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Objectives

Discuss the emotional tension that surrounds faculty in 
nursing academia.

Develop an insight into the process of managing 
ethical tension.



Purpose

To identify the process that occurs when nursing faculty 
encounter stressful and ethically charged situations in 
academia such as failing a student through subjective 
assignments, undeserved grade changes, disrespectful student 
actions and others.



Methodology/Research Question

Grounded Theory

Research Question: 

What occurs when faculty experience ethical tension 
in nursing education?



Sample

A combination of purposive and theoretical sampling

N=13 faculty, teaching full time, predominately didactic course work, 
in NLNAC or CCNE accredited nursing programs in the mid Atlantic 
area of the U.S.

Universities represented: 8

•Age:  33-62 •Years of Experience: 3-23     •Gender:  Female 10; Male 3

•Ethnicity: Caucasian/Non Hispanic 12;  Black 1

 Degree:  PhD 10; MSN 3

 Rank:  Assistant Professor 10; Associate Professor 2; Professor 1



Data Collection and Analysis

Face-to-Face and Zoom

60-90 minute Interviews 

 Interviews and memos were analyzed and coded 
concurrently

Data collection continued until theoretical saturation 
was achieved



Findings

Categories of experiencing, identifying, and resolving
emerged from the data resulting in the discovery of the 
basic social psychological process (BSPP) of safeguarding 
the profession, student, and self.

Safeguarding the profession, student, and self is a 
nonlinear process that occurs when nursing faculty 
encounter and act to resolve ethical tension in 
academia.



BSPP: SAFEGUARDING  THE PROFESSION, STUDENT, AND SELF





EXPERIENCING ETHICAL TENSION

Impact

 Psychological /Self Doubts 

 “So, they have been going through this program and taken 
other courses and have been told they are producing A level 
work which is barely C level work and I am just in constant 
distress.”

 “When I get an evaluation from a student that says something 
wasn’t fair, I just kinda come to pieces because I’m thinking, 
oh my gosh, what more could I have done?”



EXPERIENCING ETHICAL TENSION

Physical: Fatigue / headaches
 Sleeplessness / GI Distress 
“It is all-encompassing. It sucks the life right outta you.”

“Always a pit in the stomach, getting a lot of 
headaches…very tired all the time. Really felt actually very 
depressed, needed to talk to somebody about all that...I was 
trying very hard and...I had wonderful evaluations, and it 
didn’t seem to matter at all that I was a good teacher...just 
these issues with these couple people and that’s all that 
mattered.”



EXPERIENCING ETHICAL TENSION

Relational/Lack of Support/Incivility

“I had a person that was so bad to students that 
she would make students cry…and she also would 
pick out the weaker faculty members and bully 
them.”

“I just felt like I often failed and I’m not blaming 
anybody because,  the weird thing about it, it’s all 
up to you.  Like there’s no help on it, you know?”



IDENTIFYING ETHICAL TENSION

Administrative/Graduating Unqualified Students

 “I’m emailing the chair saying I’m very concerned about this 
student…she’s a risk to herself...and she’s in clinical taking care of 
patients. And the Chair completely ignores my emails and says she 
doesn’t look at any emails about this student anymore because they 
get so many emails.”

 ”The biggest thing that occurred…was that students would meet with 
the Dean, would grieve the grade, and be allowed to take the class 
again.  There was one student that failed the same class a total of three 
times and for me, for a student that’s paying tuition.,,truly did not 
have the cognitive ability to be successful despite tutoring.”



IDENTIFYING ETHICAL TENSION
 Student/Entitlement/Lack of Preparation/Buying Your Degree

 “…I had two seniors who had failed a course that I was teaching. And 
both of them were hounding me relentlessly...They would e-mail me and 
call me on the phone. And the one student really turned ugly in her 
attitude, and she actually scared me. And I told her, “Do not come to my 
office again. I don’t wanna see you here again.” And I thought, “If I see 
you again, I will call security.” It was that bad.
 “...we had a cohort in that course were lying...they were leaving to go to 

lunch and not letting me know. They would go off the unit, and one 
time...I sat there and timed them. It took 45 minutes to an hour to come 
back...and they lied to me.”

 “Bring rigor...it was very apparent they[students] were unprepared... 
students were angry. Students were furious. My evaluations were in the 
toilet...sometimes the qualitative information was evil...and very difficult 
to take.”



IDENTIFYING ETHICAL TENSION 

Philosophical/Changing Grades – Should I?

“There was a lot of negotiation that went on with the 
director…at that time: multiple meetings, multiple requests to add 
points, multiple requests to make the test easier.”

 “One night at about eight o’clock at night I get a phone call, well 
we need for you to change the grades…I said I respectfully decline 
to change the grades.  She did say fine, and that was the end of 
that I thought, however, my contract was not renewed that year.”



IDENTIFYING ETHICAL TENSION

 Intrapersonal/ Self Imposed Tension 

“I don’t want to have somebody not pass who maybe 
should have and just, I don’t know, have bad 
luck…maybe not do well one day or one test.”

“Whether you like a student or not has no basis on their 
grade, and that’s something that has bothered me in 
academia.”



IDENTIFYING ETHICAL TENSION
 Interpersonal/Feeling Devalued
 “I was very close to the person that became my bully…someone that I 

had trusted...so I was very hesitant to have any relationships here at 
work...I went through almost a full academic year where I was an 
island all to myself.”

 “It was difficult to come to work...to feel that your suggestions were 
not listened to and that you were just really a worker bee and not 
anyone that had any kind of expertise or valid statements or valued 
contributions to be had.”

 “I just felt that you were really a dangling participle.  You were all by 
yourself, you know? I felt totally used.”



RESOLVING ETHICAL TENSION 

Seeking Consultation/Effective Mentoring

“I brought up to…that you need to have a mentor that is 
more matched and that you feel that you can approach.”

“I think perhaps to have had an advocate or someone to 
stand kinda beside me as you go through that 
process…it’s difficult to do it completely alone.”



RESOLVING ETHICAL TENSION
 Shutting Down/Accepting the Culture

 ”I was asked to change a grade from someone who wanted a 90 
to go to a 91 to get the A minus, and I actually did it for fear of 
losing my job…I had not received my new contract. I could not 
lose my job, I have to pay for tuition, so I changed the grade.”

 “So it led to essentially coming into work, being at work, closing 
my door, not interacting, and essentially making no noise, doing 
exactly what I was told to do when I was told to.”



RESOLVING  ETHICAL TENSION

Escaping/Moving Jobs

“Someone was saying, Good luck today in your interview, 
and I said, I feel like I need a long – I need time from – I’m 
just tired.  It has been an exhausting three years…you go 
into this so excited and you’ve got these ideas and you’re 
going to-and you’re just battered frankly.  It’s like ethical 
battery.”



RESOLVING ETHICAL TENSION
 Leaving Academia/Taking a Stand

 “So during my exit interview, I said there needs to be better 
camaraderie…team spirit and some go-to-people that people can go 
to.  They said it was only gonna get worse; that it’s gonna get worse 
here...that made me feel that, okay, I’m glad I got out.”

 ”I feel responsible to the patients but also to our profession…All of 
this work that we’re doing to be seen as these independent safe 
practitioners and the place that we want to have as advanced nurse 
practitioners in the heatlh care arena is threatened if we are putting 
out people who are not qualified.”



Implications for Nursing
Gatekeeper to the nursing profession
Fidelity to the Profession
Taking a Stand (Moral Authority)
Setting boundaries/expectations
Teaching/learning professional identity
Developing a culture of respect
Administration to faculty
Faculty to faculty
Faculty to student
Student to faculty



Implications for Nursing

Reality Check
Mentoring
Pet Therapy
Self Care
Managing anxiety/health
Exercise
Finding balance
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