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Eprror’s NoTe: The articles appearing in this section are a result of the
invitation in CJE/RCE, Vol. 4, No. 4, pp. 1-5 for readers’ comments. In
every case, authors of previously published articles will be given an
opportunity to respond to commentators. The invitation for readers’ com-
ments is again made in the hope that this section will become a regular
feature of the journal.

Moral Education in the Schools:
A Comment on Cragg”

Donald B. Cochrane

california state university northridge

In his recent article, A. Wesley Cragg (1979) concludes that (1) there
are sufficiently good reasons for discouraging formal moral education
programs in schools, and (2) even without such programs, schools will
continue to play a vital role in moral development, for students will
encounter the values inherent in all school subjects and implicit in the
organization of the school.

The first conclusion is interesting if only because it is relatively unex-
plored in the literature; if fully developed, it could provide a useful chal-
lenge to complacent liberals who do not question their right to intervene in
schools with explicit programs. For support, Cragg’s position rests on a
briefly sketched political argument, not — as he seems to imply — on the
two philosophical sections which precede it. These two sections, as I will
attempt to demonstrate, are far too unrelated and porous to establish his
first conclusion, which appears in Section 3. Ironically, the stand he takes
in Section 4 goes a long way toward undermining the political argument
introduced to sustain his first conclusion.

The four sections of Cragg’s argument are outlined as follows:

1. Despite its superficial attractiveness, the ministerial statement of
aims for moral education in Ontario’s Education in the Primary and
Junior Division is deficient in that it leaves philosophical questions unre-

*This comment is made on a previously published article by A. Wesley Cragg, “Moral
Education in the Schools,” Canadian Journal of Education, 1979, 4(1), 28-38.
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solved, answers to which would have important pedagogical conse-
quences.

2. In Ontario, the authors of the two major contending theories of
moral education, Lawrence Kohlberg and Clive Beck, cannot at this time
provide the basis for a moral education program based on moral reason-
ing because:

a. i. Kohlberg commits the is/ought fallacy in attempting to establish
by means of science how people ought to reason, and

ii. Social scientists themselves are ‘“sharply divided on the correct
model for describing the nature of moral values”;

b. Philosophy has failed to develop a single concept of moral reasoning,
therefore Beck’s proposal is only one among many possible con-
tenders.

3. We should discourage the development of formal moral education
programs in schools because the government of the day

a. Will have a direct influence on the content of what is to be taught,
and

b. Finding some moral systems more palatable than others, will imple-
ment the former.

4. There are grounds for modest re]ommg because, if we are success-
ful in our opposition to formal classes in moral education, we are reas-
sured that schools will continue to have a vital, if indirect, role to play in
moral development.

SECTION I

Philosophers are a surly bunch and never more so than when hot on the
trail of slogans, persuasive definitions, and ambiguous assertions. Mini-
sterial statements of aims are perfect fodder for the analytically trained
philosopher. What Cragg notes is undoubtedly true: the meaning of and
boundaries between “the integrity of the individual” and “the priorities
of a concerned society” are far from clear. The consequences of this
vagueness, however, may not be as damaging as he seems to think, and,
in any case, they are unnecessary to further his central argument. Theo-
retically — but only theoretically — Ontario’s teachers would be put in a
quandary were they to attempt to deduce clear, uncontradictory directives
for classroom practice from the guidelines. But these warm, positive utter-
ances have a practical function other than to give guidance to teachers
or to provide grist for the analytical philosopher’s mill. Such general
statements may serve simply to indicate that there is an official interest in
an area, though, for the exact contours of that interest, it is advisable to
look elsewhere. This Cragg does. Nothing much hinges on the outcomes
of Section 1.
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SECTION 2

While declining to undertake a critique, Cragg purports to show that the
theories of Kohlberg and Beck cannot provide a foundation at this time
for a moral education program based on moral reasoning. The issue here
is not whether we agree with Cragg’s conclusion but whether his argu-
ment is sufficient to warrant it. What does he offer us?

Cragg believes that Kohlberg commits the naturalistic fallacy, but he
neither demonstrates this claim nor indicates upon whose work he would
rely. On several occasions, Kohlberg (1971, 1973a, 1973b) has tried
to show that he has not committed the error Cragg attributes to him. If it
ever were sufficient simply to voice suspicions about what Kohlberg may
have done, that time has passed; argument is needed now. But let us
suppose that Kohlberg is guilty as charged — that he thinks that develop-
mental theory can substitute for philosophical argument. Would that be
enough to undermine his theory of moral development? I think not. The
issue is not simply what Kohlberg thinks but what there are good reasons
for believing. If we believe that Rawls and/or Kant supply an adequate
description of and justification for Stage 6 reasoning, then there are
grounds for maintaining much of Kohlberg’s theory and resulting peda-
gogy. Kohlberg’s theory would need to be suitably qualified but not
rejected.

Cragg believes that the teacher’s difficulty in deciding what course of
action to take is compounded because “scientists themselves are sharply
divided on the correct model for describing the nature of moral values”
(1979, p- 33). In particular, “the fundamental postulates of cognitive
psychology are incompatible with those of S-R theorists” (1979, p. 33).
Apparently, teachers should worry about the lack of agreement among
social scientists. Should the work of science teachers necessarily be dis-
rupted if Stephen Toulmin is not seeing eye-to-eye with Karl Popper, or
the work of history teachers if Patrick Gardiner and William Dray are
still in dispute? Not all such disagreements require that practical peda-
gogy be brought to a standstill. It is true that these issues are devilishly
difficult to think through; it is also true that researchers often overextend
their explanations. Kohlberg and Skinner may not be exceptions to this
intellectual imperialism. One of the virtues of the English philosophical
tradition is to deflate such pretensions and, more constructively, to sort
out the valid contributions which different programs of research can
make to our understanding of complex areas of human experience and
endeavor. At this stage, teachers need not be left to rely solely on their
own “moral preferences”; rather they can be directed to relevant work in
philosophy. Through the seminal work of R. S. Peters (1973a, 1973b,
1978), for example, they might conclude that both Kohlberg and Skinner
may be making valid contributions to a larger conception of moral educa-
tion than each proposes individually. The either/or dilemma proposed by
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Cragg is certainly premature. But even when differences cannot be recon-
ciled in this way, we do not necessarily have grounds for despair. It is at
least conceivable that after some good, hard-headed philosophy we would
conclude that one account of the nature of moral values is demonstrably
inadequate — even wrong!

Alternatively, let us imagine that prominent social scientists do share
fundamental postulates and achieve a consensus on the nature of morality.
Would this situation be sufficient grounds for teachers, not to say phil-
osophers, to set aside their critical faculties and proceed with moral educa-
tion programs based on such agreement? Surely not, and for reasons that
are only too clear.

Cragg makes a similar move intended to show that philosophy cannot
succeed where the social sciences have failed: Philosophers cannot agree
on the nature of moral reasoning so there is no secure basis for instruction;
even Beck and Kohlberg have different conceptions of Stage 6 reasoning.
In order for this to be convincing, we have to assume that this difference
cannot be reconciled, thus making their theories and practical proposals
incompatible. We must suppose that a “Kohlbergian student” at Stage 6
either could not, or should not, consider life goals and purposes in the
manner outlined by Beck and, conversely, that a student of Beck’s pro-
gram who has attained a high level of reasoning could not, or should not,
face certain moral sitations as dilemmas requiring the application of the
principle(s) of justice. But why should we assume that the two theories
are incompatible rather than complementary? Surely we can develop
separate programs along the lines proposed by Beck and Kohlberg on the
grounds that students are better off with the accomplishments prized by
either theory than with none at all.

SECTION 3

Cragg fears the introduction of formal courses in moral education because
in his view those officials responsible for such programs are unlikely to
alter their commitments “by arguments designed to show the weakness
of current policy and assumptions” (1979, p. 36). Governments would
increase their control over the mode and content of moral thinking to be
conveyed. He is apprehensive that ministry officials would choose only
what was compatible with or — worse still — supportive of the interests
which the government represents. Presumably, because the stakes are so
high, this situation is less tolerable than it would be in subjects like French
or science.

The basic issue, then, is political not philosophical. It is not the imper-
viousness of government to the rational resolution of theoretical problems
in itself that is really troublesome but the ends to which political power
might be used. Ministries might issue remarkably clear and coherent
statements of aims. Beck and Kohlberg might settle their differences and
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engage in a joint research project. But the problem of political power
would remain.

Cragg stops short of saying that a moral educator is radical in just the
way that Socrates was. The morally educated do not accept values simply
because they are traditional or dominant but demand the opportunity to
make their their own by carefully thinking them through. Adherence
would not be secured automatically or unreflectively. They would be
likely to demand that arbitrary authority in the family, school, and place
of work be rationalized and that there be wider participation in the
decision-making processes (Peters, 1966; Peters, 1973; Manley-Casimir,
1976-77). It is just such possible consequences that frighten some govern-
ments and some parents. Most simply have not had sufficient practice in
the art of moral discourse to have much confidence in its use. Authorities
such as parents, teachers, and government officials may feel very threat-
ened by the challenge of moral reasoning and, as Kozol (1975, p. 146)
has wryly noted, “No institution goes about the conscious task of sub-
sidizing its own demotion.” As in the time of Socrates, the moral educator
can still be charged with corrupting the minds of the young and teaching
false beliefs about the gods.

SECTION 4

Cragg could have taken his political insight to its logical conclusion;
instead, he finds solace in current school practices. In the absence of a
program of formal moral instruction, students will acquire the values that
are an integral part of the subjects they study and learn other values from
living in a “human community” such as a school (1979, p. 37).
Education in the abstract — that is, taken as a concept which can be
clarified by philosophical analysis — may entail that something of intrin-
sic value is transmitted, but the attempt to educate in concrete circum-
stances is often a mixed blessing. Teachers may highlight the value of
precision in translating from foreign languages, of respect for evidence in
historical explanation, of sensitivity to sound and rhythm in approaching
a poem, and so on, but these are seldom acquired in an unalloyed state.
Other more substantial values are frequently transmitted in the process.
(It is strange that Cragg’s fear of the government’s hand does not reach
these corners.) The catalogue of racist and sexist attitudes promoted by
our curriculum materials and classroom practices is long and well docu-
mented (see, for example, Gaskell, 1977). Nationalism — French and
English alike — sets the framework for historical inquiry and so distorts
a student’s knowledge of Canadian history (Anderson, 1918; Billington,
1966; Hodgetts, 1968; Jaenen, 1970; Trudel & Jain, 1970; Stamp,
1973; Jain, 1974). Many values promoted in physical education pro-
grams make a dubious contribution to a student’s moral education. In
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sum, how positively the curriculum contributes to the student’s moral
growth is a very open question.

And what would a student be likely to learn from the “social curricu-
lum” in a typical Canadian school? What is the “moral atmosphere” of
a typical classroom (Scharf, 1974; Scharf, 1976; Reimer, 1977)? Ad-
mittedly, we cannot be sure, for little systematic research has been under-
taken (in itself a revealing state of affairs). But much respectable criti-
cism from the left makes an easy optimism difficult. Students may well be
learning and accepting that schools are not “human communities,” that
they have no rights as persons, that the rules which govern their conditions
of study are to be set exclusively by their “superiors,” that they are not
their brothers’ and sisters’ keepers, that the value of individual labor in the
pursuit of self-interest is greater than co-operative effort towards a com-
mon goal, and so on (for example, see Barbagli & Dei, 1977; Bowles &
Gintis, 1976; Cohen & Lazerson, 1977; Henry, 1955; Henry, 1957;
Lickona, 1980; Kohn, 1969; Kozol, 1975). The hidden, or “structural,”
curriculum (Dreeben, 1968; Jackson, 1968; Overly, 1970) may be ex-
tremely powerful in affecting the “moralities” students develop; whether
it is a moral influence is another matter. Thus I do not see grounds for
rejoicing — even mildly. No doubt the schools do have a vital, if indirect,
role to play in shaping the values of students. It remains to be shown that
these influences contribute to their moral education.
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