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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

The growth o f biomedical knowledge and changes in 

the patterns of demand for health services have led 

rapid and, h opefull y , progressive changes in nursing. 

In addition to these changes, an increasing number of 

moral dilemmas arising from the advances in nursing 

and medicine has also affected the practice of nursing. 

Intensiv e care nurses, in particular, are faced 

with s uch moral dilemmas as human experimentat i on, organ 

tran s plants, birth control, abortion, genetic engineering, 

and eutha nas i a at some time in their careers. Studies 

have s hown that nurses ar e encountering dif f iculty in 

d e a l ing with t h e se moral d ilemmas. According to Krawczyk 

a nd Kudzma (197 8 ) , i t may be that nurses' professional 

cur ric ul a h a v e n o t p r epa red the nurses for effectively 

deal ing wi th moral di lemmas. 

Mahon and Fo~l er (1979) stated the acquisition, 

deve lopment , a nd exec u tion o f judgments related to moral 

dilemma s are affected by the nurse's level of mora l 

development . Kohlberg ' s (19 73) theo ry o f mor a l d e ve lop

ment advocated the stimu l ation o f mo r a l development i n 
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educational settings. Fostering the level of moral 

development in education may increase the nurse's 

effectiveness in dealing with moral dilemmas in nurs

ing practice. 

The study of moral development in nursing stimu

lates thought in the direction of determining if there 

2 

are differences between associate degree and baccalaureate 

degree nurses. Associate programs emphasize technical 

skill while baccalaureate programs emphasize theoretical 

knowledge (Michelrnore, 1977). Despite differences in 

educational training, both types of nurses are expected 

to respond to a moral dilemma in the same manner in the 

intensive care setting. Therefore, the focus of a study 

to examine the level of moral development in associate 

degree and baccalaureate degree nurses is indicated. 

Problem of Study 

Tr.e problem of this study was: 

Is there a relationship between the kind of basic 

education of nursing students and the level of moral 

development attained? Specifically, co intensive care 

nurses who have earned a baccalaureate degree in nursing 

have a different level of moral development than do inten

sive care nurses who have earned an associate degree in 

nurslns? 



Justification of the Problem 

Issues in morality are concerned with all relation

sbips in a human society and include the values of life, 

trust, deception, responsibility, and individual rights 

(Bull, 1969). Nursing is involved in issues of morality 

because of its intimate involvement with people. For 

this reason, nurses must be able to deal effectively 

with issues of morality. Moral awareness and reasoning 

are necessary for nurses to respond effectively to moral 

issues and the associated values (Munhall, 1980). 
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According to Rest (1975), moral reasoning levels 

are highl y correlated with the level of education and the 

e ducational environment itself. Therefore, one of the 

goals of nursing education should be to stimulate autono

mous moral development so the individual can engage in 

autonomous moral reasoning. The educational environment 

i n nursing h as been portrayed as rigid and authoritarian 

a nd i t is said t o reflect teaching styles that impart 

subserv i ence and appeal to authority for approval 

(Gro up & Rober ts, 1 97 4 ). Research findings indicate 

that nurs ing s t udents do not f eel free to express opinions 

a nd tha t fa c ul t y fail to tr e a t them as autonomous indi

vidua ls (Stein , 1969). 



Associate degree and baccalaureate degree nurses 

differ in educational preparation. Technical competency 

is the emphasis of associate degree programs, while 

theoretical knowledge is the emphasis of baccalaureate 

programs (Michelmore, 1977). In practice, little dif

ferentiation is made between baccalaureate and associate 

degree nurses. Both levels are expected to exhibit the 

same level of moral development despite educational di£

ferences. 

College students are at a transitional period for 

moral development and theoretically are most vulnerable 
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to upward change (Kohlberg, 1973). In a recent study by 

Mahon and Fowler (1979), two groups of 10 nursing students 

were studied relative to individual changes in moral 

development. The experimental group was exposed to 

planned specific moral content in a nursing rounds for

mat and to ethical content in lectures. The control 

group was only exposed to ethical content in lectures. 

The experime~tal group had a significantly greater level 

o f moral developme~t as determined by Rest's (1974) 

Defining Issues Test. Mahon and Fowler (197Y) agreed 

that these changes warranted continued investigation of 

moral development in nursing education and practice. 



Munhall (1980) investigated the level of moral 

development among different levels of nursing students 

and t he faculty in a baccalaureate program. The Defin

ing Issues Test by Rest (1974) was used. Anal ysis 

of data revealed a significant difference in levels of 

moral reasoning between faculty and students, but a 

lack of significant difference between students repre

senting the different academic years of nursing educa

tion. 

Levine (1977) contended there is little in nurs

ing education that prepares a nurse to be a perceptive 

witness to the moral issues that arise in practice. A 

study of 60 public health nurses and 60 hospital nurses 

by Murphy (1976) indicated that nurses in both of the 

environments were stabilized at the conventional level 

of moral reasoning. At this level, conformity to per

sona l expectations, loyalty, and the maintenance of 

social o rder are important (Kohlberg, 1975). 

Studie s have shown that nurses as a group have not 

attained the uppermost levels of moral development. 

Greater emphasis is needed in stimulating a higher l evel 

of moral developmen t in nursing. A study of graduate 

associate and baccalaureate degree nurses may determine 

5 
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if the level of nursing education stimulates a higher 

level of moral development. 

Theoretical Framework 

The theoretical framework for this study was based 

on Kohlberg's stages of moral development. Kohlberg's 

theory has its most immediate conceptual foundations in 

the cognitive developwental theory of Piaget (1948). 

Kohlberg, like Piaget, viewed the development of moral 

reasoning as a progression through a sequence of stages. 

Kohlberg (1968, 1973) theorized that moral develop-

ment progresses through three levels entitled the precon-

ventional, conventional, and postconventional levels. 

Additionall y , each of these levels is subdivided into 

two numbered stages. An individual in the preconven-

tional level is responsive to cultural rules ana labels 

of good a nd bad, right or wrong. Interpretation of 

t h ese labels is in terms of physical or pleasure seeking 

cons eque nces or t h e physical power of authority figures . . 
I n t he f i r s t s tag e of t h is level, the individual exhibits 

a puni s hme nt and obedience orier.tation. In terms of 

r igh t a nd wrong , the indiv i d ual believes right is that 

which avo id s pun ishment. Thus, the individual obey s 

rules t o avoij the phys i cal conseq uences of action. 



In stage two of the preconventional level, an 

instrumental relativist orientation is present. Right 

action consists of that which instrumentally satisfies 

one's own needs and occasionally the needs of others. 

Elements of fairness and reciprocity are present, but 

they are always interpreted in a physically pragmatic 

way. In both stages, right and wrong are determined by 

the fear of physical consequences and of the power 

exerted by those in authority. Stage one is directed 

toward avoidance of punishment while stage two involves 

personal gain. 
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The conventional level of moral development involves 

maintaining the expectations of the individual's family, 

group, or nation regardless of immediate and obvious 

consequences. The attitudes of this level are ones of 

conformity and loyalty to personal expectations and 

social order. The i dividual actively maintains, sup

ports, and justif ies the order and identifies with 

the persons involved in it. 

Stages three and four represent the conventional 

level of moral develo pment. In stage three, the inter

personal concordance of "good boy--nice girl" orienta

tion is prese nt. Good behavior is that which pleases or 



helps others and is approved by them. ~ight coincides 

with the individual seeking acceptance and approval 

from peer groups by conforming to stereotypical inages. 

The "law and order" orientation constitutes stage four. 

Whereas stage three involves conformity to persona, 

stage four is dominated by conformity to civil or moral 

rules, and maintenance of law and social order. Respect 

for authority and conformity to rules established by 

organizations or institutions with which the person is 

affiliated are also included in stage four. 

The third or postconventional level involves a 

clear effort to define moral values and principles that 

have application and validity separate from group norms 

and authority. The fifth and sixth stages fall into the 

postconventional level of moral development. Stage five 

is the social contract stage in which the individual 

views the law as a bi~ding code of behavior. In this 

stage the i nd ividual believes the law has content tha~ 

can be changed by the will of the majority when neces

sary for ut ilitarian, rational, or updating purposes. 

Stage six involves the u niversal ethical principle 

o r ientation . At this stage moral reasonir.g is based on 

decisio~s o~ conscience made in accordance with self

chosen ethical pri~ciples that supersede the demands of 
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law and social agreements when conflict exists. The 

individual in this stage is committed to the principles 

of justice, reciprocity, equality of human rights, and 

respect for the dignity of human beings as individual 

perso~s. 

The sequence of Kohlberg's stages of moral develop

ment remain constant, because each stage is derived 

from a prior stage and prepares the individual :o~ a 

subsequent stage. The process moves only forward and 

no stage is nissed. The amount of time required for 

an individual to progress through each stage may vary. 

Kohlberg (1973) believed an individual's moral 

reasoning process is a function of the dynamic inter

action between an individual's internal cognitive struc

ture and his external environment. Kohlberg stated 

that individuals cannot be taught internalized principles 

of moral judgments. According to Kohlberg, moral reason

ing can be facilitated through experiences that stimulate 

cognitive conflict and allow for role taking opportuni

ties. This is achievec through participation in courses 

that focus on QOral discussion in which the student 

offers his own solutions and listens to tLose offered 

by o t he r s (Kohlberg, 1975/. 

9 



Assumptions 

The following assumptions were made for this 

investigation: 

1. The level of moral development is measu~able. 

2. The level of moral development is affected by 

the external environment. 
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3. Progression to a higher level of moral develop

ment can be facilitated . 

Hypothesis 

The following hypothesis was formulated for this 

study: 

There will be no difference in the level of moral 

development as determined by scores on the Defining 

Issues Test of intensive care nurses who are baccalaureate 

prepared nurses and intensive ca=e nurses who are associ

ate degree prepared. 

Definition of Terms 

For purposes of this investigation, the following 

terms were defined: 

1. Mora l development--a typological scheme describ

ing general structures and forms of moral thought. 

Ko hlberg's stages o f moral development consist of three 



distinct levels with two related stages in each level. 

Scores on the Defining Issues Test measure the level 

of moral development. 

2. Baccalaureate prepared nurse--a registered 

nurse who has graduated from an upper level collegiate 

program and holds a Bachelor of Science degree in nurs

ing. 

3. Associate degree nurse--a registered nurse who 

has graduated from a community college program and 

holds an associate degree in nursing. 

4. Intensive care nurse--a registered nurse em

ployed in a hospital's intensive care unit. 

Limitations 

The limitations of this investigation were as 

follows: 

1. The study was limited to one type of working 

environment. This prevents generalizability to nurses 

working in other environments. 

2. The study sample was limited to females, thus 

preventing generalization to a male population. 

3. The subject's previous experiences in dealing 

with rno~a l dilemmas were not known. 

11 



4. The sample was not randomly selected, thus 

preventing generalizability to the total population. 

Sununary 

12 

This descriptive study examined the relationship 

between educational preparation and the level of moral 

development attained. Justification for the study has 

been provided as well as a discussion of the theoretical 

framework on which the study was based. Ass1:.mptions, 

the formulated hypothesis, definition of pertinent 

terms, and limitations of the investigation have also 

been presented. 



CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Before investigating the relationship between ~oral 

development and educational level, a review of the litera-

ture was conducted. The review included relevant research 

and current thinking related to this subject. Areas of 

discussion include the following: (a) theoretical founda-

tions of moral development, (b) moral development and 

higher education, (c) moral development and nursing, 

and (d) baccalaureate and associate degree nursing. 

Theoretical Foundations of 
Moral Development 

The concept of moral development and moral education 

was fi=st addressed by John Dewey (cited in Kohlbe~g, 

1975). Dewey believed the aim of education should be 

growth and developnent, not only intellectually ~ut 

morally as well. Dewey theorized three levels of moral 

development including the premoral or preconventional 

level, the conventional level, and the autonomous level. 

The prernora l or preconventional level deals with behavior 

~otivated by biological and social impulses with implica-

tions for morals. The conve~tional leve l of behavior 
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involves the individual accepting with little critical 

reflection the standards of his/her group. Conduct 

guided by the individual thinking and judging for 

himself/herself whether a purpose is good and per

sonal acceptance of group standards only after personal 

reflection constitutes the autonomous stage (Dewey, 

cited in Kohlberg, 1975). 
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Building upon Dewey's work, Piaget made the first 

attempt to define stages of moral reasoning in children. 

Through the use of interviews and observations of 

children, Piaget (1948) constructed the first stage 

in which the child has no sense of obligation to rules. 

The second or heteronomous stage involves obeying 

rules for fear of punishment. In the last stage or 

autonomous stage the child follows rules freely and 

expresses mutual rights and obligations (Piaget, 

1948). 

Kohlberg (1975) used the ideas of Dewey and the 

work of Piaget to develop his theory of moral develop

ffient. Over a 20 y ear period, Kohlberg redefined and 

validated the six stages or moral development in longi

tudinal and cross-cultural studies. Kohlberg focused 

en a person 's reasoning b y suggesting that reasoning 



about the choice and not the choice itself, reveals the 

structure of the person's moral judgment. 

Moral Development and 
Higher Education 

15 

Historically, one of the primary functions of higher 

education was the enhancement of moral development. Cul-

leges and universities were usually church-sponsored 

with a major emphasis on moral development and values 

clarification. The gradual decline in the relevance of 

moral development in education was brought about by the 

increasing concern for separation of church and state. 

Presently, the literature suggests a growing concern 

and resurgence of interest in moral development among 

college educators. The literature identified three 

major means by which colleges and universities may 

influence the moral development of students. These are 

through curriculum content, form of instruction, and the 

role of the teacher. 

Trow (1976) and Gross (1981) focused on the inclusion 

of literature in college curriculums as contributing 

to the enhancement of moral development. Literature, 

particularl y the novel, extends a student's knowledge 

about alternative courses of action and consequences of 



a choice that an exercise in moral judgment requires 

(Trow, 1976). Gross (1981) stated literature could 

serve as a vehicle for posing moral dilemmas. Students 

could be progressed through Kohlberg's stages by having 

them read characters and moral dilemmas in litera~ure 

representative of each stage of moral development. 

Through small group discussions the students could be 

asked to seek solutions to moral problems posed in the 

literature. According to Gross, this could advance a 

student toward moral maturity by challenging students 

to think about the way in which decisions are made and 

to show most problems have more than one right or wrong 

answer. 
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Several researchers, including Kohlberg, viewed 

t he method of instruction as the most important means 

by wh ich to stimulate moral development. Kohlberg 

(1975) stated that moral development is stimulated if 

a n e nv ironme n t's challenge is one stage above a person's 

p resen t stag e of mora l development. Kohlberg believed 

in ord er t o st i mula t e moral development, the educational 

environment s hould incl ude the following: (a) role

taking a nd r ole - p laying, (b) a diversity o f student 

bac kgrounds and po i nt s of view that stimulate student 



perspectives, (c) student-instructor decision making, 

and (d) keeping the focus of the class on reasoning. 

Straub and Rogers (1978) designed, taught, and 

evaluated a combined English psychology course using 

Kohlberg's work on moral development as a frame of 

reference. The course taught at Ohio State University 
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was titled ''The Awakening Woman: Psychological Themes 

of Identity, Development, and Liberation through Litera

ture." The investigators hypothesized that after being 

exposed to role-taking and playing, group discussion 

and participation, and emphasis on reasoning, the student 

would move toward higher stages of moral development and 

that self-reported attitudes toward women would become 

l e ss traditional. The sample consisted of 14 students 

i ncluding 7 fres hman, 3 sophomores, 2 juniors, and 2 

sen iors. The study 's design was the pretest-posttest 

d es i gn using Rest's Defining Issues Test developed in 

1 974 and the Attitudes toward Women Scale by Spence 

and Hel~lich a s tools of measurement. The find i ng s 

r e vealed a sign ificant increase in the level of moral 

devel o pme nt aiT.o ng t he college students particularly to 

stage five . The results a l sc indicated an i ncreasing 

awarenes s of women's issues and a d ecrease i~ th2 tra

d itional atLitudes towar d wo men. 



Yussen (1976) utilized role-playing as a means of 

probing a student's moral orientation. College and 
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high school students (n = 120) were asked to respond 

three times to Rest's Defining Issues Test as the social 

role of self, average policeman, and average philosopher. 

College subjects had a significantly higher mean level 

of principled choices for self than for policemen and 

a significantly higher level for philosopher, than either 

self or policeman. At the ninth grade level, none of 

the differences between social roles was significant. 

Tenth and 12th graders had a significantly higher level 

of principled choices selected for philosopher than 

policemen. Twelfth graders also exhibited a higher 

level of principled c~oices for philosopher than for 

self. 

Doris (1978) advocated the role of the teacher as 

an important determinant in enhancing a student's level 

of moral development. The teacher must possess a knowl

edge of the s~age s of ~oral development. Secondly, the 

teacher mu st be aware of the student's level of moral 

development by observing the reasoning of students in 

class discussion , and student-teacher talks, and by 

observing general classroom and social behavior. 



Brown and Canon (1978) suggested caring confronta

tions by the teacher as a means of stimulating moral 

development. These authors suggested the teacher con

front the student with his/her own perception that a 

particular personal act has moral and ethical dilemma 

content. In doing this, the teacher must value the 
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student's right to decide and assert moral ethical 

positions that may differ from the teacher's. This car

ing behavior assists the student in fully exploring 

personal behavior, thus stimulating moral development. 

Several authors cited the importance of higher 

education in enhancing moral development. Higher educa-

tion provides additional time for an individual to make 

the transition from adolescence to adulthood (White, 

1980). Kohlberg (1975) believed that movement from 

c o nventional to postconventional t ho ught requires both 

the personal experiences of questioning and commitment 

and t he kinds of stimulation to moral consideration 

that often occurs in college. Rest (1975) believed 

that moral j udgment levels increase as people continue 

the ir e ducation. 

The p r evio u s di scussion has f ocused on res e arch 

related t o high e r educ a tion and mo r al deve lopme nt. The 



literature reported curriculum content, method of 

instruction, and teacher role as important factors in 

the stimulation of moral development in higher educa-

tion. Higher education was cited as instrumental in 

a student's development of moral judgment. 

Moral Development and Nursing 

20 

The majority of research done to determine the 

relationship of moral development and nursing has focused 

on educational preparation or work environment and moral 

development level. The studies which have been done 

utilized Kohlberg's (1975) t~eory of moral development 

as the theoretical framework. 

Munhall (1980) examined the levels of moral reason

ing between baccalaureate nursing students representing 

the four academic years and between nursing students and 

nursing faculty in the same baccalaurea~e nursing program. 

A sample of 15 nursing students was administered Rest's 

Oefining Issues Test. Findings indicated no significant 

dif f erences among th8 four student groups, although there 

were significant differences between the students' and 

f aculty 's level of moral development. The students tended 

to be at the conventional level, while the faculty was 

at t he postconve~tional level of moral reasoning. 
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Munhall stated that the findings revealed nursing schools 

offer an environment conducive to conventional level 

thinking. This author also suggested the inclusion of 

moral development theory -in planning nursing curricula. 

Krawczyk and Kudzma (1978) advocated the inclusio~ 

of dilemma discussion seminars and courses as a means 

of integrating moral development theory into nursing 

curricula. The dilemmas included in discussion semi~ars 

must meet the following criteria: (a) generate uncer-

tainty about right and wrong, (b) contain content 

appropriate to the student's level of nursing knowledge, 

(c) have elements that are transferable to other situa

tions, and (d) be a relatively common occurrence in nurs

ing practice. The researchers also stated faculty and 

administrators of the nursing school must possess knowl

edge of the moral development theory. 

Birdston (1979) met the preceding criteria when 

investigating whether intensive discussions of moral 

dile~~as that arise in the practice of nursing would 

facilit ate moral principled reasoning in a group of 

freshman students in a baccalaureate nursing program. 

Students (n = 69) were pretested and posttested ~sing 

Rest 's (1974) Defining Issues Test and Crisham's (1981) 

Nursi~? Defining Issues Test. The subjects were enrolled 



22 

in a dilemma discussion course titled "Holistic Nursing" 

either in the fall or spring semesters. Findings revealed 

no significant increase in the level of moral development 

following the dilemma discussion course. The investigator 

suggested that the results were due to the limited time 

frame of two semesters in whic~ the study was conducted. 

The relationship between critical thinking, educa

tional preparation, and the level of moral judgment was 

i~vestigated by Ketefian (198la). The sample consisted 

of 36 associate and diploma prepared nurses and 43 

baccalaureate prepared nurses. The subjects were 

administered Rest's (1974) Defining Issues Test and the 

Watson-Glaser Critical Thinking Measure. Results indi-

cated a positive relationship between critica! thinking 

and moral reasoning (p = .001). Nurses who had profes

s i onal ed ucation had more advanced levels of moral 

reasoning t h an those who had received technical nursing 

p reparation, F (1, 77) = 9.6, 12. < .01. Lastly, critical 

th i nk i ng and educationa l preparation together would 

p r edic t greater variance in moral judgment than either 

variab~e alon e (E = .01). The higher the nurse's critical 

thinking , t h e h igher the moral reasoning. 
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In a subsequent study by K e t e f ian ( 1 9 8lb) , the r e 1 a

tionship between moral reasoning and moral behavior in 

79 practicing nurses was identified. The subjects were 

administered the Judgment about Nursing Decisions Test 

developed by Ketefian and the Defining Issues Test by 

Rest ( 19 7 4) . Moral reasoning was positively related to 

knowledge and valuation of ideal moral behavior (E 

.01). Moral reasoning was also positively related to 

nurse's perception of realistic moral behavior. Ketefian 

contended that nurses must achieve a postconventional 

level of moral reasoning in order to enhance decision

making and achieve greater latitude and control over 

their own practice. 

Murphy (1976) examined the effects of the working 

environment and position of authority on the moral 

reasoning of nurses. The participating 60 hospital 

nurses and 60 public health nurses were females with 

baccalaureate or higher degrees. The subjects were 

administered a moral judgment interview consisting of 

moral dilemma situations. Findings indicated no overall 

d ifferences in levels of moral reasoning among nurses 

working in different types of environments and positions 

of authority . Data revealed that most of the sample was 



stabilized at stages three and four of the convec

tional level of moral reasoning. Murphy stated that 
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in order for the nurse to achieve postconventional 

thinking, the service agencies and hospitals must allow 

nurses to share in decision-making and institute courses 

in ethical reasoning through inservice education for 

nurses. 

Crisham's (1981) findings supported the assertion 

that hospitals and service agencies have a profound 

effect on nurses' levels of moral reasoning. Crisham 

investigated the difference between nurses' responses 

to general hypothetical moral dilemmas and responses to 

real life nursing dilemmas. The sample included 57 asso

ciate degree nurses, 85 baccalaureate degree nurses, 10 

master 's prepared nurses, 36 college junior prenursing 

majors, and 37 graduate level non-nurses. Subjects 

were adninistered Rest's Defining Issues Test and the 

Nursing Dilemma Test developed b y Crisham to measure 

nurses ' respon ses to nursing dilemmas. A significant 

relationship was found between the subject's moral judg

ment about hypothetical general dilemmas in the Defining 

I ssues Test and moral judgment about real-life nursing 

dilemm~s in the Nursing Dilemma Test. With the three 
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groups of registered nurses, Nursing Dilemma Test and 

Defining Issues Test scores increased with educational 

level and length of clinical nursing experience. A 

surprising finding revealed that the pre-nurse group 

and non-nurse group had higher principled thinking 

scores for nursing dilemmas than the staff nurse group 

with the exception of the master's prepared nurses. 

The investigator believed that staff nurses, more than 

any other group, interpreted the dilemmas in terms of 

the distractions and pressures within the hospital milieu. 

The literature suggested additional research is 

needed in the area of moral development and nursing. 

The continued study of the relationship between moral 

development and nursing has implications for nursing 

education and nursing practice. 

Baccalaureate and Associate 
Degree Nursing 

The position paper by the American Nurses' Associa-

tion (1965) classified nurses as either technical or 

j?rofessional. The techn ~cal nurse was defined as a 

graduate of a 2-year community college program, while 

a graducte of a 4 or 5-year college program was defined 

as a professional nurse. The technical nurse was 
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responsible for tasks delegated by physicians and pro

fessional nurses that would assist the patient in moving 

toward recovery. The professional nurses• practice was 

more theoretically oriented and emphasized the social

psychological aspects of patient care. 

Kramer (1981) stated that baccalaureate programs 

prepare the nurse for five functions. These functions 

include the following: (a) caregiving function, (b) 

managerial and leadership function, (c) health promotion 

and health supervision, (d) teaching and counseling 

function, and (e) health and illness screening role. 

Associate degree programs prepare the nurse only in 

t h e careg i ver function. 

Kramer believed associate degree nurses are often 

better hospital nurses since 90% to 100% of their clinical 

ed u cation compared to 60% of a baccalaureate graduate's 

edu cation is spent in the caregiver role. The baccalau

reat e graduate nurses the individual and family as a 

wno le entity striving to return the i ndividual to a 

h igher level of wellness. The categories of assessment 

a nd e val uation in the nursing process are most important 

to t he baccalaureate graduate. The associate graduate 

emphasizes planning and intervention in giving immediate 



care to parents with common physiological problems 

(Kramer, 1981). 

Several studies have identified differences 

between graduates of associate and baccalaureate pro

grams. Richards (1972) investigated differences among 

a sample of 120 baccalaureate, 134 associate, and 107 

diploma graduating seniors in 13 schools of nursing 

in the Western part of the United States. Gordon's 

(cited in Richards, 1972) Personal Profile, Vaillot's 

(cited in Richards, 1972) Professionalization Scale, 
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and Cattell's (cited in Richards, 1972) IPAT Intelli

g ence Test were administered. No statistically signifi

cant dif f erences were found in intelligence, leadership 

potential, responsibility, emotional stability, or 

sociability . The only significant difference was that 

baccalaureate students were found to be more profes

sionally oriented than associate degree of diploma pre

pared students. 

DiMarco and Hilliard (1978) compared diploma, 

a ssociate, a n d baccalaureate degree nurses' sta~e board 

s core s, qual i t y o f patient care, supervision rating, 

subordin a tes' satisfaction with supervision, and self

repo r t j o b sat i s f ac t ion scores. The sample consisted 



of 25 baccalaureate and 44 associate degree and diploma 

nurses employed in a 300-bed midwest hospital. No 

significant differences were found among the diploma, 

associate, and baccalaureate degree nurses in any of 

the areas studied. 

Differences between associate and baccalaureate 

degree nurses were identified in a study by Bullough 

and Sparks (1975). These investigators believed there 

were two basic orientations to the nursing role. One 

focused on caring for patients and the other focused 
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on curing patients' illnesses. A questionnaire was 

devised consisting of cure-oriented tasks and care

oriented tasks in nursing as defined by the literature. 

The questionnaire was administered to 201 associate 

degree and 192 baccalaureate nursing students. Differ

ences in orientation between baccalaureate and associate 

de g ree students were statistically significant (p < .001) 

with the baccalaureate student care-oriented and the 

associate student cure-oriented. 

Gray {1977) also identified differences between 

22 associate degree and 22 baccalaureate degree gradu

ating seniors. An instrument consisting of open

ended short essay questions which measured performance 
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in technical skills, teaching, leadership, giving 

support to patient and family, interviewing skills, 

actions in structured situations, and actions following 

observation was administered. The baccalaureate students 

ranked higher totally on the test. The associate 

students were concerned with meeting the patient's 

irrunediate physical needs and were more management 

oriented. The baccalaureate students were concerned 

in meeting the patient's psychological and long-term 

n e e ds and were leader-ship oriented. 

Associate and baccalaureate graduates are defined 

according to educational preparation and the specific 

r-oles for which they are prepared. Despite differing 

role expectation and educational preparation, the 

literature reported similarities as well as differences 

between associate and baccalaureate graduates. 

Sununary 

A rev iew of the literature related to moral develop

ment and nursing has beeri presented. The theor e tical 

f o undations of moral d evelopment were first discussed. 

~~search pertaining to moral development and higher 

e ducation was rev iewed. Stud ies related to moral 



development and nursing were than presented, followed 

by a discussion of studies seeking to differentiate 

between associate and baccalaureate degree nursing 

roles and education. 
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CHAPTER 3 

PROCEDURE FOR COLLECTION AND 

TREATMENT OF DATA 

The following chapter is a discussion of the pro

cedure utilized in the collection and statistical 

treatment of the data. The setting, population, and 

sample are delineated and the procedure for protection 

of human subjects discussed. 

This investigation was a descriptive study. Descrip

tive research observes and describes the relationship 

between phenomena (Polit & Hungler, 1978). In this 

investigation, the relationship between the two vari

ab les of educational type and level of moral development 

was described. 

The design utili zed was a two group posttest-only 

nonequivalent groups des ign. Cook and Campbell (1979) 

stated that posttest-only designs involve "making 

obse r vations only on persons who have undergone a 

treatment and the n only after they have received it" 

(p . 96). In t h e p r e sent study, observations were made 

upon individuals who have completed a nursing program 

and r eceived a bacca laureate or associate d egree in 
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nursing. According to Cook and Campbell (1979), the 

posttest-only design lacks pretest observations. In 

this study, no observations were made on the subject's 

level of moral development prior to completion of an 

educational degree . 

Setting 

The intensive care areas of a 600-bed private hos

pital in a large Southwestern metropolitan area were 

utilized as the setting for this study. The hospital's 

critical care areas included two medical-surgical units 

and one coronary care unit. The medical and surgical 

intensive care units each had 13 private room beds. 

The coronary care unit had a lO-bed private room 

capacity . Each unit contained a nurses' lounge which 

served as the site for questionnaire administration. 

The standard staffing pattern was one nurse per two 

patients. The number of full-time staff was approxi

mately 70 regist e red nurses. 

Populat ion and Sample 

The study utilized an accessible population which 
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lS defined b y Polit and Hungler (1978) as the group of 

cas e s which c onform to s pecific criteria and are avai lable 
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to the researcher. 7he accessible population included 

those registered nurses employed at the selected insti

tution for data collection and assigned to the intensive 

care units. In order to be included in the study, the 

subjects had to meet the following criteria: (a) possess 

a baccalaureate or associate degree in nursing, (b) be 

employed in a medical-surgical intensive care unit, 

(c) be female and between the ages of 20 and 35 years, 

and (d) be a registered nurse. 

The sampling technique utilized was convenience 

sampling. Polit and Hungler (1978) defined convenience 

sampling as the use of the most readily available persons. 

A total of 60 subjects was given the envelope containing 

the questionnaires. Forty-one of the envelopes were 

returned. A to tal of 10 questionnaires was discarded 

because subjects did not meet the criteria. The sample 

therefore consisted of 15 associate degree nurses and 

16 baccalaureate degree nurses. 

Protection of Human Subjects 

Compli ance with the guidelines of Texas Woman's 

Univers ity for protection of human subjects (Appendix A) 

was ac hieved pr ior to initiation of the study. Permission 

was raceiv~d from the graduate school (Appendix B) ~nd 



from the agency at the proposed location of data 

collection (Appendix C) . 

Prior to the administration of the questionnaire, 
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the subject read and received a verbal explanation (Appen

dix D) of the procedure to be followed. The subject was 

advised that completion and return of the questionnaire 

was construed as informed consent to act as a subject in 

the study. The subject was requested not to use her 

name on any form to insure confidentiality and anonymity. 

Subjects were informed that participation in the study 

would not affect their employment at the hospital. 

Instruments 

Two instruments were used in this study. A DeiT.o

graphic Data Form developed by the researcher was used 

to collect information regarding sex, age, verification 

of registration, and educational level of the subject. 

This information was used to describe the sample 

(Appendix E) . 

The Defining Issues Test by Rest (1974) (Appendix 

~) was used to determine the level of moral development. 

Rest was motivated to devise the Defir.ing Issues Test 

t~om Kohlberg's method for determining moral development. 

Since Kohlberg's instrument is an interview questionnaire, 



Rest believed a different method of measurement needed 

to be devised. In comparison to Kohlberg's instrument, 

Rest saw many methodological advantages of the Defining 

Issues Test. Rest stated that an objective test would 

minimize variance in stage scores due to individual 

differences in verbal expressivity, save ~ime, and 

minimize scorer bias. 

The format of the Defining Issues Test consists 

of a series of moral dilemma stories. The subject is 

given a moral dilemma story, ending with a binary 

choice. The subject is given the option of selecting 

a choice or marking undecided. Then, the subject reads 

12 questions or issues that bear on the decision made. 

For each issue, the subject records the degree of 

importance on a 5-point scale. At the bottom of the 

page, the subject records the four most important 

issues in order of their importance. In scoring the 

test, only the last set of data is used. 

Each issue is designed to exemplify some distinc

t~ve characteristic of the stages of moral development. 

Items a~e written f or stages two, three, four, five, 

and six since s ubjects in Rest's (1974) study on the 

Defining Issues Test were considered too advanced for 

stage one. 
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The Defining Issues Test was scored according to 

instructions given in the Defining Issues Test Manual 

by Rest (197 9) • The P score which is the most widely 

used index of the Defining Issues Test was used in data 

analysis. The P score is the su~ of weighted ranks 

given to stage five and six items and is interpreted 
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as the relative importance a subject gives to principled 

moral considerations i~ making a decision about moral 

dilemmas (Rest, 197 4) . 

Reliability of the instrument determined from test

retest data has been found to be in the high ;7os or 

.80s. A substantial correlation of the Defining Issues 

Test was found with Kohlberg's moral judgment scale. 

The correlation was .68 which is the highest correlation 

of Kohlberg's measure with any other measure (Rest, 1974). 

Data Collection 

The investigator was present during the change of 

shift on the day of data collection. Those subjects 

who met all criteria were asked to participate in the 

study . The participating subjects received an explana

tion of the data collection methods and the risks and 

benefits associated with the study. Subjects were 

instructed t hat completion and return of the questionnaire 



would be construed as informed consent to act as a 

subject in the study. 
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The questionnaire, demographic data form, and a 

blank envelope were distributed following the work shift. 

The subjects were asked to place the questionnaire and 

demographic data form in the envelope upon completion. 

The researcher left the area while the subjects com-

pleted the questionnaire and data form. The researcher 

returned within 1 hour to gather the envelopes. This 

procedure continued until the desired 15 subjects per 

educational level were obtained. 

Treatment of Data 

The statistical test utilized for the study was 

the t-test. According to Polit and Hungler (1978), the 

t-test is a parametric procedure applied to a two group 

situation and is used to test the significance of the 

difference between group means. In this descriptive 

study, the difference between the level of moral develop

ment and educational degree was explored. The hypothe

sis was tested at the .05 level of significance. 



CHAPTER 4 

ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The purpose of this study was to determine if a 

significant relationship existed between the level of 

moral development and educational preparation. This 

chapter describes the sample utilized in th~s descrip

tive study. The findings of the study are presented 

according to the research hypothesis. 

Description of Sample 

The sample consisted of 15 associate and 16 

baccalaureate prepared nurses. All of the nurses 

were employed in intensive care areas at the institu

tion selected for data collection. All of the nurses 

had been registered in the state of Texas within the 

previous 15 years. 

The age of the sample ranged from 23 to 35 years. 

The mean age of the associate degree nurses was 29.8 

years and the mean age of the baccalaureate degree 

nurses was 29.6. All of the respondents were female. 

The mean, standard deviation, and ranges of subjects' 

ages are presented in Table 1. 
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Range 

Mean 

SD 

n 

Table 1 

Mean, Standard Deviation, and Ranges of 
Subjects' Ages 

~.ssociate 

Degree 

23-35 

29.8 

4.2 

15 

Findings 

Baccalaureate 
Degree 

26-35 

29.6 

2.7 

16 

The hypothesis for the study was as follows: 

There will be no difference in the level of moral 

development as determined by scores on the Defining 
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Issues Test of intensive care nurses who have baccalaure-

ate degrees and intensive care nurses who have associate 

d egrees. The t-test was utilized to evaluate the rela-

tionship between the level of moral development and 

educational degree. Rest's mean P score for associate 

degree nurses was 39.22 and for baccalaureate degree 

nurses 39.68. The findings were nonsignificant (! = .10, 

p = . 92) , inferring t hat a signif icant relationship did 

not exist between the level of moral development and 

educational degree. The mean, standard deviation, ~nd 



range of the moral development scores appear in 

Table 2. 

Mean 

so 

n 

Table 2 

Mean and Standard Deviation of Moral 
Development Scores 

Associate 
Degree 

39.22 

14.53 

15 

Baccalaureate 
Degree 

39.68 

11.6 

16 

A search for additional findings revealed no sig-

nificant differences between stage scores of the associ-

ate degree and baccalaureate degree nurses. The means, 

standard deviations, and level of significance of the 

moral development stage scores were explored. 

Summary of Findings 
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The data analyzed in this study indicated no signifi-

cant difference between the level of moral development 

of associate degree intensive care nurses and baccalaure-

ate degree intensive care nurses. A search for additional 

findings revealed no significant differences between stage 

scores of associate and baccalaureate degree nurses. 



CHAPTER 5 

SUMMARY OF THE STUDY 

This study was conducted to determine if there was 

a difference in the level of moral development between 

intensive care nurses who have baccalaureate degrees 

and intensive care nurses who have associate degrees. 

A surrmary of the study is presented in this chapter, 

followed by a discussion of the outcome. Conclusions 

and implications are suggested, and, finally, recom

mendations for further study are listed. 

Summary 

The problem of this descriptive study was to 

determine if there was .a relationship between the level 

of moral development and level of educational degree. 

The theoretical framework for this study was based on 

Kohlberg's theory of moral development. 

The sample consisted of 15 associate degree and 

16 baccaiaureate degree intensive care nurses. The 

Defining Issues Test by Rest (1974) was used to deter

~ine the level of moral development. A researcher 

d eveloped Demographic Data Form was also utilized. 
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The hypothesis of the study stated that there 

would be no difference in the level of moral development 

between intensive care nurses who had associate degrees 

and intensive care nurses who had baccalaureate degrees. 

The ~-test revealed nonsignificance between the level 

of moral development and educational degree (t = .10, 

E = .92). Based on this finding, the hypothesis was 

accepted. An analysis of the data revealed no significant 

differences between associate and baccalaureate degree 

nurses in the stages of moral development. 

Discussion of Findings 

The findings of this study revealed no difference 

in the level of moral development between associate and 

baccalaureate prepared nurses. The results of this 

study agreed with findings of other studies which have 

been unable to demonstrate significant differences 

between graduates of associate and baccalaureate degree 

programs. Richards (1972) found no difference between . 
associate and baccalaureate prepared nurses in intelli-

gence, leadershi~ potential, responsibility, emotional 

stability , or sociability. DiMarco and Hilliard (1978) 

reported no differences betwe en associate and baccalaure-

ate nurses in state board scores, quality of patient ca~e, 



supervisor rating, and job satisfaction. Richards 

(1972) and DiMarco and Hilliard (1978) suggested that 
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a possible explanation for the nonsignificant results 

was that the measuring instruments used were not effec

tive or that the samples were not representative. In 

this study the smallness of the sample size and lack 

of randomization could have resulted in the selection 

of a sample not representative of the population. 

The methodology of data collection may have in

£luenced the findings of this study. In the present 

study, data collection took place within the hospital 

environment. Crisharn (1981) suggested distractions 

and pressures in the hospital setting, conflicts with 

hospital policy, and opposing loyalty to the nursing 

profession, patient, and hospital could greatly influence 

a person's moral decision. In studies by Ketefian (198la, 

198lb) and Crisham (1981) , findings indicated a differ

ence in the level of moral developme~t between associate 

and baccalaureate degree nurses. Ketefian's and Crisham's 

sample groups completed the questionnaires outside of 

the hospital setting. 

The review of literature revealed that ~esearch 

en moral d evelopment and nursing was limited. More 
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research is indicated to enhance understanding of the 

way in which educational variables affect moral develop

ment. This study does not contribute to the identi=ied 

need. 

Conclusions and Implications 

The findings of this study revealed no ~ignificant 

difference in the level of moral development between 

associate and baccalaureate prepared intensive care 

nurses. Search for additional findings revealed no 

difference in the various stages of moral development 

between associate and baccalaureate prepared nurses. 

These results may be attributable to smallness of sample 

size, lack of randomization, and methodology of data 

collection which could have affected the results of the 

study. These factors should be considered in future 

studies regarding moral development and nursing. Since 

no definitive results were obtai~ed, no implications 

can be drawn. 

Recommendations for Further Study 

Based on the findings of the study, the following 

r2COQIDendations for further study were made: 
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1. Studies to examine the hospital milieu effects 

on moral development. 

2. Studies to examine how nurses behave in actual 

moral dilemmas instead of hypothetical moral dilemmas. 

3. Studies to determine the effect of the ed~ca

tional environment and specific teaching strategies on 

moral development. 
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THE 

TEXAS WOMAN'S UNIVERSITY 
COLLEGE OF NURSING 

.AGENCY PERMISSIOtl FOR CONDUCTING STUDY' 

---------------------------------------------------------
GRANT3 TO Flor~nce Elaine BeaureC'ard 
a student enrolled 1n a program of nursi~g leadin~ to a 
Master's Degree at Te~as Woman's University, the privilege 
or its facilities in order to study the following problem. 

There sill be no difference in the level of moral development 

as determined by scores on the Defining Issues Test of intensive care 

nurse·s who have baccalaureate degrees and intensive care nurses who 

have associate degrees. 

The conditions mutually agreed upon are as follows: 

1. The agency (~) (may not) be identified in the ~inal 
report. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

?.• 

The names or consultative or administrative personnel 
in the agency (mar) {may not) be identified in the 
final report. 
The agency (wants) (dee~oe! waut) a conference with 
the student when the report is cocpleted. 
The agency is (willing) (~Hilli~) to allow the 
completed report to be circulated through interlibrary 
loan. 

Other £ '-'55, A z/~ , '7 c-: -3 ,~~_.,.... ..... / r:~c0-.,. /~- · :// 

J..,p ~~ L.f,. -.., r /.;/ 7 c-· <!Cf~n c k 
.7 ? 

Date: ____ ~_-__ 6_-_[ __ 2-______ ___ 

Signature of ~dvisor 

'P!ll out & sign three copies to be di~tributed as roll~ws: 
Original - Student; First copy - A~ency; Second copy - T~J 
College of Nursing. 
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APPENDIX D 



Explanation to Subjects 

I am a registered nurse from Texas Woman's Uni

versity. I am conducting a study to determine how 

nurses respond to ethical dilemmas. I would very much 

like to have you serve as a participant in this study. 

Permission has been obtained from the hospital adminis

tration. 

You will be asked to complete a questionnaire 

which consists of six moral dilemma stories with 

specific questions referring to each story. It takes 

approx ima t ely 30-40 minutes to complete the question

naire. 
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There is very little risk involved in completing 

the que s t ionna i re. Possible ris k s includ e personal 

inconvenience a n d fear of improp er release of data. 

Partic ipatio n in the study will not affect your posi

t i o n o f employment in the hospital. Anonymity and 

con f i den tiality are assured. Benefits of the study 

include contributions to nursing education and practice. 

Comple tion o f t h e q uestionnaire and demographic data 

fo r m will be construed as informe d con sent. 



If you have any questions, I will be glad to 

answer them for you. Thank you very much for the 

time you have given this project. 

Elaine Beauregard, R.N. 
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APPENDIX E 



COMPLETION AND RETURN OF THIS QUESTIONNAIRE WILL BE 
CONSTRUED AS INFORMED CONSENT TO ACT AS A SUBJECT 
IN THIS S~UDY 

Demographic Data Form 

Sex: Male Female 

Age: 

Verification of registration: State licensed ----
Year -------------------

Educational Level: 

Associate degree 

Diploma degree 

Baccalaureate degree ---
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APPENDIX F 



Defining Issues ~est 

The Defining Issues Test is a copyrighted instru

ment. A copy of this instrument may be purchased frcm 

Dr. James Rest at the following address: 

Minnesota Moral Research Projects 

330 Burton Hall 

University of Minnesota 

Minneapolis, Minnesota 55455 
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