Ethics Case Studies

Student Government - Recycling on Campus

Dan is the president of the student government at Yishane University. As an environmental biology major, he is extremely passionate about and committed to recycling on campus. Currently, Yishane University does not have a recycling program on campus and Dan is not sure why. At the next student government meeting, he brings up this issue during the discussion of new business. Most of the students are supportive and don’t understand why the school doesn’t already have a program; after all, Yishane University has an excellent reputation for its engineering, architecture, and natural- science programs. The group discusses the issue and decided that Dan, as president, can do some fact-finding and share his findings with the group at the next month’s meeting.


Dan begins his fact-finding quest by talking with individuals in the facilities department. This office is responsible for waste removal on campus and would be the office to run the recycling program. Marty the director is receptive to the idea but feels that his budget cannot accommodate the extra expense that this program would require. Next Dan decides to talk with Lisa, the dean of students, and Tammy, the director of residence life. Lisa is the advisor for the student government and a huge fan of Dan’s. Dan feels that he will get support from Lisa and also Tammy, who was his supervisor for two year and with whom he feels he has a good relationship. He finds both women extremely receptive to the program, but they are unable to provide funding and support to get the program up and running.


Frustrated and not sure where else to go, Dan decides to talk with Sateesh, and advance graduate student in biology who is well connect outside the university. Sateesh has done many internships with environmental groups and governmental agencies during his academic tenure. He tells Dan about a group called Sierra Recycling that comes to campuses across the country to help them start recycling programs with little or no cost. Dan is very excited and asks Sateesh, “How can I get in touch with this group?” Sateesh says, “Well, there is something you need to know. The group is under suspicion of using a company that is known to violate child labor laws in the production of its T-shirts and other clothing.” Dan then asks, “How public and reliable is this information?” Sateesh replies, “It is very well known and other campuses will not use the company because of the investigation. It was uncovered four years ago and has never been proven either way. It seems to ignore the cloud over its head.” Sateesh also goes on to tell Dan about seven other companies that provide the same services to campuses, but cost a lot more to the universities. Dan is not sure what to do and it seems that Sierra Recycling may be the only option for Yishane to have a program.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are Dan’s options for handling the situation? How might each option play out? Which option do you prefer?

· Does Dan have an obligation to tell the student government about his knowledge of the company?

· Should the cloud of suspicion that Sierra Recycling is facing be a factor in the decision-making process at Yishane University?

· How important is this information to the university as a whole?

Marshall, S. M., & Hornak, A. M. (2008). A day in the life of a college student leader: Case studies for undergraduate leaders. Sterling, Virginia: Stylus, p. 57.

 Student Government  - Raising the Student Activity Fee


The student government association wants to increase the campus activity fee. The current fee has not increased in the past ten years although the amount requested from student organizations continues to increase each year. Karim, a member of the student government, makes it his personal agenda to see that the increase is passed in the upcoming election. He works hard to push it through. He lobbies many student organizations by promising them that they will get a lot of money. He also creates a camps survey to assess student support but asks very leading questions such as, “Would you like more money for student programming?” What he fails to ask is whether or not students are willing to pay an extra hundred dollars per year to support the increase in funds. Based on positive responses from the skewed survey, the student government puts the idem on the ballot. Karim words the ballot questions and, again, his questions are misleading. The ballot reads, “Do you want more programming money available on campus? How much should the university allot for programming?” The ballot does not state how much the fee will increase. Although the rest of the student government knows that the ballot questions are misleading, they desperately need the increase to pass.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are the options for handling the situation? How might each option play out? Which option do you prefer?

· What do you think about Karim’s actions? What do you think about the misleading ballot questions? How might the members of the student government rephrase the ballot? Should they inform students of the increase even though they known that the students will probably vote no?

· What are some more honest strategies for advocating for the increase? Should these be implemented or is what Karim and the student government did okay?

Marshall, S. M., & Hornak, A. M. (2008). A day in the life of a college student leader: Case studies for undergraduate leaders. Sterling, Virginia: Stylus, p.63.

Greek Life Cases - Promising Bids


During formal recruitment, three women suddenly drop out. As the Panhellenic recruitment chair, you are surprised because you know that they were eager to join a sorority. When you ask one of the why she dropped out, she claims that she is just too busy and will consider informal recruitment next semester. After formal recruitment commenced, all three women were offered a bid to a chapter through continuous open bidding (COB). All of the women accepted and joining the chapter. You are suspicious that the chapter encourage the women to drop out of formal recruitment and promised them a bid during COB. This way they could make quota and then use the COB process to reach chapter total. This behavior is a form of promising a bid and is a recruitment infraction.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are the options for handling the situation? How might each option play out? Which option do you prefer?

· What should you do if you don’t have any evidence that the chapter promised bids and the three women deny any such arrangement?

· What should you do if one of the women admits that they were advised to drop out of formal recruitment? How do you discipline the chapter? The three new members?

· How do you prevent this from happening in the future?

Greek Life Cases - Contributing to the Greek Image


One of the fraternities on campus is known for its public hazing displays. Active members are often seen yelling orders at new members. The new-member class is instructed to do calisthenics in the middle of the quad, forced to dress like women one day, and carry matches at all times in the event that an active member wants them to recite the fraternity creed or Greek alphabet before the match extinguishes. The entire campus is aware of the fraternity’s antics but no one does anything about it. Recently, the campus newspaper runs an article about Greek hazing and cites the chapter’s many offenses. It criticizes the Greek system and questions the value of fraternities’’ contributions to the campus community. It also chastises the administration for looking the other way.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are the options for handling the situation? How might each option play out? Which option do you prefer?

· Is any hazing okay? Why do you think this hazing is permitted? Where do you draw the line? What would happen if a fraternity member collapsed during the calisthenics and had to be rushed to the hospital?

· What is the role of the Panhellenic Council and IFC in disciplining chapters for hazing?

· How are fraternities and sororities on campus perceived? What do you think contributes to this perception? Is the perception accurate? What suggestions do you have for promoting a more positive Greek image on your campus?

Marshall, S. M., & Hornak, A. M. (2008). A day in the life of a college student leader: Case studies for undergraduate leaders. Sterling, Virginia: Stylus, p.85-87.

Campus Life - First Impressions


The first issue of the campus newspaper is available on freshman move-in day. One of the articles calls freshman “easy meat” and encourages them to get drunk and be promiscuous. Upperclassmen know that the paper does this every year for “shock” value. This year it certainly provokes a response. A few of the parents read the paper, become outraged, and come to you demanding an explanation.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are the options for handling the situation? What are possible responses to the parents? How might each option play out? Which option do you prefer?

· Who should receive the feedback regarding the negative response?

· Is there anything that can be done to prevent this type of article from being published in the future? Should anything be done?

· Is your school a public or private one? How does this factor into freedom-of-speech issues?

Campus Life - Appropriate Spending


The student fee allocation process on your campus is extremely competitive. Student groups compete for limited funds and are very aware of the organizations that receive funding. During the allocation process, one of the ethnic organizations presents a very detailed and compelling budget with many worthwhile programs outlined. It also presents a substantial fund-raising plan along with a marketing strategy for increasing its membership. As a result, the funding committee awards the organization approximately 50 percent of its requested budget. One of the items that the committee decides to fund is promotional materials; it awards the organization $500. The organization will use these funds to purchase beach balls to give out as favors during the student organization recruitment fair. These items are promotional propaganda for the organization. Other student organizations are upset about the allocation, because they received only $500 in total funding and believe that funding should not be awarded for something as trivial as beach balls.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are the committee’s options for handling the situation? How might each one play out? Which option do you prefer?

· Regardless of whether you agree with the funding of the beach balls, and considering that the committee has already made its decision, what would happen if the committee backed down and changed the allocation? What would be the consequences if the committee defended its allocation? What could be done if funding the beach balls was an oversight or an error made by the allocation committee? What might be the consequences if the committee decided to alter the allocation and then reversed its decision? Do you think that if the committee changed one allocation other organizations would want theirs changed as well?

· Have you ever had your allocations questioned? How did you handle the scrutiny? Did you change your allocation process as a result? Why or why not?

Marshall, S. M., & Hornak, A. M. (2008). A day in the life of a college student leader: Case studies for undergraduate leaders. Sterling, Virginia: Stylus, p.132-133 & 142-143.

Campus Life - Forging a Letter of Recommendation


You get a phone message from a woman who works at a consulting company who is interested in speaking to you regarding a reference for Darnell, your former roommate and co-chair of Future Farmers of America Student Group at Inside College. Darnell graduated last year and has been looking for a job for a year. You were not aware that he had used your name as a reference, but you don’t mind.


You are happy to talk up your friend, so you call the woman back. She tells you that she read the letter you wrote and is interested in hearing more about the student group. Surprised to hear this, you say, “I am not sure what letter you are referring to.” She says that Darnell included a letter from you with is application as well as letters from two other individuals who were board members while you and Darnell were co-chairs. You are totally confused and positive you did not write a letter for Darnell. You ask if she can fax the letter and she agrees.


When you receive the faxed letter, you are alarmed. Not only did Darnell forget the letter and signature, but he also forged the letterhead of the organization. Concerned that Darnell forged the letterhead that the woman said came from the two board members as well, you contact the board members and learn that they never wrote letters.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are your options for handling the situation? How might each option play out? Which option do you prefer?

· Should your response relate in any way to the nature of your relationship with Darnell? If after you confront him he tells you that he wrote the letters to save time, how should you respond?

Campus Life - We Don’t Need Your Help


You are the president of a community outreach organization for Amble University, a private university located in an urban, low-income, predominately Mexican community. The students are predominately White and from upper- to middle-class families. As part of the service mission, your organization established a mentoring program in one of the local elementary schools. Student from Amble volunteer in the school for one or two hours a week. It quickly becomes apparent that many of the students are failing to connect with the children. They struggle to understand why the parents are not teaching their children English, why education is not more of a priority for the students, and how they can live in poverty. The teachers are starting to complain about the students’ inability to understand the needs of the children.

· What are the issues in this case?

· What are your options for handling the situation? How might each option play out? Which option do you prefer?

· Is it possible that some of the misunderstanding come from the students’ inability to relate to students of a different ethnicity and socioeconomic status? What could you do to better prepare the students to participate in the program?

Marshall, S. M., & Hornak, A. M. (2008). A day in the life of a college student leader: Case studies for undergraduate leaders. Sterling, Virginia: Stylus, p.164-165 & 177.

