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Kohlberg's nethod of promoting moral developrent, to be discussed
btelow, was not designed for use with children's literature. The clas=~
sic approach has heen to use a concise one- or two-paragraph statement
of a dilemma, written cxpressly for the purpose of touchine off a
group discussion. Children's literature does, however, have a contri-
bution to make to moral development, whether it is usea’as a basis for
discu;sion or as- an experience in itself., It can enrich the moral ed-
ucation curriculum, adding literary and artistic value as well as
showing character and action in moge detail than a concise statement
of a dilemma can cupply. It also may have a special use for the child
whe takes little part in discussions or one whosSe stage of moratl dde-
veloprent is so different from that of his classmates that he wonld
not profit from a discussion,

Noz a1l books with moral themes work equally well with Kohiberg's
rethod of promoting moral development. The most essential criterion
for book selection is the presence of a genuine mnral dilemma, to be
discussed below. Other selection criteria include appropriate level
of development of tne story characters, appropriate level of the di-

lemma itself, fariliarity of the maral prohlem, a match between moral

level and literary level, and high 1itera;y quality.

A Genuine Moral Dilemma

Lohlberg and Turiel (5) recommend that children enconnter genuine
dilermas which cannot be resolved by merely reciting slopans or
nvirtue-words." A true dilemma presents choices which appear real and
difficul% to the child. Fcr example, the hero might have to chonse
between telling che truth and lying to protect a friend. The dilemma

B

introduces conflict into the child's thinking, conflict between his
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present stage of moral development and one which is more advrnced,
The child resolves this conflict bv mevine to a higher stage. It is
irportar* to be aware that "the pat little stories in schoel reacders
in which virtie alwavs triumphs or in which evervore is reallv nice

- are unlikely to have any value in the stimulation of moral develop~ -
ment,” according to Kohlberg (5). One snould also pe aware that
fables, although interesting as literature and worthwhile as state-

‘

ments of a particular -culture's values, do not usually include dilem-
mas. 1In a fable, the reader does not need to agonize over a difficult

.

decision to realize that "fine feathers de not always make fine rirds”

or "one good turn deserves another."

Appropriate Level: Story Characters

Kohlterg €4) indicates that people develop morallv by coming into
contact with rmoral reasoning one stage above that of their own think-

ing. From the conflict of stages comes moral advancement. It foilows

“

that if f’child is to advanzce by reading or hearing literature, the

thinking shown by the central characters should, ideally, be one stape

above that of the child. For example, a child at Stare IT (You

scratch my back, I'1l scraégh yours) renefits by readine shout people
T
at Stage IIT (Good girls do thigd. 1If the characters!'! reasoninr is

two or rore stages above that of the child, he simplv will not under~

stand it. 1If tneir moral reasoning is at or htelow the child's stare o

-~

of development, he will understand bhus will not progress tevond his
present stage as a result of the experience. In e. her case, a child
who is choosing his own btooks for independe.t reading protably would
be able to reject books at the wrong level and choose moxre appropriate

ones, since children tend to select as "best” those statements of

ERIC
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roral thinking which are one stage above their own present functioning,
The teacher can help, however, bv making available a group of tooks
likely to be somewhere near the child's present stage. For this pur-
pose, it would te desirable to know what stapes are most cormonly
found at the child's erade level, (Tt would, of cobrse, be .pnssible
to be of more help to the child who is choosing books if ono is sble
to determine on an indiviéual tasis his exact stape of development.)
Arother occasion for the teacher to be concerned with identifvineg the
level of moral development of sStory charaéters is when plannine to
read to a grour and/or have a group discussion of a story, llere
again, the teacher woild need to know what stare cf developrment is
most cormonly found at that grade level or bte nrnpared’to do sore
assessrent of her own pupils. In fact, the teacher's assessrent

would befmore impectant in this case, since she would be selecting

. the books and could not rely on the child's ability to self=-select

appropriately. Kohlterg and Turiel (%) have piven sore indication of
the stages most comrmonly found at some age levels. For exgmnie,
arone a rroup of ten-vear-old American bhoys, about 707 of the noral
staterents were at Stage I or Stave IT. For thirteen-year-olls,
Stage IIT was the most used, It should ke noted, however, that these
stace-are norms may change over time, with higher ;tayes found at a
given age level; if,gyhlherp's recommendations for moral education
shonld becore widely and successfullv followed,

For the teacher who is attemptine to sort books according 1o
level of moral development of the central character, there secem to be
no shortcuts. It is necessary to have at hand whatever book is teine
considered and a description of all the stages. Kohlbere and Turiel

(5)give a concise description. Cne must first familiarize oneself




13

Setectirg Books 5

with the stapes. Cne must then read the book for staterents or ac-

tionq by the main character indicating his or her mora’ raturity, com-
. prine these indications to descriptions of the stages until the
statoments seem to fit ; particular stage., Two suggestiéns rade for
interviewing students also apply to assessing book characters. First,
aveid stereoivping someone on the basis of too little evidence, sur-

o

rest Porter and Taylor (£). Yook for several st-temonts or actions

.

relating to moral issues before classifying a character. Second, try

to avoid seeing one's own values in a statemnt when they are not
there, aceording to Colby (2). In addition, it may be he Ipful t» read
glassificzticns by someene else to check the accuricy of oﬁé's ovn
" sorting. Prolerick (l} discusses several books in relation to level
. of moral devcloprnent of the central character. Her examples include
Harry the Dirtv Dog and The Story about Ping (Stare I); Johnny Tremain
¥ o

. . &
(moverert fron Stare II to Stage VI); R.bbit Hill (Stage TID); And Now

Miruel (roverent from Stage IIT to Stage .IV)., She also mentions a
o gt
shortare of books abtove Stace TIT and suggests a search of adutt 1it-

& erature for such boceks.

Appropriate Level of Dilerma

The moral dilemma itself, as well as the thinkineg shavn by story
" characters, should be appropriate to the auvdience in developrental
jevel. Fenton, Colby, and Speicher=-Dubin (3) note that "certain di-
1epmas are relatively inapptopriate {or use with students whnse roral
stage precludes consideration of the argument." If the alternatives

and the arguments for them are too advanced, the child does not nnder—

stand the conflict. For example, a dostor's decision about whonm to

save means something to a person at Stape IV, who recognizes that tife
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Lias value in itself. The decision is not a prot‘em at Stage 11, where
the person to %e saved is the one who can do the most for the doctor,

If the protlem is too simple, there is no conflict,.only readv agree-

ment on a solution, Tenton et al. sugpest, however, that sowme di-

lermas can be adapted by the teacher to make them appropriate in tevel,

Faniliarity of the ‘foral Problen

It also is important that the moral dilemma presented be somewhat
3

%

familiar to the child in his everydiy life. For vouns children, the
problem of dealing with a neighborhood bully would be a better cuoice
than one atout a doctor who must decide whom to save. The ditermnma can,
however, have a setting as fanciful as science fiction or as exotic to
nost of u: as the world of bullfighting. What is crucial is *that the
child reader can identify with the hero in emotions and reasoning as

he faces the dilemna of the story.

A NMatch Between Yoral Level and Titerary level

Ideally, a story's moral sophistication and the complexity of
language and plot should correspond. A story depinting characters at
Siage IV enraced in a morally difficult dilemma can be fairty conmplex
in plet and language and shonld have an adult settine. It shonld not
give the impression of talking down to the reader., FKohlbere and
Turiel (5) cite the teaching of hirh-level precepts usine concrete
ternms as a classic error in moral education. Broderick (L) me nt:ons

Cratesorthts The Cat Who Went to lraven as a misma‘tch tetween high

moral level and juvenile literary level. The reverse situation--a de-
piction of cnaracters at a low level of development solving a low~lcvrd
dilemma, but told in a sophisticated vocabulary with a cullege or high

school setting~-may be useful for some audiences, since many teenagers




Selocting Rooks 7

[y

and even adults function at a fairlv low level of moral developnent.

In any case, a faulty match between moral level and literary level can
re corrected if the teacher is Wwilling to adapt the siyle of a story

by rewriting or retelling it. The literary adapting may be worth the

work, for a ecood dilemma is hard to find, .

High Literary Ouality

In promoting moral development, as in anv other situation, it
would be desirable to use books which satisfy the highest standards
for rood literature. There is excellent literature which is concerned
with moral dilemmas. Universality and depth of theme are two criteria
of literary excellence, so it is not surprising that these qualities

are found 'n company with other good literary qualities. Sore stories,

however, are worthwhile in moral theme but are not written with a hirh

level of artistry. One may feel justificd in using them if they reet
other criteria for a gooq dilemna,éespecialty if they are at a moral
level which is hard to find. "Non-literature" may also be instified if
it allows mo;al education to dovetail with other school subjects:

fenton et al, (3) note that moral education fits especially well with

1 social studies curriculum, where it can be enriched by presentation

in a broad social and historical context, Despite these reasons for

- @
using storiec< of less-than-ideal literary quality, high 1iterary stan-

dards can be rmet much of the time.

The other.criteria for bonk sclection-—the presence of a cenaine
moral dilemma, appropriate level of devolgpmep% of story characters,
appropriate 1ovel of the dilemma, familiarity of the problem, and a
match between moral and literary level-=-can be summarized as the ]
choice of a genuine dilemma at the riéht moral level. The criteria
are difficult to meet, partly recause it is difficult to find them all
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erbodied in a single book, aid partly because sorting books according

to moral level calls for difficult decisions, All the same, litera-

ture which facilitates a child's development into a more moral person

is worth the seeking.
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