2

-

The Great Tradition in Education:
Transmitting Moral Values

N

America’s public
schools should
restore proper
emphasis on what
has been the
dominant concern of
education throughout
the ages.

ithin the recent past, Ameri-
\* / can education substantially
disassociated itself from what

may be called the great tradition in
education: the deliberate transmission
of moral values to students. Despite
this separation, many education re-
forms are being considered or are
under way to increase the academic
demands made on students. These re-
forms can be generally helpful, how-
ever, unless they are sensitive to the
implications of our break with the
great tradition, their effect on student
conduct and morality may be transi-
tory or even harmful. To understand
the significance of the great tradition,
we must engage in a form of con-
sciousness-raising by enriching our
understanding of the past and by un-
derstanding the misperceptions that
pervade contemporary education

The transmission of moral values
has been the dominant educational
concern of most cultures throughout
history. Most educational systems have
been simultaneously concerned with
the transmission of cognitive knowl-
edge—skills, information, and tech-
niques of intellectual analysis—but
these admirtedly important education-
al aims, have rarely been given priority
over moral education. The current
policies in American education that
give secondary priority to transmitting
morality represent a sharp fracture
with the great tradition.

Our break with the past is especially
significant in view of the increase
since the early 1950s of youth disor-
der: suicide, homicide, and out-of-
wedlock births. Patterns revealed by
statistics coincide with popular con-

ceptions about these behaviors. For
instance, in 16 of the past 17 Gallup
Polls on education, pupil discipline
has been the most frequent criticism
leveled against public schools. One
may wonder if better discipline codes
and more homework are adequate
remedies for our current school prob
lems, or whether these dysfunctions
are more profound and should be
treated with more sensitive and com-
plex remedies. Although literacy and
student diligence are unquestionably
worthy of pursuit, they are onlv a part
of the process of communicating seri
ous morality. If we want to improve
the wWays we are now transmitting mo
rality, it makes sense to recall the way
morality was transmitted before vouth
disorder became such a distressing
issue

Some Definitions

The term “moral values’ is ambigu
ous and requires some defimtion. It
signifies the specific values that partic-
ular cultures generally hold in regard
Such values vary among cultures; dur-
ing World War 11, a Japanese who
loved his homeland was likelv to be
hostile to Americans, and vice versa
Value conflicts along national or eth
nic¢ lines are common, although most
cultures treat the characteristic we call
“patriotism” as a moral value, and treat
"treason’’ with opprobrium. Compara
ble patterns of value govern interper-
sonal relations in cultures: beliefs
about proper family conduct or the
nature of reciprocal relationships
Such beliefs are laden with strong
moral components
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In sum, common “moral values are
the vital common behefs that shape
human relations in each culture. Often
these values—as in the Ten Com-
mandments—have what 1s popularly
called a religious base. Whether their
base is religious, traditional, or secu-
lar, however, such values are expected
to be widely affirmed under most cir-
cumstances

The term “educational svstems ™ also
is somewhat obscure. Contemporary
Americans naturally think in terms of
formal public or private schools and
colleges. But for most history, and all
prehistory, formal agencies were a
minute part of children’s and adoles-
cents’ educaton. In tradinonal cul-
tures, education was largely transmit-
ted by various formal and informal
nonschool agencies: nuclear and ex-
tended families; religious institutions,
‘societies” for the voung organized
and monitored by adults. In addinon,
the complex inaidental hife of prein-
dustrial rural and urban societies, and
the demands of work in and out of the
family socialized young persons into
adult life. Many of these agencies sull
play important educauonal roles
contemporary America; nonetheless,
in the modern period, the gradual
replacement of such agencies by
schools has been a strong trend

Transmitting Moral Values
Whether the dominant educational
system has been formal or informal,
the transmission of moral values has
persistently played a central role This
role has been necessary and universal
for two reasons

1. Human beings are uniquely
adaptable animals and live in nearly all
climates and in diverse cultural svs-
tems. But, as the anthropologist Yehu-
di Cohen (1964) put it. "No society
allows for the random and promiscu-
ous expression of emotions o just
anvone. Rather, one may communicate
those feelings, either verbally, phvsi-
cally, or materially, to certain people.”
Because our means of communicating
emotions are socially specific, slow
maturing young persons must be so-
cialized gradually o the right—or
moral—practices appropriate to their
special environment

2. Without effective moral forma-
tion, the human propensity for selfish-
ness—or simply the advancement of
self-interest—can  destructively affect
adult institutions, Thus, moral forma
tion is necessary to cultivate our inher-
ent, but moderate, propensity for dis
interested sacrifice. The insttutions of
any persisting societv must be orga-
nized to ensure that people’s “unself-
ish genes” are adequately reinforced

The general modes of moral forma-
von have remained relatively stable
throughout all cultures. To be sure,
social class and sex-related differences

have influenced the quanuty and na- |

ture of moral formation delivered o
the voung; for instance, in many envi-
ronments, limited resources have re-
stricted the extent and intensity of the
education provided to lower-class
youths. Furthermore, the substance of
the moral training transmitted to older
vouths has varied among cultures: ac-
cording to Plato, Socrates was put to
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“[The great tradition]
assumed that most
moral challenges
arose in mundane
situations, and that
people were often
prone to act
improperly.”
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death because the Athenians disap-
proved of the moral training he was
offering 1o Athenian voung men. But
such variations do not lessen the
strength of the general model. Despite
his affection for Socrates, Plato, in The
Republic (circa 390 B.c.) emphasized
the imporance of constraining the

learning influences on children and
vouths, to ensure appropriate moral
outcomes.

Although secular and church-relat-
ed educators have disputed the means
of moral formation since the nine-
teenth centurv both, untl compara-
tively recently, have agreed on their
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y for each such disorder to be

programs  behavioral ends. Children
should be moral: honest, diligent, obe-
dient, and patriotic. Thus, after the
American Revolution, deists and secu-
larists such as Thomas Jefferson and
John Adams felt democracy would fail
unless citizens acquired an unusually
high degree of self-discipline and pub-
lic spiritedness. They termed this med-
ley of values “republican virtue " Afer
the revolution, many of the original 13
states framed constitutions with provi
sions such as .. no government can
be preserved to any people, but by a
firm adherence to justice, moderation,
temperance, frugality, and virtue ™!
The founders believed that popular
education would be a means of devel-
oping such precious traits, As the so-
cial historians David ] and Sheila Roth-
man have written, “The business of
schools [in our early history] was not
reading and writing but citizenship,
not education but social control.” The
term “social control” may have a pejo-
rative sound to our modern ears, but it
simply and correctly means that
schools were concerned with affecting
conduct, rather than transmitting in-
formation or affecting states of mind

Characteristics of the
Great Tradition
Although issues in moral formation
posed some conflicts in traditional so-
cieries, there were great areas of con-
gruence around the great tradition of
transmitting moral values. Documents
generated in historical societies as
well as ethnographic studies of many
ancient and primitive cultures reveal
through anecdote and insight the prin-
ciples that characterize the tradition
Since the principles are too often ig-
nored in contemporary education, we
should consider them in some detail
® The tradition was concerned with
good babits of conduct as contrasted
with moral concepts or moral ratio-
nales. Thus, the tradition emphasized
visible courtesy and deference. In the
moral mandate, “"Honor thy father and
mother,” the act of honoring can be
seen. It is easier to observe people
honoring their parents than loving
them. Loving, a state of mind, usually
must be inferred.
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® The mradition focused on day-to-
day moral issues. telling the mruth in
the face of evident temptation, being
polite, or obeying legitimate authority.
It assumed that most moral challenges
arose in mundane situations, and that
people were often prone to act im-
properly

® The great madition assumed that
no single agency in society had the
sole responsibility for moral educa-
fion. The varienies of moral problems
confronting adults and vouths were
innumerable Thus, vouths had to be
taught 1o practice morality in many
environments. One agency, for exam-
ple, the nuclear familv or the neigh-
borhood, might be deficient, so con-
siderable redundancy was needed. In
other words, there could be no neu-
trality about educating the voung in
morality: youth-serving agencies were
either actively promoral or indifferent.

® The tradition assumed that moral
conduct, especially of the young, need-
ed persistenit and pervasive remforce-
ment. To advance this end. literature,
proverbs, legends, drama, ritual, and
folk tales were used for cautionary
purposes. Systems of symbolic and
real rewards were developed and sus-
tained: schools used ribbons, awards,
and other signs of moral merit; noned-
ucational agencies used praise and
criticism as well as many symbolic
forms of recognition

® The tradinon saw an important
relationship between the advancement
of moral learning and the suppression
of wrong conduct. Wrong acts, espe-
cially in the presence of the voung,
were to be aggressivelv punished, as
punishment not only suppressed bad
examples, but also corrected particu-
lar wrongdoers. The tradiuon also de-
veloped concepts such as “scandal,” a
public, immoral act that also lowered
the prestige of a person or institution,
Conversely, since secret immoral acts
were less likely to confuse or misdi-
rect innocent persons, they received
less disapproval

® The tradition was not bostile to the
intellectual analysis of moral prob-
lems. Adults recognized that life occa-
sionally generates moral dilemmas. In
the Jewish religious tradition, learned

men were expected to analvze and
debate Talmudic moral issues. Other
cultures have displaved similar pat-
terns. But such analvses nvpically re-
lied on a strong foundation of habit-
oriented, mundane moral instruction
and practice. Instruction in exegetical
analvsis commenced only after the se-
lected neophyvte had undergone long
periods of testing, memorized large
portions of semididactic classics, and
displaved appropriate deference to ex-
egeucal experts.

® The grear madition assumed that
the most important and complex mor-
al values were transmitted through
persistent and intimate person-to-per-
son imteraction. In many cases, adult
mentors were assigned to develop
close and significant relationships with
particular vouths. The vouths might
serve as apprentices to such persons.
or the mentors might accept signifi-
cant responsibilities for a voung rela-
tive. In either case. constructive moral
shaping required a comparauvely high
level of engagement.

® The madion usually  treated
“learners,” who were sometimes stu-
dents, as members of vital groups, such
as teams, classes, or clubs. These
groups were important reference
points for communicaung values,
among them, group lovalty, and the
diverse incidents of group life provid-
ed occasions for object lessons. The
emphasis on collective life contrasts
sharply with the individualism that
pervades  contemporary  American
education. and which is often mistak-
en for "humanism.”

® The tradition bad a pessimistic
opirion about the perfectibility of hu-
man beings, and abouwt the feasibility
or value of breaking with previous
socialization patrerns. The tradition
did not contend that whatever “is” is
necessarily right, but it did assume that
the persistence of cerain conduct
over hundreds of vears suggested that
careful deliberation should precede
anv modification or rejection

As schooling spread. the tendency
was to present the formal curriculum
in a manner consistent with the tradi-
tion, and thus to focus on the transmis-
sion of correct habits and values. We

should not assume that the intenec-
von of moral concern was necessarily
cumbersome. The famous McGuffer's
Reader series featured stonies and es-
savs bv substanual writers, such as
Walter Scott and Charles Dickens. The
literarv quality of such wriungs was
appropriate to the age of the student
Significantly. both the materials and
their authors supported the develop-
ment of certain desired traits

Character Education
The most recent efflorescence of the
great tradition in America can be
found in the “character education”
movement in our public schools be-
tween 1880 and about 1930 That
movement attempted 1o make public
schools more efficient transmitters of
appropriate moral values

The efforts to foster character edu-
cation assumed schools had o operate
from a purelv secular basis, which
posed special challenges for moral
formation. Whereas some earlier edu-
cation reformers had semisecular svm-
pathies, in previous eras their impact
had been tempered by the proreli-
gious forces concurrently  affecting
schools. Before 1900. for example.
probably 15-25 percent of American
elementary and secondary school pu-
pils attended either private or public
schools that were explicitly religious:
another 25-50 percent attended pub-
lic schools that were tacitly religious.
For example, thev used readings from
the King James Bible

The character education movement
artuiculated numerous traditional mor-
al aims: promptness, truthfulness,
courtesy, and obedience. The move-
ment strove to develop elementary
and secondary school programs to fos-
ter such conduct It emphasized tech-
niques such as appropriately struc-
tured materials in  history  and
literature; school clubs and other ex-
tracurricular activities; rigorous pupil
discipline codes; and dailv flag salutes
and frequent assemblies. Many rela-
tivelv elaborate character education
plans were designed and disseminated
to schools and school districts. Often
the plans were adopted through the
mandate of state legislatures or state
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boards of education. Some modern
authorities, such as James Q. Wilson
(1973), have perceived a strong rela-
tionship berween the character educa-
tion movement and the relatuvely high
levels of youth order in America dur-
ing the nineteenth century.

An Unfavorable Evaluation
From the first, the supporters of char-
acter education emphasized rational
organization and research. Despite
such artempts. much of the research
was superficial. Nonetheless, the re-
search persisted because of the impor-
tance attributed to character, and grad-
ually its quality improved. During the
mid-1920s, researchers led by Hugh
Hartschorne and Mark A May conclud-
ed that the relationship between pupil
good conduct and the application of
formal character education approach
was slight. Good conduct appeared to
be relatively situation-specific: a per-
son might routinelv act correctlv in
one situation and incorrectly in anoth-
er slightly different one. A person
could cheat on exams, for example,
but not steal money from the class
fund. This situational specificity meant
that good character was not a unified
trait that could be cultivated by anv
single approach.

Despite this research, character
education was never formally aban-
doned. Few educators or researchers
have ever said publicly that schools
should not be concerned with the
morality or character of their pupils
Indeed, recent research and statistical
reanalysis of earlier data has contend-
ed that Hartschorne and Mav's findings
were excessively negative. Still, their
research was a turning point in the
relationship between American public
education and the great tradition of
moral values. Before the research
many schools were fully concerned
with carrying forward that tradition,
and the intellectual forces affecting
schools were in sympathy with such
efforts. Even after the 1930s, many
schools still reflexively maintained
their former commitment to moral
formation; the prevailing intellectual
climate among researchers and aca-

“It is ridiculous to
believe children are

capable of objectively
assessing most of the
beliefs and values
they must absorb as
effective adults.”

demics, however, was indifferent or
hostile to such efforts. Gradually, a
disjunction arose berween what some
educators and many parents thought
was appropriate (and what some of
them applied), and what was favored
by a smaller, more formally trained
group of experts.

Ironically, the research findings of
Hartschorne and Mayv did not refute
conflict with the major intellectual
themes of the great tradition. The tra-
dition emphasized that moral forma-
tion was complex To be effective, it
had to be incremental, diverse, perva-
sive, persistent, and rigorous. Essen-
tially, it relied on probalistic princi-
ples: the more frequent and more
diverse techniques applied, the more
likely that more vouths would be
properly formed; but even if all tech-
niques were applied, some vouths
would be "missed.” Given such princi-
ples, it logically follows that the mea-
sured long-term effect of anv hmited
program of “moral instruction” would
be minute

The Harischorne and May findings
demonstrated that American expecta-
tions for character education were un-
realistic, a proposition not inconsis-
tent with expectations we seem (o
have for any education technique
This does not mean that education’s
effects are inconsequential, but that
Americans often approach education
from a semi-utopian perspective. We
have trouble realizing that many
things happen slowly, and that not all
problems are solvable

New Approaches to Moral
Instruction
During the 1930s, 1940s, and 1950s,
there was little intellectual or research
concern with moral formation in
America. Schools continued to be en-
gaged in moral instruction, both delib-
erately or incidentally, but the in
school process relied on momentum
stimulated ov earlier perspectives. In
other words, moral mstruction went
on, but without substanual intellectual
underpinning

Since the 1960s, a number of differ-
ent—perhaps  more  scientiic—ap-
proaches to moral instruction have
evolved. Many of these approaches
have been described bv the term
“moral education.” Among these have
been values clarification, identified
with Louis L. Raths and Sidnev B. Si-
mon, and the moral development ap-
proach identified with Lawrence Kohl-
berg and his colleagues. Despite the
variations among contemporary  ap-
proaches, almost all the more recent
techniques have had certain common
elements. Their developers were not
school teachers, ministers, or educa-
tion administrators, but college pro-
fessors who sought to emphasize the
scientific base for their efforts. But,
most important, the approaches dis-
avowed the grear tradition’s persistent
concern with affecting conduct The
moral dilemmas used in some exer-
cises were highly abstract and proba-
bly would never arise in real life. Their
aim was to cause students to feel or
reason in particular ways rather than
to practice right conduct immediately

The developers of the new systems
were conscious of Hartschorne and
May's research. Thev recognized the
difficulty of shaping conduct and pre-
sumably felt that shaping paterns of
reasoning was more feasible Further-
more, many of the moral education
approaches were designed as curricu-
lum materials that could be taught
through lectures and class discussion
Such designs facilitated their adoption
by teachers and schools. Had the ap-
proaches aimed to pervasively affect
pupil day-to-day conduct, they would
have been more diffiicult o dissemi-
nate. Finally, both the researchers and
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.
the proponents of the new approaches
felt it was morally unjustihable to ap-
plv the vital pressures needed to actu
allv shape pupils’ conduct, feeling
such pressures would constitute “in-
doctrination” On the other hand,
methods of moral reasoning apparent-
v might be tught as routine school
subjects with the tacit consent of the
pupils involved

The anu-indoctrmation stance cen
tral o the new approaches mvites
amphification. Obviously, the great tra-
dinon regarded the issue of indoctri
Nation as a specious question. Propo-
nents of the great tradition sav, “Of
course indoctrination happens It is
ridiculous 1o believe children are ca-
pable of objecuvely assessing most of
the beliefs and values they must ab-
sorb to be effective adults. They must
learn a certain body of “doctrine’ o
function on a dav-to-day basis in socie
tv. There is good and bad doctrine,
and thus things must be weighed and
assessed. But such assessment s large-
Iv the responsibility: of parents and
other appropriate adults

It is hard 1o aruculate fairly the
position of the anu-indoctrinators. Al-
though thev are against indoctrination,
they provide no clear answer as to
how children are given manv real
choices in a relauvely  immutable
world  npecessanily - maimntained by
adults. The ant-indoctrinators also do
not sav what adults are to do when
children’s value choices and resulung
potential conduct are clearly harmful
to them or others. After all, punish-

Keeping Them in the Courtyard:
A Response to Wynne

AlaN L. Lockwoon
According o Wynne, a millenia-old

dward A Wynne 1s night about
one thing: schooling aimed only
at istruction i knowledge and
skills without equal and explicit aten
tion to ethics 15 both mvopic and
misguided Bevond that, his argument
is more polemical than persuasive

ments for bad value choices are, in
effect, forms of indoctrination. And the
idea of presenting pupils with anv
particular approach to moral educa-
tion in a school is inherently indoc-
trinauve: the pupils are not allowed o
refuse to come o school, or to hear
seriously the pros and cons articuiated
by svmpatheuc spokespersons (or crit-
ics) for moral education or to freel
choose among various approaches
to them. Providing such choices is anti-
thetical to the operation of anv school

To consider another perspective,
the secular nature of the nvpical public
school obviously indoctrinates pupils
against practicing religion in that envi
ronment, although most religions con
tend that some religious practices of a
public nature are inextricably related
to dav-to-dav life. This “realiv” of sep-
arating religion and public education
is understandable. However. it is disin
genuous to call this policy nonindoc
trinative. Thus, it is specious 1o talk
about student chowes. The pomnt 1s
that. on the whole, school s and
showld and must be mberently mdoc
minanre. The only significant ques
tions Will the indoctrination be
overt or covert, and what will be in-
doctrinated?

The great tradition has never died
Manyv administrators and teachers in
public and private schools have con
tinued practices consistent with s
principles. Given the increased sup
port from academics and intellectuals.
and the concrete recommendations
presented in Walberg's and mv article

are

tradition  of
SC

moral  educauon  pre
ribes standards of conduct by which
voung people should be molded
through a svstem of rewards and pun
ishments Critical analysis of moral
concepts and issues should be the

| of History New York: Harper & Row, 1960

which follows, these principles de-
serve widespread professional sup
port.[J
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domain of groups of adult experts to
whom “appropriate  deference” s
paid

I ind Wynne's great traditon to be a
fanciful construcuion. Onlv a haghly
selective reading of the history of
Western philosophy could lead one to
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