
ASCD PANEL ON MORAL EDUCATION

Moral Education 
in the Life of the School

An ASCD panel urges schools to join with parents, the mass
media, and the community to define and teach values such

as justice, altruism, diligence, and respect for human dignity.

M oral education is whatever 
schools do to influence how 
students think, feel, and act 

regarding issues of right and wrong. 
American public schools have a long 
tradition of concern about moral edu 
cation, and recently this concern has 
grown more intense.

Undoubtedly, alarm about the mo 
rality of young people is aggravated by 
a number of forces: fragmentation of 
the family, decline of trust in public 
institutions, increasing public concern 
about questionable ethical practices in 
business and industry, the impact of 
the mass media, and our gradually 
increasing affluence. All of these forces 
help foster a materialistic, "me first" 
attitude.

Finally, the increasing ethnic and 
social diversity of our population, while 
invigorating our nation, has brought 
with it an increasing variety of moral 
values that sometimes conflict As a 
result, some educators, awash in a sea 
of pluralism, are wary of even trying to 
identify common moral values.

Yet there is increasing protest 
against the way values are addressed 
in schools. Public figures such as Sec 
retary of Education William Bennett 
and New York Governor Mario 
Cuomo have stated that schools 
should pay more attention to students' 
moral development, and their com 
ments have both reflected existing 
public opinion and triggered renewed

Contemporary Issues
Issues that have confounded moral 
education over the past century are 
intensified today: How do we respond
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to disagreements about the proper 
methods of moral education? How 
does the school balance common val 
ues with pluralistic beliefs? What 
should be the relationship between 
religion and moral education in the 
public schools? What is the relation 
ship between private and public mo 
rality? Should moral education empha 
size indoctrination or reasoning?

How does moral education find a 
place in a curriculum already 
stretched to the limit? Should moral 
education be taught as a separate sub 
ject or infused throughout the curric 
ulum? Should moral education take 
different forms for students of dif 
ferent ages? Who should teach about 
morality? How does one evaluate 
moral growth? And, how can schools 
build support in the community for 
moral education?

Historical Perspective
In earlier times, American schools did 
not find such questions troubling. The 
predecessors of today's public schools 
were founded under a Massachusetts 
law passed in 1647, 20 years after the 
first settlers landed. The law, which 
warned that "old deluder Satan" flour 
ished on ignorance, was aimed at es 
tablishing schools that would deliber 
ately foster morality. The academic 
learning transmitted in such schools 
was inextricably bound up with reli 
gious doctrine.

Indeed, until the middle of the 19th 
century, public schools were typically 
pervaded with a strong, nonsectarian 
Protestant tone, which was reflected in 
Bible readings, prayers, ceremonial 
occasions, and the contents of reading 
materials. (In some communities 
where one sea was dominant, a more 
sectarian tone prevailed.) As Roman 
Catholic immigration proceeded, con 
flicts arose over moral and religious 
education. These disputes were cir 
cumvented by the creation of paro 
chial schools.

By the end of the 19th century, 
public schools increasingly adopted a 
purely secular form of moral educa 
tion, often called "character educa 
tion" (Yulish 1980). The character ed 
ucation movement identified a body of

The Morally Mature Person

What kind of human being do we want to emerge from our efforts at moral 
education? What are the characteristics of the morally mature person?

A moment's reflection tells us that moral maturity is more than just knowing what 
is right. The world is full of people who know what is right but set moral 
considerations aside when they find it expedient to do so. To be moral means to 
value morality, to take moral obligations seriously. It means to be able to judge what 
is right but also to care deeply about doing it—and to possess the will, competence, 
and habits needed to translate moral judgment and feeling into effective moral action.

We submit that the morally mature person has six major characteristics, which are 
derived from universal moral and democratic principles. These characteristics offer 
schools and communities a context for discourse about school programs and moral behavior.

The morally mature person habitually:
1. Respects human dignity, which includes

• snowing regard for the worth and rights of all persons,
• avoiding deception and dishonesty,
• promoting human equality,
• respecting freedom of conscience,
• working with people of different views, and
• refraining from prejudiced actions.

2. Cares about the welfare of others, which includes
• recognizing interdependence among people,
• caring for one's country,
• seeking social justice,
• taking pleasure in helping others, and
• working to help others reach moral maturity.

3. integrates individual interests and social responsibilities, which includes
• becoming involved in community life,
• doing a fair share of community work,
• displaying self-regarding and other-regarding moral virtues—self-control, 

diligence, fairness, kindness, honesty, civility—in everyday fife,
• fulfilling commitments, and
• developing self-esteem through relationships with others.

4. Demonstrates integrity, which includes
• practicing diligence,
• taking stands for moral principles,
• displaying moral courage,
• knowing when 10 compromise and when to confront, and
• accepting responsibility for one's choices.

5. Keflects on moral choices, which includes
• recognizing the moral issues involved in a situation,
• applying moral principles (such as the golden rule) when making moral 

judgments,
• thinking about the consequences of decisions, and
• seeking to be informed about important moral issues in society and the world.

6. Seeks peaceful resolution of conflict, which includes
• striving for the fair resolution of personal and social conflicts,
• avoiding physical and verbal aggression,
• listening carefully to others,
• encouraging others to communicate, and
• working for peace.
Benoral tt~~  »-- -
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In general, then, the morally mature person understands moral principles 
accepts responsibility for applying them.
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"Schools cannot 
ignore moral 
education; it is one 
of their most 
important 
responsibilities."

activities and principles by which 
moral education could be transmitted 
in a secular institution. The approach 
emphasized student teamwork, ex 
tracurricular .activities, student coun 
cils, flag salutes and other ceremonies, 
and commonsense moral virtues like 
honesty, self-discipline, kindness, and 
tolerance. Some researchers con 
cluded there was little connection be 
tween the character education ap 
proach and real-life behavior (Hart- 
shorne and May 1928, 1929, 1930). 
Later researchers, however, have dis 
puted this conclusion (Rushton 1984); 
furthermore, the research findings 
about how other forms of moral edu 
cation affect conduct are equally in 
conclusive. In any case, schools still 
emphasize components of character 
education, and many of these activities 
are strongly supported by parents.

While character education was en 
joying wide popularity during the first 
three decades of the century, John 
Dewey was articulating a theory of 
moral development mat emphasized 
reflective thinking rather than moral 
lessons (Dewey 1909, 1916,1939). Ac 
cording to Dewey, the proper way to 
resolve moral dilemmas in real life is 
to apply reason or intelligent thought. 
This theory of moral development 
would eventually become the main

theme of the moral education efforts 
that emerged in the 1960s and there 
after.

In the 1960s, Louis Raths and his 
colleagues, claiming to follow the 
work of Dewey, developed the values 
clarification approach (Raths et al. 
1978). While this method was often 
viewed as a simple set of value-free 
activities, its original theory intended 
to help students make value decisions 
based on careful reasoning and dem 
ocratic principles. In the 1970s, Lawr 
ence Kohlberg proposed a cognitive- 
developmental approach to moral ed 
ucation based on the work of Dewey 
and Piaget (Kohlberg 1976, 1984). Im 
mensely popular in theory but difficult 
to apply in practice, this approach 
emphasized the application of think 
ing skills to the development of moral 
reasoning based on increasingly com 
plex concepts of justice. In addition, it 
suggested that such thinking is influ 
enced by the individual's stage of cog 
nitive development and that such 
thinking fosters movement toward 
higher stages.

While these two approaches val 
ues clarification and the cognitive- 
developmental approach have re 
ceived widespread attention, others 
have also been proposed and tried. 
Among these are the values analysis 
approach (Fraenkel 1976, 1977), the 
psychological education program 
(Mosher and Sprinthall 1970), and sev 
eral more, including some of the cur 
rent personal development and self- 
esteem programs that fall under the 
rubric of affective education.

It is crucial to understand that no 
single approach or program has 
gained complete ascendance in recent 
curriculum history. The values clarifi 
cation and cognitive-developmental 
approaches have certainly enjoyed 
great popularity; however, character 
education has received renewed atten 
tion in the past few years, and some 
public schools even persist in assert 
ing a religious basis for moral educa 
tion. Also, the revival of classical hu 
manism has again brought forth the 
notion of moral education through 
literature and history.

Thus, in 1988, we have a long legacy 
of theories, approaches, and pro 

grams, and the mixed results of re 
search offer few definitive guidelines. 
Curricuiar decisions about moral edu 
cation are currently based on a mix of 
moral philosophy and empirical evi 
dence, impelled by public pressure 
for immediate action by the schools.

Morality and Religion
Religion is a major force in the lives of 
most Americans. Indeed, international 
studies continually report a compar 
atively high level of religious practice 
among Americans. Because religion is, 
above all, a meaning system, it naturally 
speaks to its adherents about right and 
wrong, good and bad. For many Amer 
icans, the first and foremost moral 
guide is their own religion.

While the theological doctrines of 
religions differ substantially, there is a 
great deal of overlap in moral theolo 
gies, particularly in their everyday ap 
plication. Broad areas of consensus 
exist regarding concern for our fellow 
human beings, honesty in our dealings 
with one another, respect for prop 
erty, and a host of other moral issues. 
These same issues are fundamental to 
the rules our nation has chosen to live 
by; in practice, the dictates of one's 
religious conscience and the precepts

"Schools should 
also teach students 
about the different 
ultimate sources for 
morality, including 
religion."
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of democracy tend to reinforce each 
other.

There are many Americans, how 
ever, in whose lives religion does not 
play a significant role. There are oth 
ers who, for a variety of reasons, are 
antagonistic to religion. For them, 
moral education based on religion 
and appeals to religious principles to 
solve moral issues are serious affronts. 
On the other hand, some religious 
people are equally affronted by public 
schools teaching students to look out 
side their religious tradition for moral 
guidance.

Public schools, committed as they 
are to serving all Americans, must ap 
proach this question with understand 
ing, sensitivity, and willingness to 
compromise. Educators need to be 
sensitive to students' religious beliefs 
and respect their legitimacy, yet must 
not promote such beliefs in the class 
room. Teachers should stress the de- 
mocractic and intellectual bases for 
morality, but they should also encour 
age children to bring all their intellec 
tual, cultural, and religious resources 
to bear on moral issues.

Appreciating the differences in our 
pluralistic society is fundamental to 
the success of our democracy. And 
tolerance must begin in the schools: If 
we are to survive as a nation, our 
schools must help us find our com 
mon moral ground and help us learn 
to live together on it.

Moral education is not only inevita 
ble in schools; it is essential. Human 
beings vary tremendously and are 
enormously adaptable, and our broad 
potential requires that we teach the 
best of our inherited culture. That 
teaching begins, of course, in our fam 
ilies, but it must be supported by other 
agencies. A common morality should 
be developed while a society's future 
citizens are still children before mis 
directed development leads them to 
harm themselves or others.

To accomplish this important task, 
all societies have public systems to 
help develop moral principles in 
children. In America, schools are a 
central part of that system. Our 
schools thus cannot ignore moral ed 
ucation; it is one of their most impor 
tant responsibilities.

MAY 1988

Recommendations
In recent years, the educational com 
munity has given substantial attention 
to excellence in our schools. An em 
phasis on moral education, we be 
lieve, is essential to that end. Moral 
education is not just another educa 
tional fad; it is an old and revered 
school mission. And with good reason.

At the heart of democracy is the 
morally mature citizen. A society 
whose citizens are not morally mature 
and cannot trust one another resorts 
to external force and can even evolve 
into a police state. Similarly, a school 
whose students are not morally ma 
ture is tempted to create an environ 
ment of repression. Schools must con 
tribute to the development of morally 
mature individuals who, in turn, will 
help to ensure the existence of a Just 
and caring society.

It is in this spirit that we make the 
following recommendations.

1. We urge all those involved in 
American education from school 
board members to district and building 
administrators to individual teachers  
to renew their commitment to promot 
ing moral education in the schools. 
Indeed, we urge that moral education 
be made a powerful unifying and ener 
gizing force in the curriculum.

2. We recommend that educators 
form partnerships with parents, the 
mass media, the business community, 
the courts, and civic, racial, ethnic, and 
religious groups to create a social and 
cultural context that supports the 
school's efforts to develop morally ma 
ture citizens.

3. We recommend that schools de 
fine and teach a morality of justice, 
altruism, diligence, and respect for hu 
man dignity. These are universal moral 
values that coincide with traditional 
religious teachings but stand on their 
own as authentic secular values. As part 
of a genuine respect for pluralism, 
schools should also teach students 
about the different ultimate sources for 
morality, including religion.

4. We urge schools and school sys 
tems to make sure their moral educa 
tion efforts extend beyond the cogni 
tive domain to include the affective 
and the behavioral. Moral education 
must go beyond simply knowing what

"We recommend 
that schools 
establish and convey 
clear expectations 
for teachers and 
administrators 
regarding their roles 
as moral educators."

is good; it must also involve prizing 
what is good and doing what is good

5. We recommend that moral edu 
cation include, especially for younger 
children, socialization into appropri 
ate patterns of conduct and, especially 
for older students, education for the 
critical thinking and decision making 
that are pan of adult moral maturity. 
The latter may include examination of 
the complex issues that stir ethical 
debate in society at large.

6. We recommend that educators 
continually examine the institutional 
features of school life to ensure that 
climate and instructional practices 
contribute to the same moral growth.

7. We urge further research on what 
works in moral education, drawing on 
research findings from other fields 
and presenting those findings to the 
profession forcefully and clearly.

8. We recommend that educators 
regularly assess the moral climate of 
schools and the conduct of students 
and communicate the results of these 
assessments to their communities. 
Many schools take steps now, includ 
ing notations about conduct on pupils' 
report cards, notes of praise or criti 
cism to parents, and recognition for 
individuals or groups whose conduct 
is praiseworthy. We acknowledge,
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"The moral 
education we call 
for is part of the 
living legacy of our 
nation."

however, that there is still much work 
to be done in the articulation of moral 
principles and the development of 
methods to assess their place in the 
school.

9. We recommend that schools es 
tablish and convey clear expectations 
for teachers and administrators re 
garding their roles as moral educators. 
Furthermore, we recommend that 
their performance as moral educators 
be included as a regular and important 
part of their evaluation. :

10. We recommend that teacher ed 
ucators, both preservice and inservice, 
give major attention to moral educa 
tion to ensure that teachers have the 
necessary knowledge, attitudes, and 
skills to fulfill their moral education 
responsibilities.

In these recommendations, and in 
our report as a whole, we do not call 
for schools simply to return to the 
attitudes and traditions of the past; nor 
do we urge schools to attempt a new 
educational experiment. Rather, the 
moral education we call for is part of 
the living legacy of our nation. It is at 
the center of our evolving tradition as 
a national community. Our vision of 
the moral education children need is

one that is basic to the survival of our 
culture, building on the past while 
preparing young people to deal with 
the moral challenges of the future.D
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