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Democratic moral education

LAWRENCE KOHLBERG

I shall try to talk today on my basic educational
theory and how it works in practice. My title is de-
mocratic moral education. A more neutral title
would be democratic civic education, but the value
core of civic education we belicve are moral prin-
ciples of justice. Furthermore we call it moral
education because we assume that every educator
is a moral educator, like it or not. Educators pro-
nounce rules and obligations, they administer dis-
cipline and act as models, good or mediocre, of mo-
ral relationships. This is the hidden corriculum of
the school, it is better to articulate it and reason
about it than to leave it concealed. Finally demo-
cratic school practices and organization runs into
great difficulty unless student participation focuses
on moral issues of justice and community welfare
rather than on issues of curriculum and administra-
tion, which are confusing and boring to most ado-
lescent students.

This first phase of our work in moral education
started in 1968 and was democratic but in a vary
limited sensc. It consisted of classroom discussion
of hypothetical and real moral dilemmas in relation
to social studies and literatare, Its goal was moral
stage development as the aim of civic and moral
education. Its method was democratic in that the
teacher did not preach the right answer or indoctri-
nate but asked Socratic questions and encouraged
argumeniation, disagreement and dialogue between
students in an atmosphere of mutual respect and
listening to one another’s reascns. Researched in
more than one hundred classrooms in social studics

or literature, such discussion over a semester or a
year produces about an average of one half stage
increase in a class compared to no change in con-
trol classrooms with parallel social studies curricu-
lum but no moral discussion, This has been found
equally true in elementary schools, high schools,
and universities.

‘While democratic dialogue led to moral stage-
changing, preaching or indoctrination did not. In
1968, my student, Moshe Blatt, did a study using
three groups of classes. Blatt led one group of clas-
ses using Socratic pecr dialogue of moral dilem-
mas. This group of classes showed one half stage
change. One group of classes had no discussion and
no change. A third group was led by the regular
classroom teacher in whatever style he or she cho-
se. In one class I observed, a variation of the Heinz
dilerama was asked, was it right or wrong to steal
an expensive drug to save a wile dying of cancer.
A heated argument slarted among the students,
quickly terminated by the teacher announcing, “yes
class, but the point is stealing is wrang”, which he
wrote on the board and underlined and went on to
the next dilemma, Not suprisingly, there was no sta-
ge change in moral reasoning in these classes based
on indocurination. Neither does preaching or indo-
ctrination of honesty seem 1o lead to bechaviour
change toward increased honesty. Large studics by
Hartshorne and May in the 1930's showed that
preaching and indoctrination of what they called
character did not work,

Experimental measure of behavior, behaviors in-
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volving honest altruistic service and self control
showed no change after classes of character educa-
tion.

Nevertheless, the concern of teachers and admi-
nistrators for an indoctrinative approach to moral
instruction is very understandable and our own
developmental approach had to address the con-
cerns which led to indoctrinative methods. The tea-
cher’s first concern leading to indoctrination is a
concern for moral action as well as judgement or
reasonning.

The teacher’s second concern is a concern for
moral content as well as stage or struciure. The
teacher can’t wait until Stage 4 or 5 to stop stea-
ling or cheating. The question I asked myself was
how to add to our non-classrcom moral discussion
to do this.

My answer led us to a more fundamental focus
on democracy in education than the creation of a
classroom democratic discussion. For non-indoc-
trinative moral discussion to influence student
action, moral discussion had to be about real life
student actions, which meant that it had to lead to
consequences in the way school rules and policies
were made. As an example, in 1970 a Newton
principal questioned me about the value of using
what he called science-fiction dilemmas like the
Heinze dilemma to deal with his school problems
of theft, drugs, fighting and pregnancy. My respon-
se to him was influenced by the fact that he and I
had earlicr sat in the back of a classroom led by
Blatt asked students if they had a real moral dilem-
ma to discuss. Sceing the principal in the back a stu-
dent said “T have a dilemma. The principal last
week ..... Later I pointed out to the principal that
while he wished students to discuss real school mo-
ral problems such discussing would be felt by stu-
dents as futile if their discussion had no influence
on school rules and policics, This meant some de-
mocracy in the school as I proposed to consult with
him about this. He was not convinced and was
happy to leave us discussing science-fiction di-
lemmas,

Let me explain philosophically my reasons for
believing in school democracy. First, a participa-
tory vote is thought of as a basic right for every-
one over 18 in a democracy. By what magic is this
v be awarded to youth over 18 while participatory
voting in the smaller society of the school is to be
denied thonse under 18?
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Second, we are always worricd about whether
and what moral and political values should be
transmitted in the schools, whether as hidden or
overt curriculum. Commen sense would say that
teachers should generally advocate or help students
see that stealing is wrong, when it occurs it viola-
tes the rights of others. How can such moral advo-
cacy be done without indoctrination, without vio-
lating children’s [reedom of belief or ability to
think critically?

If one accepted the idea (hat the teacher can be
an advocate for certain moral content, what are the
limits of advocacy? The teacher in real life has to
go bevond being a process facilitator, a Socratic
questioner or a Carl Rogers type of reflector and
supporter of development. This stance of teacher as
process [acilitator is quite workable for hypotheti-
cal meral dilemmas, but if there is, for example, an
actnal episode of stealing, the teacher is going to
become an advocate. But advocacy is not indoctri-
nation in the context of democracy,

In terms of teaching method, moral advocacy of
jJustice is not indoctrinative if carried out through
the appeal to reasons which the teacher and students
sincerely accept, rather than through the appeal to
the teacher’s authority or power, In ferms of teacher
attitude advocacy of justice by the teacher can and
should be based on an attitude of respect for the stu-
dent as autonomous moral agent. Finally in terms
of consequences, should stimulate discussion as an
autonomous moral agent, and critical reflection, not
blind fixed belief. I believe that the most effective
approach in preventing advocacy from being in-
doctrination is the establishement of participatory
or dircet democracy in the classroom or in the
school. The teacher should only advocate as one in-
dividual, the first among equals, speaking from a
rational point of view and not from one that relies
on authority and power.

Undoubtedly, reducing the educator’s power to
that of legitimate advocate in a structure of school
participatory or direct democracy raises alarm of
mob rule or chaos in the school. Before giving
examples from our experience that this need not
happen, let me explain the just community theory
which explains why direct democracy should not
lead to chaos or injustice though students outnum-
ber teachers.

Just community theory postulate that all older
children and adolescent have two central moral



concerns or passions. The first is a passion for
justice whatever this stage of justice of the
student. The worst thing a student can say about a
teacher or a school is that is unfair. The second is
passion for community, for a sense of membership
in a group which has collective solidarity, care and
Joyalty. The theory does not romantically postula-
s that students are always or naturally wise or
good. It does postulate students are usually respon-
sive to teacher advocacy which is fair and is at a
somewhat higher stage than their own, in a context
of reciprocity and equality.

Major exceptions occur when the teacher’s
advocacy for justice faces student loyalty to a stu-
dent or peer community which is a we group
opposed to the teacher’s they group. Teachers have
little influence on student morality in a we-they
school society, Let me use as an example a discus-
sion by a trained staff worker and educator with
four students in a youth correctional center. The
four studenis had blanketed or beaten up a fifth stu-
dent for ratting, for teporting a theft (o a staff mem-
ber, In retaliation the student had been beaten
bloody by the four students. INo amount of ratio-
nal discussion and questioning the four students as
to how they would have felt if they were beaten up,
if they were stolen from or if everybody stole,
would change the smdents mind that beating up was
fair retaliation. The educator was up against what
the students called “the code”. The code was what
we call a collective expectation or norm of a peer
group, with some collective solidarity, it was part
of its moral culture. The code was in total oppo-
sition to the moral expectations of the adults in
authority who were powerless to change itin a we™
-they society. How can educators change the peer
group moral culture? Only by creating a common
community including both students and teachers. In
some school we have studied educators and stu-
dents share values from the same social class and
religion and create @ common community or moral
calture without direct democracy. Rut, in most
schools we have studied, there are two cultures, a
student culture and a staff culture in conflict. In
such schools, we think only democracy can work
to make a common moral culture. With democracy
educators and students must work to make a
common community with democratically agreed
upon norms, expectations, rules and disciplines.
We should think of democracy as not only helping

frece students from a sense of being bound by
Bureaucratic authority but also as freeing them
from the tyranny of peer group pressure and reta-
liation.

The just communily approach uses appeals to
justice and to solidarity to support a common mo-
rality. It appeals to justice to develop a sense of
community and a sense of collective solidarity, to
develop justice of community, Fairness and respect
between students and between feachers and stu-
dents builds a sense of community, a sense of be-
longing to a good or worthwhile group. A sense of
solidarity and shared valuing of the group and its
goals makes students feel the importance of acting
fairly. If students vote for and make rules and disci-
plines, they feel they own the rules, they identify
with them. For instance if they make rules against
cheating themselves based on the unfaimess of
cheating to each other and to the teacher, violations
of the rules will be felt as self-contradictory viola-
tions of their own standards, as a contradiction of
the self’s integrity as well as being felt as a harm
to the comununity. I shall illustrate the interplay
between justice and community by episodes from
the schools where we have consulted recently, One
is the Scarsdale Alternative School, part of a
wealthy suburban high school outside New York
city. The other is the Roosevelt community cluster,
part of the Theodore Roosevelt high school in the
south Bronx, New York city, a very poor neighbor-
hood of blacks and Puerto Ricans. Roosevelt High
School has the highest rate of droupout, viclence
and theft in New York. In spite of these great dif-
ferences in high school and neighborhood both
Scarsdale and Bronx direct democracy clusters
have similar structure. Each has 100 studeits and
four teachers. The four teachers each teach one
class which includes in curriculum literature and
social studies.

More important, cach teacher has one meeting a
week with their students, a core or advisory group
meeting to discuss and outline alternatives of an
issue coming before the whole community meeting
of 100 for a democratic discussion and vote, This
core or advisory meeting is preceded by an agenda
committee of the teachers and some representative
students to determine the issue (o be dealt with by
the community.

Afier the four separate core class meelings, all
one hundred students and teachers meet in a two
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hour democratic community or student welfare not
one of administration or curriculum, two students
chair the meeting supported by a teacher friend of
the chair, After the community meeting, two stu-
dents from each core group and two teachers meet
as a fairness or discipline committee on another
day. Part of the function of the fairness or discipli-
ne committee is to establish facts and recommend
discipline for rule viclations. Part is to mediate per-
ceived incidents of unfairness between student and
student, or student and teacher.

Eventually we hope each dircct democracy
cluster will elect student representatives, along with
teacher and staff representatives to the school wide
councils or boards discussed by Bob Howard.

Let me illustrate from Scarsdale and the Bronx
how two issues of justice and two issues of caring
or altruistic concern were resolved in community
meetings by direct democracy.

‘While Scarsdale is wealthy and free of theft and
violence, cheating is widespread in the large high
school where competition for grades is intense.

Teachers, parents and stadents have high acade-
mic expectation and positively evaluate comperiti-
ve achievement for grades, a pressure which in-
fiuences students to use illicit means (i.e., cheating)
to achieve., Peers, in particular, not only condone
the use of illicit means to get good grades but may
actually expect each other’s help and ignore chea-
ting, conflicting with official or teachcr-based
norms against cheating, a variation of the not rat-
ting norm of the delinquent center, A student in the
regular Scarsdale High School described it in an
anonymous letter to the local newspaper, saying,
Scarsdale’s biggest problem is that nobody is
happy. Fridiug itself on being a great prep school,
they have created a hellish atmosphere. .. The pres-
sure is evident in many facets of the school. What
people do for good grades is unbelieveable. Obvi-
ously, there is much cheating in Scarsdale. As an
aware student, I approximate that 95 percent of the
students will chcat without guilt whenever they
need something. This habit is taught to them by the
school, not dissuaded at all...

It should be noted that developing a peer-suppor-
ted norm against cheating is more difficult than de-
veloping one against stealing. Peer group norms
against stealing from one another develop readily
because peers are clear victims of unfairness in
stealing. In the case of cheating, those most obvi-
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ously concerned or victimized are the teachers, so
that peer group norms in favor of cheating can
develop in an atmosphere in which students are a
“we-group” distinct from a “they-group” of tea-
chers. Strong collective normg againgt cheating can
usually be only developed if the peer group and the
teacher group are seen as members of a common
community making community norms fair (o tea-
chers as well as to students. This is, in fact, what
happened at Scarsdale.

In 1982 Judy Cidding, the director, held a core
or advisory group meeting in which students talked
about the cheating that took place when they had
been in the regular Scarsdale High School and
about the moral atmosphere that made it accepta-
ble there. In answer to her question: “Is cheating
widespread at the school?”, Sam answered, “It’s
very common at the high school, there’s the oppor-
tunity to cheat and get away with it. Teachers can’t
really keep their eycs on every student. There’s a
feeling that your friend is going to help you if you
don’t know the answers.”

The norms of friendship and affiliation, espe-
cially strong at Stage 3, creale a peer counter-norm
to honesty. In the cheating situation, not only peer
norms but parental expectations act as scmi moral
forces which actoally prevent students from making
judgements of responsibility not to cheat. To ful-
fill parental expectations and “making them feel
happy”. Rick said, “I got a lot of pressures from my
parents and in the ninth grade I was saying, 'OK,
it’s your first year of high school, you have to do
well’, and T was just cheating because I wanted fo
do well and make my parents happy”. Going on to
describe how other students acted, he said, “1 just
know there has to be in other people’s minds that
parental pressure of ‘I have to do good on this test
or my Dad is going to kill me’, That’s how it was
for me so I cheated”.

The net combination of these factors was to
create a collective student norm in the reguolar high
schiwol wlhere no one had a responsibility 1o refrain
from cheating though many did not really think
cheating was right.

In the Scarsdale Alternative School a commu-
nity meeting was held about making and enforcing
a rule against cheating after an episode of cheating
occurred, «I disagree that under pressure people
have no responsibility not to cheat. I was under a
lot of pressure and T was hysterical I was going 10



fail this test. But I'm saying is that cheating isn’t
necessary. The reason for cheating is that people are
lazy and don’t want to study so they make up crib
sheets. It’s not responsible or fair to those who
don’t cheat»,

Other students gave reasons against cheating not
in terms of fairness or justice but in terms of com-
munity valuing. A male student said, «It goes with
being in a community. Ending cheating is a good
direction for our community, it’s for the benefit of
our community». Judy, the director, advocated for
a shared norm against cheating by invoking the
value of such a norm for the mutual trust necessary
for a community, including teachers and students.
She said:

«Cheating is an issue that can really divide our
community, students against teachers in terms of
cheating. It sounds like on this issue that it’s we
against them because obviously teachers don’t
participate in cheating. Peter, you were asking [or
reasons in this school. Tt’s because it’s fundamen-
tal to our school that there’s trust within the com-
munity. You know my attitude when I give a test.
It’s bascd on trust. I would hate to mistrust people
in the community. When people say it’s not so bad
cheating on a little test because you won’t ever take
it again and it’s not relevant to your later life, it
ignores a decision about trust which can divide the
community».

Another teacher advocated a norm against chea-
ting not in terms of community but in terms of the
injustice of cheating. He said, «You have to see that
cheating is hurting other people as a way to get
ahead. I can’t imagine you can think that’s a prin-
ciple you can live by despite all the temptation we
talked about». While making a rule against cheating
was soon agreed upon, the question of how to
enforce this rule was extremely controversial, The
leachers proposed that not only the faculty but the
other students had the responsibility to enforce the
rule by confronting other students they saw chea-
ting. From the start the taculty were concerned that
the students share in responsibility for enforcement
of agreed upon norms. In our theoretical language,
they were determined that the collective against
cheating should reach a high phase of persuasion
to desist from rule violation or to confront somcone
who had violaied the rule. Their reasons (o the stu-
dents were that teachers and students belonged to
a democratic or equal community and that it was

not fair fo the facuity to leave it to them to be the
policement or enforcers of a rule arrived at by the
whole group. As stated by one of the teachers:

«Is it fair in a democratic school to make the-
se rules and then shuffle down 10 the teacher’s cor-
ner for their enforcement? There are certain rules
that we make and the problem of who finds out
about violation of them and who enforces them
doesn’t arise. But for others that are hard to enfor-
ce like this one I would say if we can’t enforce it
together we can’t make it together. We don’t own
it. It’s all our responsibility to deal with the chea-
ting problem. If John sees someone cheating, why
is it any differcnt from my seeing someone chea-
ting?».

The meeting voted that if students know that
another student cheated, it is their responsibility to
confront the cheater. The decision against suppor-
ted rules and justice primarily,

A more student centered decision resolved a
conflict between rules and the welfare of a single
student. The issue at hand was whether or not (o
expel Tisa, a first year tenth grade student: this
meant that she would return (o the regular Scarsda-
le high school program where she had been very
unhappy and done quite poorly. The staff, in a staff
meeting, had unanimously decided that such a re-
turn would be best for the school community and
possibly for Lisa herself. Until the threat of expul-
sion became imminent, she had regularly cut clas-
ses in spite of many reminders. She had [requently
been verbally abusive to the stall, something almost
unheard of in the school. The tcachers felt she had
not made the necessary to the alternative school
and that she was taking time and energy that the
other students should receive.

The larger community meeting began with a sta-
tement by the director that the decision would be
a community decision. She asked students to think
about the issue from Lisa’s point of view, from the
staff’s point of view, and from the point of view of
the whole community. Then a spokesperson for the
staff read a report recommending expulsion and gi-
ving the reasons for it

The two students chairing the mecting asked for
student discussion. Many hands went up. One of the
first to speak was Sharon, who proposed that the
school was strong cnough as a community to form
a support group for Lisa. Even if Lisa wasn’t sul-
ficicntly self-disciplined Lo come to class regularly,

339



others should help her and put some daily pressure
on her to come to class. Other students then made
comments supporting Sharon’s position, one stu-
dent saying he took pride in the community but
would value it less if they didn’t try to sapport Lisa.
Other students were more critical of Lisa’s beha-
vior, expressing doubts about the community’s abi-
lity to help her. One student commented, “No one
else had an attendance problem like Lisa’s. Why
should the community tolerate it? Another stadent
said, «I didn’t know this was supposed {0 be a the-
rapewtic community. It's a community... That
means we all care about each member of the school,
with or without problems».

After still more discussion, Lisa was asked to
comment. In tears, she asked to have another chan-
ce and stay in the school. It was as if a Stage 3 awa-
reness was dawning in her as to what the school
could be for her, that it could be a place where peo-

ple cared. The discugsion continued, other students.

remarking that being a caring community sounded
good but who would really take the responsibility?
At this point several students individually voluntee-
red to assume responsibility for Lisa, Her altcrna-
tives were outlined on the blackboard: (1) Stay in
the school; (2) Stay in the school on probation, with
an individual contract to be worked out with the
staff; (3) Expulsion with the chance to return the
following year if she did well in the regalar school.
Lisa was then asked how she herself would vote,
and answered, «Stay in the school on probation».
Extensive discussion followed, with signs that so-
me staff members were changing their minds. An
hour and a half later a vote was called for. Lisa ini-
tiafly wanted to leave the room so she would not
see who voled against her, but cventually agreed
to stay. Of the seventy-six voling members present
all but four voted for Lisa to stay. In the days after
the meeting a conlract between Lisa, her advisor,
and a support group of students was worked ouat.
Lisa met once a week with the support; for the rest
of the year she not only attended all classes, but her
work improved and her abusive or disrespectful
language disappeared.

Let me now turn to an issue bringing justice and
community together this fall in the [lirst year of the
Bronx community cluster,

A day long outward bound type excursion day
was planned for the fall. The students readily ac-
cepied the teachers proposals that no drugs or al-
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cohol should be allowed on the trip and proposed
no knives or guns should be allowed either.

The excursion was a great success with no vio-
lations of these two rules and a good time and a sen-
se of sharing by all.

The next day, however, a teacher told me twenty
dollars had been stolen from her purse by one of
the students, she didn’t know who. She was ap-
prehensive about casting this light of gloom on a
happy event and coufrouting the students with the
problem. Let the discipline or fairness committee
investigate the facts of the theft, T suggested, your
obligation is to confront the community with this
violation of fairncss. .

The teacher announced the problem at the com-
munity meeting and it was agreed that the thief be
given the opportunity to anonymously restitute be-
forc the next meeting. A fcw students suggested
that if it was not returned the whole community
should contribute 25 cents to make the twenty dol-
lars to the (eacher, The money was not returned and
the next week, a discussion about collective resti-
tution was held, Many students said that the tcacher
had been helping them and they should help the tea-
cher, Some gtudents said it was not their responsi-
bility, they had not attended the irip. A student
asked the teachers if they would support collecti-
ve restitufion for a student victim of theft, the
answer of course heing that it was one comumunity
in terms of helping.

The majority vole was that the community ask
each member for a voluntary contribution but that
it would not be obligatory or required. A bag was
passed arcund the room. The result, ten dollars and
some notes meant to be humourous. Several stu-
dents expressed disappointment, and the bag was
passed again. This time ten more dollars and no huo-
mourous notes. The teacher victim said her trust in
the community was reinforced and she would gi-
ve the twenty dollars to the communily activity
fund for a later social event.

This of course did not end the discussion of stea-
ling, Teachers asked students how many had been
stolen from. The majority had. The teacher coordi-
nator Al, pointed out that even in the community
meeting students kept on their coats in a hot room,
and students admitted they were worried about
being stolen from. The students agreed that even
though there was a general school rule against stea-
ling, they nceded o make their own agreement



against stealing and bring a possible violator befo-
re the discipline committee. Now students and
teachers leave their belongings freely in the com-
munity meeting and classrcom. Thus teacher sup-
port for a community ideal of trust and collective
responsibility helps build norms of justice or indi-
vidual rights, if students and teachers are felt as
equals. The community ideal helps even poor and
deprived students reach out beyond themselves to
help others.

This spring the Harvard research project paid
two dollars to cach student in the control group
sample for answering interviews and questionaires.
The community cluster had agreed to do these inter-
views when they volunteered for the program. In
a community meeting, students said it was not fair
that Harvard should pay the control students but not
them. 1 agreed and said Harvard would pay each
student two dollars but the community should deci-
de what to do with it. Some students suggested kee-
ping it, some giving it to the Cluster community
activity fund, some giving it to a charity like lcu-
kemia. Only a minority wanted to keep it them-
sclves. Those who most wanted to reach out beyond
themselves had to clarify the reasoning, Nelson, a
leader said «if we keep the two dollars we give our-
selves some extra food and drink. What do we get,
heartburn, If we give it to sick children we help
them and we get an award, our community gets a
good reputation and Ruer. Another student chai-
lenged this collective egoism, saying no one would
notice. Nelson answered, yes, T guess it must be
because it makes you feel good inside to help a sick
child. Tt was voted to split the money between the
community activity fund charity, Yesterday, Ann
Higgins reported the many measurcs of school cli-
mate, of moral reasoning stage and moral behavior
we use to cvaluate these programs. In the Bronx,

the school director does not wait for our numbers,
he has come to community meeting and hears about
student behavior in the classes and halls. On this
basis, he has decided to start another community
cluster for the students with the highest rate of inat-
tendance and failure, :

In Porfugal, here at the University of Minho,
there is a plan which is in advance of our in Ame-
rica. Jodio and Jdlia Formosinho and colleagues
have decided to start a teacher-preparation program
based on the democratic principles. Obviously this
would be an idcal way to bring democratic educa-
tion into the schools through experience and com-
mitment to the process.

RESUMO

O artigo chama a atengio para o facto de, querendo
ou néo, todo o professor ser wmn educador moral. Esta é
mais uma razdo que aponta para a necessidade de os
professores debaterem este tema. Passa entdo a apresen-
tar as experiéncias de desenvolvimento moral iniciadas
em Harvard em 1068 ¢ que evoluiram de discussbes
socrdticas, dentrodasala de aula, a partir de dilemas reais
ou aciuais, para o envolvimento de toda a escolu no
processo educativo,

ABSTRACT

This article calls our atiention to the fact that, wil-
lingly or not, every teacher is a moral educator. This is
one more reason for the teachers to debate this theme.

Then it refers to the experiments on moral develop-
ment that began in Harvard in 1968. These experiments
had their starting point in dilemma discussions centered
in the classroom, which developed in order to involve the
whole school in the moral development educational
process.
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