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Table 1. Descriptions of Levels and Stages of
Cognitive-Moral Development*

Pre-Conventional Level

Stage 1: External Control Stage. The individual who reasons at this stage cannot relate two points of view. This leads 0
confusion of authority’s perspective with one’s own. Also, the individual is unable to consider the interests of others or
recognize that others’ interests differ from own. Further, actions are viewed in concrete physical terms rather than in abstract
psychological terms. Therefore, reasoning used to justify moral decisions are based on obeying rules and authority as well as
not doing physical harm to persons and property because of a desire to avoid punishment dispensed by superior power of
authorities.

Stage 2: Instrumental Relativist Stage. The individual who reasons at this stage can separate own interests and points of view
from others. However, the individual is only capable of seeing that others have their own interests. This limited perspective of
others results in the belief that conflict between interests must be resolved through fair exchange. Therefore, reasoning used at
this stage to justify a moral decision takes into account one’s own interests and the fair exchange with others for foregoing
one’s own interests in a given situation. Fairness is the result of equal exchange, a deal, or an agreement between individuals
with differing interests.

Conventional Level

Stage 3: Interpersonal Relation Stage. The individual at this stage has developed the ability to see shared interests. These
shared interests take precedence over one’s own interests but are limited to concrete others or rules (i.e., concrete Golden rule),
and not in terms of society’s interests. Therefore, reasoning used to justify moral decisions is based on maintaining loyalty and
trust with partners, caring for others and their feelings, and following rules and expectations of others. There is a concern for
being good in one’s own eyes, caring for others, and putting oneself in the other’s place.

Stage 4: Societal Maintenance Stage. The individual reasoning at this stage can distinguish society’s point of view from the
interpersonal point of view found at Stage 3. The individual takes the point of view of the social system which defines roles and
rules. Individual interests are considered in terms of their place in the social system. Therefore, reasoning used to justify moral
decisions is based on fulfilling one’s social obligations, upholding the social order, and maintaining the welfare of the society.

Post-Conventional and Transitional Level

The individual who reasons at the Transitional Level has an ‘‘outside of society’’ perspective. The individual rejects the
society’s interests and sees own interests as separate from a commitment or contract with society. So, the individual can select
obligations which are defined by societies but does not have principles for such selection. There are 3 ways of reasoning about
moral decisions at the Transitional Level. First, a 4(5) Stage of reasoning justifies moral decisions on the basis of
““‘Conscience.”” The individual has an obligation to follow own consci but the ing of consci is an internalized
Stage 4. Second, a 4-1/2 Stage of reasoning justifies moral decisions on the basis of emotions and hedonism rather than
conscience. Conscience is viewed by the individual as arbitrary and relative. Third, a 5(4) Stage of reasoning justifies moral
decisions on the basis of free choice since conscience is arbitrary and relative. However, free choice is bound by the like rights
of others.

Post-Conventional and Principled Level

Stage 5: Social Contract Stage. The individual who reasons at this stage is aware that values and rights exist prior to social
attachments and contracts. The individual can integrate the points of view of others by the mechanisms of agreement,
contract, objective impartiality, and due process. The individual does consider both the ‘‘moral point of view"’ and the “‘legal
point of view’’ but cannot reach a resolution when they conflict. Therefore, the reasoning used to justify moral decisions is
based on a general obedience to laws because laws have been made through social contract for the benefit of all members of
society. Further, individuals feel that family, friendship, trust, and work obligations are also contracts freely made and entail
respect for the rights of others. The individual is concerned that laws and obligations are based on rational calculations of
overall utility (i.e., ‘‘the greatest good for the greatest number”’).

Stage 6: Universal Principle Stage. The individual who reasons at this stage views social arrangements as founded on a
‘‘moral point of view.”” The individual perspective is that of a rational individual recognizing the nature of morality or the
basic moral premise of respect for others as ends and not means, Therefore, reasoning used to justify moral decisions is based
on valid principles to which a rational individual would be committed. The basic principles are justice, equality of human
rights, and respect for the dignity of human beings as individual persons.

*Adapted from Colby, Kohlberg, Fenton, Speicher-Dubin and Lieber-
man (1977).
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Besides the different descriptions of moral thought development used,
the Issue Stage Scoring system differed from the Aspect Stage Scoring
system in the way moral thought was analyzed. In the Aspect Stage Scoring
system, moral thought was analyzed on the basis of 25 aspects of moral
thought (Kohlberg, 1969, pp. 378-379). Aspects of moral thought were the
conceptual areas used to justify a moral decision (i.e., content). Each aspect
could be used at any of the six stages of moral thought development. Thus,
aresponse to probe questions for a given moral dilemma could fall into one
or more of 150 cells (25 aspects x 6 stages). Under the Aspect Stage Scoring
system and older description (i.e., structure) of moral thought
development, the following response to the Heinz dilemma was classified as
a stage 4 moral thought statement for the aspects (i.e., contents) of
punishment or negative reactions and self-condemnation:

Heinz is desperate and he may not know he is wrong when he
steals the drug for his dying wife. But he will know he did wrong after
he is punished and sent to prison. He will always feel guilty for his
dishonesty and lawbreaking,

Classification of this particular moral thought statement could be done
using either the sentence coding method or the global coding method. The
sentence coding method required a rater to stage score each moral thought
content unit found in all the responses to the moral dilemmas used in an
interview. The global coding method required a rater to stage score the
response to each moral dilemma used in an interview. Thus, the sentence
coding method had many more units to stage score than the global coding
method. However, if a response to a moral dilemma was only one moral
thought content unit (like the example above), then either method could be
used and the same stage score should result.

In the Issue Stage Scoring system, moral thought statements were
analyzed on the basis of 10 issues and 10 concerns (Kohlberg, Colby, Gibbs,
Speicher-Dubin and Powers, 1976). Issues were the conceptual areas posed
by the probe questions of a moral dilemma. Concerns were the conceptual
areas used by a respondent to defend a choice made in response to the issue
raised by a probe question. Each issue and concern (i.e., content) could be
used at any of the six stages of moral thought development. Thus, a
response to probe questions of moral dilemma could fall into one or more
of 600 cells (10 issues x 10 concerns x 6 stages). However, the new
standardized moral judgment interview (Kohlberg, et al., 1976) limited the
number of cells to which a moral thought statement would be classified by
restricting the issues involved with each moral dilemma to two and the
stages involved to 1 through 5. For the moral thought statement presented
above, the standardized dilemma and probe questions limited responses to
the issues of life and law. Under the Issue Stage Scoring system and new
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description (i.e., structure) of moral thought development (Table 1), this
moral thought statement is classified as stage 3 for the issue of law and the
concerns of character-motives and sanctions (i.e., contents).

To aid a rater in classifying moral thought statements under the Issue
Stage Scoring system, Kohlberg and his associates developed a new rater
guide (Kohlberg, et al., 1976). This new rater guide was a modified version
of the older sentence coding method. The first procedure used with the new
rater guide was to ‘‘intuitively’’ determine the issue, concern, and stage of
the moral thought statements resulting from the standardized moral
judgment interview. After intuitive stage scoring, the second procedure was
to go to the rater guide in order to confirm or alter the intuitive judgment.
This was done by matching the moral thought statements to ‘‘criterion
judgments’’ (i.e., generalizations) found in the rater guide.

One problem with this new rater guide was the fact that there were not
“‘criterion judgments’’ for 100 types of moral thought statements for a
given dilemma (2 issues x 10 concerns x § stages). For example, the moral
thought statement presented above does not have an issue-concern match in
the new rater guide. So, to validly stage score this statement as stage 3, a
rater would have to rely on understanding the structure of stage 3 moral
thought.

Understanding how to validly stage score moral thought statements is
developed by (1) studying background information on Kohlberg’s theory of
moral development; and (2) using the new rater guide and description of
moral thought development. However, there is a problem with these
procedures. A rater may not comprehend the structure of certain moral
thought statements because the moral thought statements are too far above
the rater’s own stage of moral thought development (see Rest, 1973). Yet, if
a rater is correctly stage scoring on the basis of the structure of moral
thought, even though the rater may not comprehend a particular stage, then
the rater will correctly stage score any content (issue-concern) within
comprehended stages regardless of whether there are issue-concern matches
in the rater guide. On the other hand, if a rater is incorrectly stage scoring
moral thought statements on the basis of content (issue-concern), then the
rater will correctly stage score only the content which meets the rater’s
preconceived notion of appropriate issue-concern usage at different stages,
or which has an issue-concern match in the rater guide.

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

To see what effect actual use of the rater guide had on teacher stage
scoring ability, the following specific question was examined:

1. Was there a significant difference (p < .05) in correct stage scoring
between intuitive stage scoring and rater guide stage scoring?



There are two instances when raters who are validly stage scoring on the
basis of structure can stage score moral thought statements randomly. First,
the raters incorrectly stage score moral thought statements within a stage
which the raters are able to comprehend. Second, the raters correctly stage
score moral thought statements within a stage which they are not able to
comprehend. On the other hand, if raters incorrectly stage score on the
basis of content (issue-concern), then these raters will correctly and
incorrectly stage score different contents within the different stages in a
non-random fashion, regardless of whether they comprehend specific
stages. Therefore, the following question was examined to see if teachers
were validly stage scoring (main purpose of study):

2. Was there a significant difference (p <.05) between correct stage
scoring of different contents at different stages when intuitive stage
scoring and when rater guide stage scoring?

Finally, logical and moral reasoning ability were examined as possible
correlates to stage scoring ability. The initial study (Napier, 1976) found a
moderate correlation between verbal ability and intuitive stage scoring
ability. It seemed reasonable that logical reasoning ability might correlate
with stage scoring ability better than did verbal ability. The relationship
between moral reasoning ability and stage scoring ability was also examined
since comprehension of moral thought statements might be influenced by a
rater’s level of moral thought development. So, the third question examined
was;

3. Was there a significant linear correlation (p< .05) between loglcal
and moral reasoning ability and stage scoring ability?

METHODS
Measures

Logical reasoning ability measure. The Cornell Critical Thinking Test
(CCTT) Level Z was used as the measure of logical reasoning ability. The
definition of critical thinking used in making the CCTT contained
characteristics which seemed associated with the logical skills needed to
stage score moral thought statements (e.g., ‘‘grasping the meaning of a
statement’’). The developers presented construct validity information on
the CCTT as well as reliability information on subjects similar to the
teachers involved in this study. Using the Kuder-Richardson Formula 20
and a ‘‘rights only”’ scoring method, the developers found reliability
coefficients ranging from .61 to .67 (Ennis and Millman, 1971). Using the
Kuder-Richardson Formula 21 and ‘‘rights only’’ scoring method, a
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reliability coefficient of .66 was found for the CCTT scores of the subjects
in this study. Scores on the CCTT Level Z could range from 0 to 52.

Moral reasoning ability measure. The Defining Issues Test (DIT) was
used as the measure of moral reasoning ability. The P-score of the DIT is an
objective measure of an individual’s preference for Post-Conventional
resolutions to moral dilemmas. The developers presented construct validity
evidence for the DIT, which included a correlation of .68 with Kohlberg’s
measure of moral thought development, and test-retest reliability estimates
(Rest, 1974b). No estimation of reliability was obtained for the subjects in
this study because test-retest procedures were not practical. A test-retest
reliability coefficient of .65 was found for similar subjects tested 18 days
apart (McGeorge, 1975). Raw P-scores were used in this study instead of the
percentage scores used by Rest, and could range from 0 to 57.

Stage scoring ability measure. The 24 moral thought statements used on
the Moral Knowledge Test employed in the earlier studies of the Aspect
Stage Scoring system were rescored using the Issue Stage Scoring system.
From the rescored moral thought statements, 20 moral thought statements
were selected for the new Moral Knowledge Test used in this study. The 20
moral thought statements selected consisted of 4 moral thought statements
nested within stages 1, 2, 3, 4, and Post-Conventional level (4 +). Also, at
least one /ife issue and one /aw issue moral thought statement was selected
for each stage, and at least one moral thought statement selected for each
stage did not have an issue-concern match in the new rater guide. Then 20
additional moral thought statements were written patterned after the
original 20, thereby resulting in a test of 40 moral thought statements (see
Table 2). Scores on the new Moral Knowledge Test could range from 0 to
40. For stage 1, 2, 3, and 4 moral thought statements, subjects were
awarded a point each time they correctly assigned the corresponding stage
score. For the Post-Conventional level (4 +) moral thought statements,
subjects were awarded a point each time they assigned either the stage score
of 4 or 5.

Content validity for the new Moral Knowledge Test was assumed because
one of the authors of the new Issue Stage Scoring rater guide rescored the
original 24 moral thought statements. Estimation of reliability for correct
scores while intuitive and rater guide stage scoring were made by correlating
the two sets of similar moral thought statements and then adjusting the
correlation by the Spearman-Brown prophecy formula. The resulting
coefficient of reliabilities were .64 for intuitive stage scoring and .57 for
rater guide stage scoring. Although these reliability estimates are low for
individual predictions, they are adequate for group predictions (Thorndike
and Hagen, 1969, pp. 194-195).
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Stage

1

1*
1*
1*

44+
44+
4+
4+

Total

Issue

Life
Law
Law
Law

Life
Law
Life
Law

Life
Law
Life
Law

Life
Law
Life
Law

Life
Life
Life
Law

Table 2. Mean Correct Scores on Moral Knowledge
TestIand II

Concern

Rulefulness
Rulefulness
Sanctions
Sanctions

Stage 1 Totals

Individual Welfare
Liberty & Autonomy
Individual Welfare
Individual Welfare
Stage 2 Totals

Character & Motives
Character & Motives
Sanctions
Sanctions

Stage 3 Totals

Sanctions
Rulefulness
Sanctions
Sanctions

Stage 4 Totals

Individual Welfare
Fairness & Equity
Sanctions
Sanctions

Stage 4 + Totals

Moral Knowledge I

Item1 Item2 Total

0.00
0.59
0.55
0.77
1.91

0.55
0.36
0.59
0.59
2.09

0.64
0.27
0.91
0.68
2.50

0.18
0.73
0.00
0.23
1.14

0.95
0.77
0.32
0.23
2.27

9.91

0.00
0.68
0.27
0.91
1.86

0.36
0.50
0.55
0.50
1.91

0.77
0.32
0.77
0.64
2.50

0.27
0.83
0.05
0.09
1.24

0.95
0.82
0.41
0.23
2.41

9.92

*Items with Issue-Concern matches in Rater Guide.
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0.00
1.27
0.82
1.68
3.77

0.91
0.86
1.14
1.09
4.00

1.41
0.59
1.68
1.32
5.00

0.45
1.56
0.05
0.32
2.38

1.90
1.59
0.73
0.46

4,68

19.83

Moral Knowledge II

Item 1 Item 2

0.00
0.91
0.41
0.77
2.09

0.64
0.27
0.45
0.64
2.00

0.68
0.18
0.91
0.50
2.27

0.05
0.50
0.14
0.23
0.92

0.00
0.77
0.41
0.82
2.00

0.41
0.18
0.59
0.68
1.86

0.73
0.27
0.73
0.55
2.28

0.05
0.59
0.14

0.32°
1.10 -

1.00
0.86
0.18
0.36
2.40

9.64

Total

0.00
1.68
0.82
1.59
4.09

1.05
0.45
1.04
1.32
3.86

1.41
0.45
1.64
1.05
4.55

0.10
1.09
0.28

- 0.55

2.00
1.72
0.41
0.63
4.76

19.28



PROCEDURES

Subjects. Twenty-two preservice social studies teachers enrolled in two 5
quarter hour social studies curriculum courses were the subjects. These
courses were required as part of a professional training quarter taken prior
to the student-teaching quarter. There were 11 female and 11 male
preservice teachers. The preservice teachers’ scores on the CCTT ranged
from 20 to 42 with a mean of 30.63 (s.d. = 6.00). Their scores on the DIT
ranged from 6 to 36 with a mean of 24.54 (s.d. = 8.12). Preservice teachers
were used because they would have little, if any, prior experience with
cognitive-moral development theory. Also, results of an earlier study
(Napier, 1976) indicated that experience and age of teachers did not
correlate with stage scoring ability; and therefore, it was felt the results
from preservice teachers would generalize to teachers with similar logical
(CCTT) and moral reasoning (DIT) ability.

Training. The preservice teachers were required to participate in the
training exercises as part of their regular coursework. They were told they
needed to learn the information in the training exercises in order to
successfully perform on a test on affective teaching in social studies. Also,
they were motivated to learn the information because they were involved in
writing an instructional unit for a grade in their method courses.

The preservice teachers were required to read an introductory article by
Kohlberg (1975) and the handbook developed by Galbraith and Jones
(1976). In addition, the preservice teachers were required to participate in 7
class hours of background information on the theory of and education
program for cognitive-moral development presented by the researcher. The
researcher was well trained in the theory and education program for
cognitive-moral development and had recently participated in the Harvard
Center for Moral Education workshop introducing the new Issue Stage
Scoring rater guide.

One class hour was devoted to preliminary information on developmental
psychology. The next 6 hours were used to implement the inservice program
suggested by Fenton and Kohlberg (1976a). After being given background
information, the preservice teachers were given the new rater guide for the
Heinz dilemma (Kohlberg, et al., 1976). Two class hours were spent
explaining how to properly use the new rater guide and practicing stage
scoring 12 moral thought statements in small groups. A discussion of
correct assignment of issue, concern, and stage to those 12 moral thought
statements followed. Next, the preservice teachers were given a homework
assignment to stage score 12 additional moral thought statements. At the
next class session, the correct issue, concern, and stage assignment of those
12 moral thought statements were discussed. In the discussion of both the
group and individual practice stage scoring, emphasis was placed on



structural stage scoring plus how to use the rater guide when no
issue-concern match was located.

The rater guide used was only one of .six parts of the new Issue Stage
Scoring rater guide. Since the Harvard Center for Moral Education spends
one week (approximately 30 to 40 hours) in giving background information
similar to that used in the training sessions above and in stage scoring
sessions using all six parts of the new rater guide, the 10 hours spent in this
study learning to use the Heinz dilemma rater guide represented a similar
time for training subjects to use that part of the new rater guide.

Data Collection. The CCTT and DIT were administered on .the first day
of classes, 4 weeks before the training session began. After the training
exercises, the preservice teachers were asked to intuitively stage score the 40
moral thought statements on the new Moral Knowledge Test in class. Next,
the preservice teachers were required to stage score the same 40 moral
thought statements using the new rater guide. Most (18) of the preservice
teachers did the rater guide stage scoring as homework. Those who took the
test home were required to list the issue, concern, and stage for each moral
thought statement and return the test the next class period. Requiring the
preservice teachers to list issues and concerns provided a means to check to
see if the teachers were trying to use the rater guide. The teachers who
completed the test in class (4) were observed to see if they were trying to use
the rater guide. The procedures used to check the use of the rater guide
indicated that the teachers had tried to use the rater guide as they stage
scored the 40 moral thought statements.

FINDINGS

Table 2 presents the mean scores for contents, stage, and test totals for
Moral Knowledge Test I (intuitive) and II (rater guide). Using the sum of
the duplicate items for the 20 moral thought statements (row totals) as the
unit of analysis, analysis of variance tests were employed to answer the first
two research questions. :

The analysis of variance test examining the differences between the scores
for Moral Knowledge Test I and II (Table 3) indicated no significant overall
differences between intuitive and rater guide stage scoring. There was a
significant difference between stages as might be expected because of the
possible influence of comprehension of different stages. However, the
insignificant interaction between Test and Stage meant the differences
found between stages was applicable to both Moral Knowledge Test I and
II. There was also a significant difference between the 20 contents, but these
differences were partially the result of differences between stages. Finally,
there was a significant interaction between Test and Content. The variations
in contents between tests are clarified below.

25



Table 3. Analysis of Variance Test on Scores for Moral Knowledge I and 11

Source df MS F
Between Subjects 21 0.726
Within Subjects 858
A (Test) 1 0.164 0.279
A X subj w. groups 21 0.587
B (Stage) 4 12.099 13.941**
B x subj w. groups 84 0.868
C (Content) 15 14.619 27.457**
C x subj w. groups 315 0.532
AB 4 0.280 0.513
AB x subj w. groups 84 0.348
AC 15 0.736 2.117*
AC x subj w. groups 315 0.348
Total 879 0.800

*Significant at .01 < p< .05
**Significant at p < .001

The analysis of variance tests on Contents between Test at each Stage
(Table 4) were planned to see if the preservice teachers were validly stage
scoring (main purpose of the study). There were significant differences
between the 4 moral thought statements at all stages. The pattern of
differences between tests was the same for all stages except stage 1 where
there was a significant interaction between Content and Test. Despite the
difference in pattern at stage 1, there was still a difference between the 4
moral thought statements in both Moral Knowledge Test 1 and II (see
content scores for stage 1 in Table 2).

The findings of the 5 analysis of variance tests (Table 4) support the
conclusion that the preservice teachers were invalidly stage scoring on the
basis of content when intuitive stage scoring as well as when rater guide
stage scoring. This conclusion is further supported by examining the mean
scores for the moral thought statements with and without issue-concern
matches in the new rater guide (see Table 2). The mean score for the moral
thought statements with matches was 13.96 when intuitive stage scoring and
14.0S when rater guide stage scoring.
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Lz

Source df
Between Subjects 21
Within Subjects 154
A (Test) 1
A x subj w. groups 21
B (content) 3
B x subj w. groups 63
AB 3

AB x subj w. groups 63
Total : 175

*Significant at .0l1< p <.05
**Significant at p< 001

Table 4. Analysis of Variance Tests on Contents

Within Stage Between Tests

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 Stage 4 +

MS F MS F MS F MS F MS F
0.777 1.170 0.806 0.782 7.260

0.278 0.824 0.050 0.052 0.568 1.20C 0.023 0.052 1.636 0.279
0.338 0.980 0.473 0.439 5.874
24.415 45.398**  2.430 3.087* 10.462 14.610** 23.561 70.453** 1572.542 222.442**
0.538 0.787 0.716 0.334 7.069

0.551 3.316* 0.884 1.474 0.159 0.435 0.583 2.162 2.909 0.663
0.166 0.575 0.365 0.270 4.385

0.817 0.805 0.728 0.778 24.063



The mean score for the moral thought statements without matches was 5.87
when intuitive stage scoring and 4.23 when rater guide stage scoring. The
magnitude of the differences in mean scores could only have resulted if the
preservice teachers were invalidly stage scoring on the basis of content.
The correlation between CCTT and Moral Knowledge Test I (r = .15)
and II (r = -.07) were not significant. Likewide, the correlation between
DIT and Moral Knowledge Test I (r = .05) and II (r = -.06) were not
significant. Most likely, the fact that the preservice teachers were stage
scoring invalidly on the basis of content was a contributing factor to
non-significant correlations. Comprehension of the structure of moral
thought is not necessary when stage scoring on the basis of content.

IMPLICATIONS

The training procedures used in this study were similar to those employed
at the Harvard Center for Moral Education workshop on learning to use the
Heinz dilemma portion of the new Issue Stage Scoring rater guide.
Kohlberg and his associates did note that such training would not make a
perfect stage scorer; however, such training ought to make a valid stage
scorer. Unfortunately, the findings of this study support the generalization
made in the earlier studies of the Aspect Stage Scoring system. Teachers
cannot validly stage score moral thought statements. Therefore, teachers
should not try to stage score moral thought statements for any of the three
purposes discussed in the introduction.

There are two possible explanations for the failure of the Issue Stage
Scoring system and training used to help preservice teachers to validly stage
score. First, the Issue Stage Scoring system did not correct the problem of
content influence associated with the Aspect Stage Scoring system. Second
and more likely, the preservice teachers misinterpreted Kohlberg’s theory of
moral development as content development rather than structural
development. This misinterpretation resulted in doing a content analysis on
the moral thought statement rather than a structural analysis.

The second explanation made that preservice teachers misinterpreted
Kohlberg’s theory needs to be examined further. If the supposition is
correct then other questions arise about teachers and ‘‘Kohlbergian”
programs which warrant investigation. First, an investigation needs to be
made on whether teachers can enhance cognitive-moral development when
they do not understand the theory. Second, if teachers do need to
understand the theory then further studies need to be made on how to
develop teacher understanding of Kohlberg’s theory. Obviously, the
training used in this and earlier studies is insufficient.
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SOCIAL STUDIES AND THE PROBLEM OF KNOWLEDGE:
A RE-EXAMINATION OF EDGAR BRUCE WESLEY’S CLASSIC
DEFINITION OF THE SOCIAL STUDIES

S. Samuel Shermis and James L. Barth
Purdue University

INTRODUCTION

What knowledge is useful in a democracy is a persisting problem for
social studies teachers. All present and past social studies curriculum,
whether labeled ‘‘traditional’’ or ‘‘innovative,’’ is based upon the premise
that it embodies knowledge that is ‘‘meaningful’’ and ‘‘useful.”’ The
paradox, of course, is that every teacher is convinced that what he or she
transmits must indeed be useful. It has followed that such useful knowledge
was valuable and worth learning and students would do well to expend the
effort to acquire it. Judging by the conspicuous lack of enthusiasm that
students have often showed, we may conclude that they infrequently
consider what they are learning especially useful. The same conclusion is
supported by studies showing citizens are woefully unenlightened and
uninformed about what is called current events.

In 1910, when Edgar Bruce Wesley began his career as an 18 year old
teacher in a one-room school house in Black Lick, Kentucky, he found
himself confronted by the problem of what constituted useful knowledge,
i.e., what knowledge was of most use in a democracy. Twenty-five years
later, as one of the founders of the National Council for the Social Studies
and the creator of one of the most influential definitions of social studies,
Wesley attempted to synthesize his conclusions. But despite the popularity
and reiteration of his famous definition, he admitted in a taped interview
with both authors’ that it was misinterpreted, used grotesquely and applied
in a way opposite to his intention. Before we examine his definition, let us
look at the context, which we take to be the issue of what knowledge is most
useful in a democracy.

Democracy, by common consensus, is characterized by self-rule, i.e., by
decision-making on the part of those who are to be ruled. Whether of the
direct New England town meeting kind or the indirect, elected
representative variety, democracy involves decision-making. As such,
individuals need to perform a particular process, colloquially called
““making up one’s mind’’ or more formally, the evaluation and selection of
values and data that favor one or another conclusion.

Democratic decision-making, which at least according to one point of
view, is the essence of citizenship,? is also tied in with the social studies. In
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the eyes of Wesley’s contemporaries 50 years ago or Shirley Engle, whose
classic article on decision-making was to prove so important, the social
studies exist for the purpose of training students, i.e., future citizens, in this
process. When Wesley’s ideas and those of Dewey, Kilpatrick, Rugg,
Counts and others became part of the everyday language of teachers,
however, their philosophical import was changed radically. What teachers
seem to have done was to continue as they had always taught but relabeled
the process. Thus, in place of teaching the process of decision-making in the
social studies, teachers taught about decisions. Instead of teaching the skills
of problem-sensing, evidencing, etc., teachers transmitted beliefs about past
decisions, i.e., the decisions made by the Founding Fathers. Rather than an
analysis of how decisions are actually made in a democracy, teachers taught
the formal structure and function of government. The older approach to
knowledge was defended in ancient terms: students ought to store up
knowledge for a future when they will surely need it. Useful knowledge,
then, was knowledge judged to be useful in a future set of circumstances.
What changed, then, was not practice but language: social studies acquired
a vocabulary rich in ‘‘citizenship,’”’ ‘‘democracy,’”’ ‘‘problem-solving,”’
‘‘decision-making’’ and the like. But the curriculum—despite the alluring
wrappers and the audio-visuals—is now what it has always been.?

AN ANALYSIS OF WESLEY’S IDEAS

Yet, the problem continues. What is useful knowledge? What does it
mean for knowledge to have utility in a democracy? What knowledge
should teachers transmit? Let us look at Edgar Bruce Wesley and the
experiences which shaped him from his first year in the 1910 Kentucky
schoolhouse.

We asked, What did you think you were doing in that Black Lick school
more than 65 years ago?

...I thought I was transmitting the facts and that was about it. And
I’m sure I was strict and even severe and insisted that [the students]
be able to quote the Preamble and that they read carefully Peterson’s
Specifics of the State of Kentucky and other exacting things, including
the multiplication table, techniques of using an encyclopedia, and
alphabetizing. You would see a combination of facts and skills. That
was my conception of education.

About the geography that he was required to teach, we asked, ‘‘What
kind of geography was it?”’

The answer: ‘‘Oh, it was product, area, place and a little of
transportation.”’

The odds and ends of unrelated information was the only curriculum
Wesley knew. With no understanding of educational purposes and without
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any formal training, Professor Wesley had passed a county licensing
examination—ahead of all others who took the test—and began teaching all
subjects to 43 students for *43.00 a month. Wesley recalls that he had the
blessing of the local superintendent, the approval of a sympathetic board
member, and an official curriculum guide—which, as he says of himself, in
his innocence or perhaps arrogance, he completely ignored.

EXPERIENCE AND INTEGRATION

It seems reasonable to conjecture that Wesley, as an 18 year old
schoolteacher, was confronted immediately with the enormous gulf between
citizenship functions and the fractionated, discontinuous curriculum—the
‘‘combination of facts and skills’’ that he was called upon to transmit. At
any rate, Wesley describes the painful attempt to come to grips with a major
philosophical problem. That problem—confronted by Dewey, Rugg,
Counts and most of the other early 20th Century pioneers—can be reduced
to the simple question, How does a citizen in a democratic society integrate
knowledge in order to carry out his citizenship role?

Wesley begins his discussion by mentioning briefly the prevailing ‘“mental
disciplinary’’ educational theory of the time. The notion that by exercising
‘“...this muscle, it becomes strong and solid and strengthened,’’ in Wesley’s
wordes, is a fair description of 19th Century theories of faculty psychology
and mental discipline. The end effect of such theory is to educate separate
““faculties’’ of the mind and this procedure, by its very nature, predisposes
toward atomization and disassociation.

Rather than the learning of separate and discontinuous facts and
skills—of the kind that Wesley believed he was transmitting—the key is to
begin with the nature of experience. The context of the discussion below is
the relationship between experience and knowledge.

Franklin said it very well and with great perception. ‘‘Experience
keeps a dear school but fools learn in no other way.’’ If I understand
Franklin, bright people don’t need experience. After a minimum of
experience, you’ve had enough. I’ve sometimes selected the age of 28 as
enabling any person with any intelligence to have acquired all the
experience he needs the rest of his life—you don’t need any more
experience. What you need to do is to utilize, rearrange, analyze and
modify the experiences you’ve had. Experience keeps a dear school but
a fool learns in no others—a fool can learn, even when he’s
pressured into it, but he waits a long time.

At this point, Wesley recalls an embarrassing experience, one that served
to convince him that vicarious undergoing of experience was far more
economical than personal suffering: on a number of occasions, Wesley had
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