective Thinking

Ethical dilemmas are always the most difficult to solve. They not only involve facts, but human emotions and differences in beliefs for some. As a health educator, you will face many ethical and moral dilemmas. An administrator once told the author that that was why she decided to return to full-time teaching. She said the ethical dilemmas were becoming more and more complex, and she was tired of using all her efforts on a situation that someone could have resolved or not even started, if they were ethical. 

Consider the following scenario. You are a program manager in a new community health program that started in your hometown. It is an exercise and dietary program with pain management techniques for persons diagnosed with rheumatoid arthritis. Your friend’s mother has been diagnosed with the disease. The participants are randomly selected from people 65–75 years of age and identified by their physicians as patients who could benefit and possibly manage their pain better with this program. Even though you know this person’s mother applied for the program, the identities of the actual participants in the program have not yet been released. Your friend calls you and says she really wants her mother in the program. You explain how the participants are chosen, but she contends that you could “pull some strings” to get her mother enrolled in the program. What do you say to someone who is trying to coerce you to go against your ethical principles? Even if you knew her mother was or was not chosen for the program, can you tell her? Are you obligated to stand by the ethical code even if it risks losing a friendship? Do you try to get her mother into the program if she is not accepted? Do you notify your supervisor of the conversation with your friend? 


Consider another scenario. You are a health teacher in the public schools. A child comes to school with a black eye and gives you two different versions of how the injury occurred. You go to the principal’s office to file a formal report and notify authorities. The principal says that this child’s father is a physician and he knows the family well. The principal reminds you that the parents are outstanding citizens of this community and regular churchgoers. The principal asks that you forego the usual procedure of filling out a formal report, and he says he will discuss it with the parents and that you have no further responsibility in this matter. Your principal also says that you would not want to embarrass yourself if you were wrong. Besides, the principal states, “I may retire in the near future, and I don’t want any major problems at this point.” You know that teachers are legally bound to report suspected child abuse of any kind in a formal written school district report and report it to the proper authorities (i.e., the Department of Child and Family Services). If you risk going against your principal, it could mean a transfer to another school the next year, a bad review, or loss of your job. Because this principal is also a good friend of the school board president, it could mean there will be future problems for you if you seek other employment in another district. What would you do in this case? Are you ethically and legally bound to report this? Can we judge persons suspected of child abuse differently if they are from a “good and religious family”? How do you counter the statement about being “embarrassed” if you are wrong? Why is being wrong about child abuse a bad thing? Don’t you want to be wrong? Can you handle the pressure if you are wrong? Would the alternative be better (this means a child is being abused and no adult is intervening for the minor child)?
