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Moral education has become a matter of widespread common concern. Parents worry that their children are growing up bereft of traditional values. Teachers complain that their students seem ethically shallow and worse. Responding to these worries, politicians have entered the act, demanding that schools devote more time and effort to moral instruction. Children’s morality is no longer simply a question of conduct in the home and corner playground; nor is it reserved for the province of religious leaders and scholars. It is the focus of public scrutiny and debate, a recognized societal problem of the first magnitude.

The social conditions that have fostered this rising tide of concern about children’s morality are plainly apparent to anyone exposed to the daily news. Scandals revealing the shoddy ethics of respected public figures are disclosed almost daily in the national media. Trusted government officials, esteemed political candidates, popular religious leaders, and admired financial tycoons have all fallen loudly from grace in full open view. Revelations have ranged from the mundane to the spectacular, covering a host of moral sins and indiscretions: theft and financial chicanery, adultery and sexual assault, dishonesty and hypocrisy of every sort. The ranks of the disgraced have included persons occupying the highest positions of responsibility in our society. It is little wonder that people are asking whether, in social life today, children are learning cherished moral values, and whether moral education in the schools is all that it should be.

Even more disturbing, the health and future prospects of our young are becoming endangered by the prevailing moral confusion. Older generations have always fretted about the sexual morality of younger generations, but today the stakes have grown more serious. I refer here to the increasing risks posed by the many sexually transmitted diseases now threatening youth; and I refer also to the less dramatic yet still astonishingly widespread epidemic of teenage pregnancy. These are consequences of sexual behavior that can quite literally rob young people of their futures. With such risks in the wings, the sexual morality of youth takes on an immediate air of urgency.

Another clear and present danger to the futures of our young is the impoverished educational atmosphere of today’s schools. This condition, too, reflects a problem in moral education, because it is a condition brought about largely by the poor conduct of many young people themselves. Even the best of our schools have been tainted with violence, drug abuse, and other antisocial behaviors. Such problems make traditional misdemeanors like cheating (which still very much exists) seem mild indeed. Constant confrontations with students’ disorderly conduct have forced many school districts on the defensive. Their agendas have been reduced from the pursuit of learning to the far less lofty goal of maintaining discipline and order. Again, one wonders about the state of children’s values today and about whether it might be possible to instill a finer sense of morality in our youth.

It is not surprising, therefore, that children’s morality has been thrown full force into the public arena: politicians of every stripe, cultural and religious leaders of all types, and editorialists from newspapers, television networks, and magazines have called for vigorous moral education in the home and in the schools. Here traditionalists have closed ranks with progressives in agreeing that conscience is as important a focus of education as cognition. In fact it seems that moral values have joined the “three r’s” as something that unquestionably belongs to a proper schooling experience.

But if we follow this public discourse a bit further, past the question of “Is moral education important?” to “How should we do it?” and “Which values should we teach our children?” the consensus begins to break down. This is also not surprising. After all, as adults we often disagree profoundly with one another about matters of right and wrong. Naturally, this translates quickly into disagreements about moral messages for our youth. Some of us would emphasize the virtues of liberty and autonomy whereas others of us would emphasize the virtues of loyalty, obedience, and respect for authority; some would emphasize the values of equality and need whereas other would emphasize the values of merit and excellence; some would emphasize self-assertion while others would emphasize self-denial; some justice, others mercy; and so on, across every moral polarity that one could imagine.

Sometimes lost in this moral discord, though, are the inevitable hopes and expectations that all civilized people hold for their young. No one wants to lose a child to drugs or to an incurable disease, nor to see that child’s future prospects squandered by a poor education or a premature parenthood. All parents oppose their children’s engagement in acts of violence and other forms of antisocial behavior, except in highly unusual circumstances such as a civil revolt. Most adults want to see a younger generation that is imbued with incontrovertible moral virtues like honesty, kindness, a sense of responsibility, and a sense of fairness. These are human basics that transcend everyday political debate.

The great irony of our contemporary fascination with moral education—and it is a tragic rather than amusing irony, since the stakes are so high—is that much of our energy is spent arguing about contentious issues of lesser importance rather than working with problems that we all should see as crucial and urgent. We have allowed moral education to become a politicized issue rather than treating it as the educational right and developmental need that it really represents for our children. So we argue about nuances of ethical choice rather than concentrating on how best to communicate the core, unquestioned values of our culture to the young.

Moreover, our recent spotlight on moral education has avoided the scientific study of children’s morality. The prevailing assumption seems to be that moral education is best implemented simply by telling children what values are right for them, unaided by any systematic knowledge, strategy, or technique.

Scholarship often seems removed from the press of real events, sometimes because its message is obscure, sometimes because its conclusions are tentative or hypothetical, and sometimes because its focus is simply irrelevant to our everyday concerns. In fact, this is so often the case that many people reflexively relegate the fruits of scholarship to the ivory tower without much expectation that they can help us solve our common life problems. Nowhere does this happen as frequently as with scholarship in the social sciences. People rightly have a suspicion of experts in matters of human affairs, and they naturally wish to retain the ultimate powers of belief and choice for themselves. When it ventures beyond the “merely academic” into the realm of public debate and policy, scholarship in the social sciences takes on a presumptuous air.

But our legitimate caution in such cases can lead to a lamentable loss of opportunity. Scientific information can guide us both in defining and resolving our choices about moral education. It can do so by helping us understand the processes through which children acquire moral values in normal social life; by helping us recognize the origins of morality and the milestones of moral development; by helping us analyze problematic moral conduct when it occurs; and by suggesting to us strategies for effective moral instruction.

There is no question, therefore, that scientific research on children’s morality has a great potential to aid us in our pressing desire to improve children’s moral values. This is an untapped potential, however, because most of this research is either unknown to the public, ignored as irrelevant, or debunked as ivory-tower nonsense. To the extent that this research is reported in the popular press, it is often fatally misrepresented.

Popular debunkers come even from within the walls of academia. Harvard psychiatrist Robert Coles, for example, has recently written a book called The Moral Life of Children.1 Coles’s book consists mainly of his own impressions and experiences with some youngsters who face adversity with nobility and principle. Coles dismisses social-science theory as irrelevant to his observations since, he claims, social science has not recognized that children can have a strong moral sense of their own. Coles implies that current psychological work has drawn two mistaken conclusions concerning children’s morality: (1) that morality arises only as a defense mechanism, derived from other personal needs and mental systems, and thus is forced on children after extended periods of conflict; and (2) that morality is an abstract, logical system that develops late in life, mostly among well-educated persons. After implying that these impoverished ideas capture the sum total of social-science knowledge today, Coles positions himself on the side of children and in opposition to this insensitive science that belittles their incipient moral awareness.

Science has an establishment air about it, and antiestablishment railings always have a certain popular appeal. But Coles is simply wrong in his portrayal of the present state of knowledge about children’s morality. As a research psychologist, in reading Coles I have a reaction akin to that of an eighteenth-century astronomer being shown a stinging attack on the “prevailing” notion that the sun revolves around the earth. The polemic takes the right side, but its enemies have been dead for years. Further, the attack contributes little to the understanding of the day and does a disservice by misrepresenting a useful body of knowledge to many who are unfamiliar with it.

Coles is not alone in his skeptical attitude towards scientific studies of children’s morality. As noted earlier, there are several legitimate reasons for this skepticism. But it is our society’s loss if we refuse to inform ourselves of the best available knowledge on an issue that we all agree to be a present-day imperative. Coles to the contrary, there is wealth of recent scholarship showing full respect for young children’s early moral capacities. Contemporary journals are chock-full of studies on children’s sharing, kindness, honesty under stress, and every other imaginable moral virtue, concept, emotion, and sentiment of the young. This, in fact, has been one of developmental psychology’s hottest topics over the past twenty years. Practically none of this recent work treats morality merely as a defense mechanism or as an abstract system beyond the grasp of children.

The airwaves today are full of worried debate about children’s morality. Yet in all this debate there is practically no reference to the storehouse of knowledge that social science has gained on this subject over the past fifty years. In my own lifetime I have never witnessed a larger gap between public discussion and unutilized information. My assumption is that this gap reflects a general lack of awareness more than a conscious aversion to this storehouse of knowledge. I do not believe that, where our children’s welfare is at stake, people wish to take a “know-nothing” orientation to a complex and critical matter like moral education.

Rather, I believe that the scholarly work on children’s morality is obscure because it has remained embedded in academic journals and scattered throughout disparate professional writings. There is no single accessible source where one can discover what is known about children’s morality and how this knowledge can be applied to moral education. This book’s first purpose is to provide that information. Its second purpose is to present a new position on moral education. It is a position that is quite different than those that we usually hear in public forums; nevertheless it is one that derives directly from our best information about the processes that determine children’s moral development.

In documenting the natural flourishing of morality during the childhood years, I will show how morality grows readily out of the child’s early social experiences with parents and peers. It is through common activities like sharing and helping, as well as through universal emotional reactions like outrage, fear, and shame, that children acquire many of their deep-seated values and standards of behavior. Adult influence, too, plays a crucial role; but it is a role that is necessarily limited as well as mediated through the child’s other life experiences.

In emphasizing the complex and intertwining processes of moral growth, I take an unusual position on the moral education concerns currently sweeping the nation. Advocates on one side of the public debate assume that children must be indoctrinated in moral values if they are to grow up as responsible citizens. Advocates on the other side would rather leave morality to the incipient goodness of the child’s own nature. This book will take issue with both sides of such debates. It will do so by showing that indoctrination is ineffective and possibly counterproductive as a moral development tool, but that certain guided instructional experiences are important in enhancing children’s moral awareness and strengthening their sense of moral responsibility.

Several people have helped me directly or indirectly with the preparation of this book. I am grateful to Jerome Kagan for making available to me early manuscript versions of chapters in an important book that he has recently edited (with S. Lamb) on the emergence of moral awareness.2 I have profited from discussions with James Youniss, Diana Baumrind, Elliot Turiel, Carol Gilligan, and Richard Shweder, and I also have benefited from reading recent manuscripts that they have sent me. Ann Higgins helped me gather a wide assortment of instructional material from current moral education programs, all of which was useful for my own Chapter 8 review of “morality in the schools.” I also enjoyed a discussion with Ed Wynne on this topic and was interested to learn more about his point of view. Laura Wolff has been a careful and insightful editor, and Nancy Eisenberg provided me with helpful comments on the manuscript. As always, Anne Colby has given me invaluable assistance, intellectual and otherwise, throughout this project.
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Moral Concerns from
the Child’s Perspective



From an early age, children are acutely aware of moral concerns. The sense of outrage that a four-year-old feels when pleading “That’s not fair” to a sibling, parent, or friend can be every bit as intense as an adult’s reaction to any violation of rights. The same child might also respond with deep concern and care to another’s misery. Young children feel the sting of injustice and the pull of empathy. They also know about their responsibilities to be honest, fair, kind, respectful, and loyal to their families and friends.

This is not to say that young children are moral saints, born with an incipient purity of character. There is much more to children’s social conduct than the drive to be good. Like their elders, children can be unfeeling, selfish, and even cruel. They are capable of intentionally harmful as well as helpful behavior. But—and this is the crux of the matter—morality is a fundamental, natural, and important part of children’s lives from the time of their first relationships. It is not a foreign substance introduced to them by an outside world of people who know all the answers.

If this statement seems somehow surprising or unrealistic, it is because we inevitably see children’s behavior from an adult perspective. We very often tend to attribute a child’s conduct, whether good or bad, solely to the influence of the adults in the child’s life. We look for the examples that adults have set for the child, lessons that may or may not have been provided, rules that may or may not have been enforced, punishments that may or may not have been administered, and so on. From such a perspective, morality originates outside of the child’s experience and is transmitted to the child directly or indirectly through adult tutelage.

I do not wish to belittle the importance of adult influence in shaping childen’s morality. This book, in fact, is largely about ways in which adults can encourage finer forms of moral awareness in their children. But it is a mistake to think of morality as a set of external standards that adults somehow foist upon an unknowing or unwilling child. Such an assumption distorts our view of the very real and intense moral feelings that children experience on their own accord. It overlooks the spontaneous expressions of moral sentiment that children frequently display in both peer and family settings. As a consequence, it places a formidable barrier in the way of our attempts to communicate with children about moral values. In fact, I shall make the case in later chapters that most of our current moral education efforts fail precisely because of this mistaken yet pervasive assumption.

Morality arises naturally out of social relationships, and children’s morality is no exception. Wherever there is human discourse and interpersonal exchange there will follow rules of conduct, feelings of care, and sense of obligation. Children participate in social relations very early, practically at birth.1 Their moral thoughts and feelings are an inevitable consequence of these early relations and the others that will arise throughout life.

The particular quality of a child’s moral reactions will be shaped by the nature of the child’s relationships. All children’s moral reactions are marked by the features of childhood as it is played out in the cultural settings where they live. In Western society, children’s social lives differ in many important ways from adult social lives. For example, children in our culture do not work for a living, control only insignificant sums of money, have no say in the governance of society, and bear little responsibility for life-and-death necessities—shelter, food, health, and medical treatment. Children rarely find themselves engaged in the moral problems that accompany such concerns, other than through observations or secondhand sources like the media.

It is because our own adult moral reactions focus on issues remote to children that we often have trouble seeing children’s morality on its own terms. Often this causes us to disregard the full depth of a child’s moral sensibilities. Because children do not directly wrestle with the identical moral issues that consume our own energies, we may fail to recognize their special moral concerns and may even assume that morality does not occupy as important a part of their lives.

But, like adults, children have an elaborate social life from which troubling moral problems frequently arise. There are friends, family, and desired personal possessions to allocate. There are obligations in the home, like obeying and helping; and by mid-childhood there are work and conduct standards in the schools as well. There are also standards of society to which they must adhere, and there are authority figures that enforce these standards: even young children will be prevented from stealing, trespassing, vandalism, and so on.

As soon as children can communicate with others and can make inferences about their social communications, they have ready access to their culture’s values and beliefs. This very likely happens quite early in life: psychologists are now locating communication abilities well back in the infant years.2 Children’s early access to cultural values enhances their firsthand sense of the moral problems that can arise in social relationships. Out of the rich mix of relationships, possessions, obligations, and communicated values in a child’s early experience grows a living childhood morality with its own vital characteristics.

What kinds of particular moral problems do children face? Any person who remembers being a child probably will recognize the following puzzles: Must I tell my parents the truth about disobeying them when I know it will only get me into trouble? Should I invite over the kid next door just because she’s lonely, when I would rather do something else with my time instead? Do I have to share all my things with my cousin just because he lent me his bike just once? My best friend copied my answers on the test: should I let her cheat, or should I tell on her? Why shouldn’t I steal a copy of my favorite recording from this store, since the owners are so rich and I have so little money?

These typical childhood moral problems focus on honesty, fairness, and one’s concern for others. If these general concerns seem like familiar moral issues to us, so they should. For although childhood morality is shaped and expressed through the particular features of the child’s social world, it revolves around concerns that arise everywhere in human moral discourse. As children play out their relationships with friends and family, they experience many of the same moral sentiments that we recognize in ourselves.

Sometimes it takes dramatic circumstances to draw our attention to this deceptively simple fact. In his book The Moral Life of Children, Robert Coles offers a useful and informative account of his own enlightenment on the matter.3 Coles recounts several occasions where he was taken aback by incidents of childhood nobility under trying conditions. He tells, for example, of a young black girl named Ruby who was continually taunted by crowds when she broke the color barrier in a southern school of the early 1960s. Out of her own deeply held convictions, Ruby chose to pray for her tormentors rather than to silently curse them in bitterness and hatred. Ruby believed that, rather than sink to the morally misguided levels of her oppressors, she should await a better future with patience and hope. “Ruby,” Coles writes, “had a will and used it to make an ethical choice; she demonstrated moral stamina; she possessed honor, courage.” Coles confesses that he was ill-prepared to take seriously the spiritual generosity of this young girl as she responded to animosity with understanding and forgiveness. Like many other adults (experts included, Coles writes), he had been blind to the full moral potential of the child.

In the present book we shall encounter many examples of early sharing, generosity, kindness, honesty under stress, loyalty, and other varieties of virtue in the young. We shall also encounter an astonishing range of moral thoughts and emotions in childhood, from simple shame at being caught red-handed in a forbidden act to complex weighings of abstract principles like justice and mercy. We will identify the conditions that foster moral belief and conduct, tackle the question of individual differences, and suggest ways to facilitate the child’s moral growth.

But first we need to take up a more basic conceptual issue, namely the very meaning and domain of morality itself. This is one of those words that two people can use totally differently in the same conversation. I have heard, for example, three educators argue about whether morality should be taught in the classroom, only to watch the three later discover that the first party was referring to religious training, the second to sex education, and the third to civics lessons.

There is, of course, no single, universally accepted definition of morality. Philosophers have debated this for centuries, and will continue to do so for as long as there is intellectual discourse. This is more than a semantic issue: the way in which one defines morality will predetermine many of one’s conclusions about ethical belief and conduct and about moral education as well. Socrates made this clear long ago. When Meno asked him whether virtue was gained through practice, learning, or nature, Socrates answered: “You must think I am blessed indeed to know how virtue is gained. Far from knowing whether it is learned or inherited, I have no idea of what virtue is.”

Neither this nor any other book could ever wholly resolve the philosophical debate about how morality is best defined. The functions and purposes that morality must serve around the world not only are infinitely varied but also, in many cases, are still being created. Ethical issues are arising in places where they have been least anticipated: the “basic science” lab that uses genetic engineering, to choose just one example. Morality is a living, evolving, multifaceted construct that will never be pinned down by any one set of rigid definitional criteria. Nevertheless, the lack of perfect consensus on the meaning of morality need not force us to use the term in unanalyzed blind confusion. The following statements accurately describe the manner in which morality has been conceptualized in studies of children’s moral development:




	Morality is an evaluative orientation towards actions and events that distinguishes the good from the bad and prescribes conduct consistent with the good.

	Morality implies a sense of obligation toward standards shared by a social collective.

	Morality includes a concern for the welfare of others. This means that moral obligations necessarily extend beyond the individual’s unmitigated selfish desires. The moral concern for others has both cognitive and affective components and bears implications both for judgment and conduct.

	Morality includes a sense of responsibility for acting on one’s concern for others. Such responsibility may be expressed through acts of caring, benevolence, kindness, and mercy.

	Morality includes a concern for the rights of others. This concern implies a sense of justice and a commitment to the fair resolution of conflicts.

	Morality includes a commitment to honesty as a norm in interpersonal dealings.

	Morality, in its breach, provokes perturbing judgmental and emotional responses. Examples of such responses include shame, guilt, outrage, fear, and contempt.



While neither exhaustive nor philosophically uncontroversial, this list covers most of the moral dimensions that social scientists have identified as critical in human development. These dimensions define the territory that this book will cover and each represent a wide range of moral behavioral, and emotional possibilities. Acts that seem right to one person may seem wrong to another, and acts that shame some individuals make others feel proud. Variability is such an intrinsic characteristic of human morality that many wonder if there is any regularity to it at all. The search for such regularity, of course, is what motivates those who would understand and foster moral growth.

In the study of children, there is one kind of variability that is of special interest: the changes in moral judgment and behavior that come about as the child grows older. These changes inform us about the normal course of moral development. They tell us what to expect and offer us guidelines for educational intervention. The study of moral development is very much the study of how aging alters children’s ideas about right and wrong and, along with these ideas, their emotional and behavioral responses to moral concerns. It is here that social scientists have sought and found some basic regularity.

How do we go about charting regular developmental changes in children’s morality? The task requires comparing the behavior of young and old. This is trickier than it may at first appear. The social life of the young is somewhat foreign to those who are doing the comparing (the relatively old). This leaves a great deal of room for misinterpretation and oversight. The child may express a moral belief in a way that escapes the view of the adult who is observing the child. Or the child may operate from such an unfamiliar framework that the adult fails to capture it in all of its integrity. Many times the discrepancy in frameworks does figurative violence to the child’s perspective (and even real violence to the child), as when an adult mistakes a child’s well-intentioned act for a punishable offense. These possibilities represent conceptual, methodological, and communicational problems that can pose serious obstacles to our understanding of children’s morality. In fact, the history of child study is full of noteworthy explorations that ran aground on such obstacles.

In the late 1920s, a team of distinguished researchers led by Hugh Hartshorne and Mark May of Yale became puzzled by their failure to find consistent behavioral patterns in children’s moral behavior.4 They had tried to predict which children would act honestly and which children would cheat on a series of experimental tasks. The tasks were problems such as naming the capitals of all the states in the United States without looking them up or asking anyone; or placing marks accurately inside circles drawn on paper with one’s eyes closed. For one index of cheating, the investigators surreptitiously looked to see which children disobeyed the adults’ instructions and helped one other with the answers.

Hartshorne and May had begun their investigation with the reasonable hypothesis that moral character was already beginning to form during childhood. They expected to find that children who had learned to be honest would tend to act that way with some consistency. They also assumed that children who could recite moral standards like the Ten Commandments and the Boy Scout Code would tend to demonstrate such standards in their behavior more than children who could not recite such standards.

But despite dozens of studies and thousands of subjects in one of the largest-scale investigations of its time, the researchers found very little pattern in their results. Children who were honest in one situation would cheat in the next, and nothing in their conduct seemed to be very closely related to how much they knew about the Ten Commandments or the Boy Scout Code.

The investigators concluded that the low and null correlations in their studies meant that children’s morality is contextually determined. Moral conduct, they came to believe, is brought about more by the demands of certain situations than by the child’s training or character. If there were developmental or personality factors that led towards consistent moral behavior, these did not seem to be operative during the childhood years.

From the vantage point of our current knowledge we can dismiss these results as incompatible with a slew of findings about moral growth in the childhood years. As we shall see, there is by now ample evidence of consistency and regularity in children’s moral behavior, and there are many indications that enduring aspects of character are indeed formed early. How, then, could Hartshorne and May’s extensive investigation overlook such important patterns?

We would ask above all whether the children in this study saw the moral issues in the same way as did the experimenters. Did they understand that copying obscure answers to bizarre tests was to be considered cheating? Perhaps in the eyes of the children who copied (or who let others copy their answers) these acts were seen as helping friends and in turn being helped. In such a light, so-called “cheating” could become an act of loyalty and cooperation! In situations that pit children against unfamiliar adults, honesty may not even be the salient moral issue for children, especially when the experimenter’s tasks have little to do with everyday school problems and so may not be perceived as serious school tests, with all the attendant issues of competition, grades, and school authority. Is it possible, therefore, that the same acts that represented dishonesty and cheating to adults might have represented honor and helping to children? That acts which adults assessed as immoral represented the conduct of conscious moral choice to the children who performed them?5 It may well be that Hartshorne and May’s experiment did tap a rich vein of childhood morality, but that this vein was neglected in the search for the type of “pay dirt”—compliance with adult standards—that adults recognize more easily.

It is clear to us today that it is not easy for adults to penetrate children’s own ways of viewing moral issues. This is because acts that have serious moral implications for adults may seem trivial in the context of childhood social relations. We cannot simply assume that the moral meaning of actions stays the same throughout the course of development.

It may seem odd to us today that anyone could take a child’s ability to recite by heart the Ten Commandments and the Boy Scout Code as a good indicator of the child’s moral knowledge; yet in Hartshorne and May’s time this seemed reasonable and appropriate. By now we have learned enough to doubt whether a child’s shaky memory of such rules bears any implications for the child’s tendency to be kind, honest, loyal, obedient, and fair. We know that children do not need to accurately represent adult moral codes in order to have a rich morality based on their own social experience.

The lesson taught to us by Hartshorne and May’s investigation is that children’s moral sensibilities are easy to overlook if we expect them to be expressed in behavior that conforms to our adult standards. Children have their own social lives and may take seriously different interpersonal events than we do. They may, for example, share our respect for the standard of trustworthiness, but they also may consider it more important to be trustworthy with a friend than with a strange adult making strange requests—particularly when these two events come in conflict, as in the Hartshorne and May experiments. The message is clear: Adults who would understand children’s morality must understand the significance of children’s acts within the context of the child’s world. The reason this is so difficult is that developmental change has long ago transformed the typical adult’s interpretation of virtually all moral issues.

This is a message that deserves special emphasis, because social scientists are not the only ones who encounter the obstacles of developmental change in understanding children’s morality. Parents, teachers, ministers—in fact all adults who try to teach children moral lessons—run up against the same barriers. Often they do so unaware that the collision has taken place. Such unawareness can impair the adult’s ability to communicate about moral issues with the child even further. It even can lead to a lingering condition of mistrust in the adult’s relationship with the child.

The following is a true story told to me by an elementary school teacher after a talk that I had given on children’s morality. The background to this incident is the sometimes stormy national debate over religion in the classroom. The teacher’s school was in a local district composed of worshippers from many diverse religions. The local school board had decided that the best way to ensure the protection of all beliefs was to prevent teachers from offering religious opinions to their pupils. The board expressly issued an edict to that effect. The young teacher in question, new to the profession, had been advised of this rule in her preservice training and had accepted it without question.

The incident began with a classroom science project in which the teacher’s first grade pupils were asked to raise some fish in a controlled environment. Each child had a fish to care for. When one girl’s fish died prematurely, she wanted to know what would happen to the fish now that it was dead. Would it come back to life somewhere, would it still be happy, would it remember the little girl who had cared for it? The teacher immediately recognized the religious implications of these questions. She simply reassured the girl that the fish was in no pain and that they could bury it outside in the school yard. She told the girl that they would never see the fish alive again, and suggested that she raise a new one.

The next day an irate principal called the teacher into his office. How, he demanded, could the teacher tell her pupils that fish go to heaven when they die? Apparently, the little girl had relayed to her parents the story of her fish’s death, but had embellished the teacher’s statements with some comments about heaven. The parents, who strongly believed in a spiritual discontinuity between persons and animals, objected to their daughter’s learning in school that fish could have an afterlife.

The teacher told the principal that she had said nothing of the sort, and the incident soon passed without further consequence. But the teacher was left with lingering doubts about her pupil. She liked the girl, but could not help but wonder if the child had acted mischievously, in order to stir up some trouble. Was she perhaps dishonest by nature? Or did she hold some undisclosed grudge against the teacher? These uncomfortable questions mingled in the teacher’s mind with her basic belief that the little girl was just a child, acting childishly. But why, then, the provocative miscommunication to her parents?

Developmental psychologists who have studied six-year-old moral reasoning have learned some reassuring answers to the teacher’s questions. The girl’s invention need not (and probably could not) have sprung from malicious mischief. Far more likely was its roots in the natural tendency of young children to embody abstract moral notions in concrete places or events. This tendency has been called “moral realism” by many who have studied children’s morality.6

In attempting to understand the death of a valued loved one, the little girl turned to the helpful notion of an actual heaven where good creatures find their just reward. This, of course, is a concept widely available in our culture. It is also a concept easily understood by children accustomed to thinking of spiritual ideas in terms of material properties and physical places. In contrast, the young girl was less likely to be impressed by her teacher’s cryptic answers about the fish’s disappearance.

For the young girl, her parents’ abstract distinction between the spirituality of humans and the nonspirituality of animals inevitably left something of a conceptual vacuum, no matter how well-grounded such distinctions may be in classic theology. The girl filled this vacuum in a creative manner characteristic of six-year-olds. This resulted in an embellished version of what the teacher had told her. Whether the girl realized that her version of the teacher’s explanation did not match the teacher’s is something we shall never know. But it is reasonable to conclude that the girl’s story was more a function of a six-year-old’s need to understand a confusing and disturbing event than of an inherent character flaw.

This conclusion is in line with the teacher’s common-sense intuitions, but she had some nagging doubts nevertheless. The doubts arose from the unavoidable gap between the meaning systems of children and those of even the most sensitive adults. It is a gap that poses an obstacle to our understanding of children’s behavior in general and children’s morality in particular. But researchers have found some ways of bridging the gap, and as a result have come away with significant insights about the terrain on the other side. The following chapters chronicle these explorations and identify the lessons contained therein, which may guide us toward our common goal of an effective moral education for our young.
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Empathy, Shame,
and Guilt

The Early Moral Emotions
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Positive feelings like empathy, sympathy, admiration, and self-esteem, and negative feelings like anger, outrage, shame, and guilt are all essential parts of our moral reactions to situations. When strongly experienced, they provide pressing incentives to act in accord with our standards. They affect our behavior in social situations as well as our interpretation of those situations. Often it is the perception of a uniquely moral sentiment like guilt or responsibility that makes us first aware of the moral demands of certain life situations.
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