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1. Preface

This paper is about moral competencies rather than about moral values. Most
curriculum developers in the field of values or moral education seem to
assume that moral behavior and moral development is mainly, if not exclu-
sively, determined by adolescents' moral values. They almost completely
neglect the role of moral competencies, partly due to a common belief that the
moral domain of human behavior is to be separated from the cognitive do-
main. Benjamin Bloom and his colleagues (1956) suggested this separation in
their influential taxonomies of educational goals in the Fifties, although they
did not intend to do so. Recent research demonstrates that morality and cogni-
tion cannot be seen as separate domains of behavior � though we can distin-
guish between them as two different aspects of human behavior. It seems that
it is not easy to understand the nature of this special relationship and, in par-
ticular, the difference between �distinguishing� and �separating.� Only if we
consider both aspects � the affective or value aspect and the cognitive or com-
petence aspect of moral behavior � simultaneously, we can obtain new in-
sights into the nature and development of individual moral development.
These insights have, as we will see, immediate relevance for schooling and
curriculum development.
In this paper I shall give a short overview on recent findings of moral psycho-
logy and moral education, and outline their implications for curriculum deve-
lopment in the domain of moral and democratic education. But first let me cla-
rify majors concepts used in this field of study.
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2. Introduction

Moral research is handicapped by conceptual confusion. Most conceptual con-
fusion stems from an inconsistent use of such important terms as �behavior�
and �disposition,� and from a vague definition of their relationship. The term
�moral behavior� is used to mean basically two different things: 1. a singular
act as seen from the perspective of an external moral judge, and 2. a pattern,
or sequence, of acts as seen when taking the person�s own moral point of view.
In the first case, a person is judged to be moral (or immoral) if his or her deci-
sion is in agreement (or disagreement) with some external standards of right-
ness or wrongness. In the second case, a person is estimated to be highly moral
when in the long run his or her pattern of decision making is in accord with
his or her own moral principles � principles which are most likely universal
and agreeable to everyone else. 3. To make things even more confusing, a per-
son�s verbal description of his or her affects and cognitions (i.e., his or her me-
ta-cognition) is also a kind of behavior though many authors seem to deny it.
Hence, when we talk of moral behavior we must make clear which of these
three kinds of behavior we mean.
In modern moral education we are primarily interested in fostering adolescents
moral dispositions to behave well. Only secondarily we are interested in
people�s singular acts like a particular act of violence, rule transgressions, or
criminal offense. It is impossible to anticipate every situation that might trig-
ger singular acts, and also very difficult to make value judgments about them.
A particular act might be completely immoral and unlawful in one situation
but might be partly, or even totally, justified in another situation. For example,
the use of violence might  be completely unjustified when used as a means to
oppress other people but be acceptable when used in self-defense.
A moral disposition, as any behavioral disposition, means an individual�s rea-
diness, or competence, to act in a certain way given a certain kind of situation
or task.  The most basic moral disposition is the readiness, or ability, of a per-
son to base his or her decisions on moral values at all. This cannot be taken for
granted, nor be denied, in general. Whether people are (morally) good or not,
is not a question of philosophical dispute but is a question that can only be
answered for individual cases on the basis of experimental analysis.
Take, for example, the moral disposition to use if that kind of situation is not
present we cannot not tell whether or not this person has that moral disposi-
tion. That is, to have a moral disposition does not mean that a person acts in
a certain way all the time but only if certain situations demand these acts. of
some sort means The psychological dispositions manifested in the behavior,
that is, its moral quality, rather than its physical appearance are important and
are the major object of our educational endeavors.
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Imagine this situation. You are interested in watching a particular TV pro-
gram, that is, your favorite soap opera, a sports event, or a discussion about
values education in Europe. Exactly when the program is about to begin, your
TV breaks. How will you react? What steps of action will you take? Many
people first react in a similar way, but as time goes by, their courses of action
diverge. With almost everybody, the first reaction is a feeling of anger because
a desire has been frustrated. This feeling of anger will be the more intensive
the bigger the desire has been. Sometimes anger may become so big that
people feel inclined to react violently, for example, to hit the TV. But this does
not necessarily imply that they put their initial emotional response into prac-
tice.
From this point on, people�s further courses of action show considerable diffe-
rences due to various situational and personal factors. Let us consider the se-
cond, personal, factor more closely. Psychologists used to call these factors
�temperaments.� Modern psychology has discovered that these so-called tem-
peraments to a large degree represent different levels of moral-cognitive deve-
lopment. On a low level most people follow their initial inclination and hit the
TV, unless they are prevented from doing so by an external force. In accord
with the theory of moral-cognitive development, created by Jean Piaget, Law-
rence Kohlberg and others, we call this the pre-moral level of cognitive-moral
development.
Whereas, on this early level, anger and violence is, like a reflex arc, closely
tied together with the frustrating experience, on higher levels cognitive proces-
ses succeed in controlling a person�s behavior shortly after the first arousal of
anger. From these levels onward, people can stop and �think.� On level two,
the cognitive processes are heteronomous, that is, they consist mainly of recog-
nizing the social sanctions connected to certain behavioral acts. For example,
the person may realize in time that other people watch him or her, and, there-
fore, resist his or her violent impulse.
On level three, the level moral autonomy (see Oser & Althof, 1992), the cogni-
tive processes are of a higher order. They aim at consistent and integrated mo-
ral judgments about what is the right thing to do in a certain situation. On the
level of autonomy, behavior is guided, or determined, by the person�s own mo-
ral principles and moral judgments rather than by others� orders and interpre-
tations of the situation. The individual has adopted standards of right and
wrong, of fairness and injustice, of human dignity and human suffering, as his
or her own and has developed the ability to apply them to everyday decision
making. �Own standards� do not mean �doing whatever one pleases to do.�
This would mean an absence of any moral standard or moral principle, and
can thus not be called a sign of having moral autonomy. Neither does autono-
my mean that individuals chose arbitrarily among moral standards, or put
them into an accidental order (see below). On the level of morally competent
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autonomous behavior, moral feelings and emotions do not disappear. On the
contrary, they still determine most of a person�s every day behavior.3 But the
moral feelings have become �educated,� that is, they have become changeable
through individual thought and social interaction.
Educated moral feelings are descendants of, and may in some ways resemble,
inherited instincts and socially conditioned moral reactions. But they represent
a qualitatively distinct level of moral-cognitive development. They make it
possible for us to cope with emotions like anger, shame, or guilt, and to inhibit
rash actions and thus create the opportunity for rational reflection about the
next steps of action: First we may urge ourselves to calm down in order to give
further considerations a chance (count to ten, postpone action until tomorrow,
etc.). Second, we might roughly estimate the (social) consequences of expres-
sing feeling of anger and of violent reaction: Does it make other people in the
room feel uncomfortable when I scream and hit the TV? Third, we may start
to consider more far-reaching implications of the present situation: How can
I prevent such unpleasant situations in future? I may get out the TV manual
and read it. Or I may call a repair shop to get the TV set fixed, or buy a new
one. Each of these thoughts in turn arouses new feelings, maybe feelings of ex-
citement, maybe again feelings of anger: I don�t have the time to read TV
manuals! Why aren�t they built more reliable? Fourth, we may even philoso-
phize about it. We start to deliberate on how we have reacted, and how we
would like to react in the future if similar things happen. We may begin to talk
to our partner, friends, colleagues, or psychological experts about this when we
feel that we do not fully understand what has happened, or how we should be-
have in such situations.
In sum, human behavior is a rather complex process involving different levels
of interplay between affects and cognitions which we have defined as different
levels of morally competent behavior: The first level of behavior is called pre-
moral because it is merely determined by inherited instincts. The second level
is called  heteronomous because here behavior is mostly determined by unre-
flected moral feelings. Mostly, these feelings are adopted from the social envi-
ronment and, on this level, have not been submitted yet to own critical or ra-
tional thought. The individual is largely dependent on social interpretations of
moral principles, and cannot yet make differentiated and integrated judgments
himself or herself. If a person has become capable of own moral judgment he
or she has reached the level of autonomous moral judgment, or of moral com-
petence.
Moral competence is a wide category embracing many different specific abili-
ties. Moral judgment competence is at its core. According to Lawrence Kohl-



     4  (1964), S. 425.

     5 See Lind & Wakenhut (1985); Lind (1993b).

6

Fig. 2 Human brain

berg, moral judgment competence may be defined as �the capacity to make de-
cisions and judgments which are moral (i.e., based on internal principals) and
to act in accordance with such judgments.�4 We have defined it more specifi-
cally as

the degree to which a person�s judgments in a decision making process
are determined by moral dispositions, that is, moral considerations,
rather than by other psychological dispositions like the disposition to de-
fend one�s decision by choosing post hoc supportive reasons � what S.
Freud called �rationalization�.5

The three levels of judgment competence correspond roughly to three different
brain regions or functions: 1. the hypothalamus, 2. the frontal lope and 3. the
cerebellum corte (see Fig. 2). The hypothalamus is mostly responsible for the
arousal of emotional responses and for the general activation of the body. It
may receive its messages directly from any of our senses, or through other
parts of the brain which in turn may be activated by impressions from our
eyes, ears, taste, smell or skin surface. If this arousal of the hypothalamus
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triggers a specific behavior directly, without being �interpreted� by higher
brain functions, we speak of an reflex-arc. If our sensations first pass through
the frontal lope, they become evaluated emotionally. The arousal turns into ne-
gative or positive feelings. On the third level of development, our sensations
and feelings are passed on further to the cerebellum part of our brain � we
start to �think.� Time and resources may not always allow us to thoroughly in-
vestigate the true causes of an arousal. Sometime we have to decide quickly
whether we should flee or fight. In such instances the organism is dependent
on very quick judgments based on so-called mental sets, beliefs or feelings lo-
cated in the frontal lopes. But gradually the cerebellum corte gains more and
more control over the other parts of the brain, hence making it possible for us
to suspend our opinions, feelings and believes in favor of thorough analysis
and judgment.
It should have become clear by now that moral �behavior� on the one hand
and moral �dispositions� on the other hand are not separate �things� somehow
causally related to one another but are just different ways of looking at things.
Both can be observed. But in everyday life the perspective of observation is dif-
ferent for both. When we speak of �moral behavior� we usually mean singular
acts as judged by their social agreeability or rightness. If we judge from an ex-
ternal point of view, we say that a child behaves well if he or she does some-
thing which agrees with our judgment of morally right behavior. If we take,
like Thomas Aquinas (1225-1274) or Immanuel Kant (1724-1804), an internal
point of view, we call a child�s behavior moral if his or her decision was so-
cially unacceptable but his or her intentions or values were morally good.
Finally, from a modern psychological point of view,  we call a person�s beha-
vior morally competent if his or her pattern of behavior shows that he or she is
highly able to apply moral principles to everyday decision making in a consis-
tent and integrated way.
It should also be clear that the term behavior means quite different things de-
pending on what kind of behavioral disposition we are studying: If we want to
study reflex-arcs it suffices to observe single acts (in relation to certain stimu-
li). If we want to analyze affects and cognitions we usually need to observe
complex pattern of behavior, that is, whole courses of action. If we want to
assess a person�s meta-cognitions we have to observe his self-descriptions.
Dispositions are as real as any other behavior because they must manifest
themselves in a person�s behavior to be observed. Moral judgment competence
is real though it cannot be observed in any situation but only when certain mo-
ral tasks require the person to apply this competence. It is real though is most-
ly tacit, or unconscious, since persons are often not aware of their moral cogni-
tions or have only a biased perception of them.
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Fig. 3 Different layers of human behavior and dispositions.
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Conscious perceptions or believes about one�s own behavioral dispositions are
called �meta-cognitions.� Meta-cognitions may be more or less accurate repre-
sentations of (tacit) affects and cognitions. They are real, too. Meta-cognitions
are the basis for moral reflection, social discourse and education. It seems that
they are essential for developing and stabilizing moral feelings, and help to de-
velop a person�s moral identity.
These definitions of behavior and disposition have immediate consequences
for their measurement (see Fig. 3). Since singular acts, complex dispositions
and meta-conditions are different views about, or categories of, human beha-
vior each category of behavior must be observed and measured in a different
way. In particular, moral dispositions can only be studied by observing whole
patterns of behavior in well defined situational contexts, that is, by multivari-
ate experiments.6 Our inference then is based on the comparison of a real pat-
tern of behavior with an ideal-type pattern of behavior. For example, if a per-
son behaves consistently in regard to particular moral principles � even though
other inclinations may be strong � then we call this a highly moral person.
Moral competencies cannot be validly inferred either by observing singular
acts or by obtaining self-report data. A person�s self-report data usually do not
allow valid inferences about his or her tacit dispositions because they may be
strongly biased. Some people strongly overestimate, some grossly underesti-
mate, their ability to effectively solve a certain moral problem. Self-report data
however are the most adequate base for studying a person�s meta-cognitions.

3. Findings from Psychological and Educational Research

Recent psychological research of people�s moral behavior and development
has brought about four major findings:7 First, as some moral philosophers
have presupposed, there are at least some moral standards or values � they
call them �moral principles�  which are universal and agreeable to most
people. Almost all people (regardless of age, gender, socio-economic status, or
culture) agree that some moral principles, like justice, human dignity and de-
mocracy are the most adequate basis for solving moral or social problems.
People also agree that social laws come next. They are judged as less funda-
mental than moral principles but that they are much more acceptable than pre-
moral instincts as a basis for solving moral problems. Second, although people
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Fig. 4 The development of moral judgment competence

hardly differ with respect to their moral values they greatly vary in regard to
their moral judgment competence and that this competence determines the
quality of a person�s moral behavior more than his or her moral values do.
Children learn moral values at a rather early age but it takes many years, if not
the whole life, to learn how to apply these values to concrete situations when
conflicting moral principles are involved. problems. In complex, pluralistic,
democratic societies like ours, there are many moral values to be observed and
hence there are many situations in which these moral values may conflict, that
is, in which they may suggest opposite courses of action. Hence, the members
of these societies need a specially high level of moral or democratic compe-
tence in order to cope with everyday life in a constructive way rather than in a
destructive, violent way.
Third, on the basis of many � cross-sectional, longitudinal, representative, ex-
perimental � studies it has been demonstrated a) that educational experiences
provided by the society is much more influential in stimulating a person�s mo-
ral-cognitive development than any other factor like socio-economic class,
gender, or cultural background, b) that special educational interventions may
double this effect, and c) that without a sufficient amount of educational expe-
rience moral judgment competence tapers off. These findings fit into the more
comprehensive, �educational theory� of moral development which we have ad-
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vocated elsewhere.8 A rough summary of this theory is presented above, and is
graphically depicted in Fig. 4.
Fourth, morality can be taught. There is now an overwhelming amount of evi-
dence that certain methods of moral education (especially the methods of Di-
lemma Discussion and Just Community)9 can foster children�s moral judgment
competence. Several hundred studies have addressed this question with diffe-
rent variations of the method, and under different circumstances. The total
length of the intervention varied greatly: some investigators administered only
two dilemma sessions only a few days apart, others conducted a dozen or more
dilemma sessions extending over one or two years. The intensity of interven-
tion also differed from study to study: some limited these sessions to a 45 mi-
nute period, others asked their subjects to discuss moral dilemmas for am 2
hour period and longer. Many experiments included a unique mixture of me-
thods: some focused on one special pedagogical techniques, others used a com-
bination of methods. An example for a rather comprehensive, multi-method
moral education program is the project �Democracy and Education in the
School� (DES), in which Fritz Oser, Heinz Schirp and I were involved.10 Fi-
nally, these studies included a wide range of age groups, adolescents as well as
young adults.
All studies have shown that the Dilemma Discussion Method has considerably
sized and lasting effects. No intervention program produced zero or negative
effects. To my knowledge (I have surveyed several meta-analyses, and about
one hundred single studies) no other method in the domain of moral, value or
civic education has shown such a consistent result. There are new and promi-
sing methods like the Real-Life-Dilemma and Just Community method though
their effectiveness has not yet been confirmed as well. For example, in our
DES project, which incorporated the Just Community Approach, we have
found a strong developmental effect. The size of the DES effect was about
double as high as of the standard curriculum. But we cannot be sure which of
both methods, Dilemma Discussion or Just Community, contributed most to
the overall effect. However, the size of the effects differed. This variation gives
us some interesting hints as to which variant of the Dilemma Discussion me-
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thod and which side-conditions increase or decrease its pedagogical effective-
ness:11 (a) Astonishingly, the best age in which children may be taught this
way, is the age between 11 and 16. Some authors say that Dilemma Discussion
is more effective with young adults. This is true only for the change of moral
attitudes but not for the development of moral judgment competence.12 (b) The
optimal total length of intervention seems to be three to ten hours. Shorter in-
terventions have also measurable effects, but these hardly last long. (c) Low
intensity programs, that is, 45-minute discussions, are effective but their ef-
fects do not last as long as the effects of 2-hour programs. (d) Other moral dis-
cussion programs, using ethics courses and role playing also have only short
term effect. The classic Dilemma Discussion Method proves to be superior in
regard to lasting effects.

4. Discussion

Many pedagogues mainly deal either with the transmission of moral concepts,
or merely with values clarification, but they fail to address a crucial aspect of
moral behavior, namely moral judgment competence. While moral or value
concepts play an important role in the development of moral behavior, psycho-
logical research shows that they can account little for individual differences
regarding morality. Almost all people hold up the same moral ideals: they al-
most completely agree on the rank order of different sorts, or stages, of moral
consideration. Hence there is also hardly any variation in regard to highly es-
teemed moral principles due to age, gender, social class, religious background
or country or culture. Something else seems to account for differences in moral
behavior, and needs to be addressed by values education. This is moral judg-
ment competence. Though many educators may realize this need, they are in-
sufficiently trained to teach moral competencies. In the area of value and mo-
ral education they have little that they can rely on. In one of our studies we
found, that many teachers� perceptions of their students� moral values is high-
ly inaccurate. Hence we should not be surprised that they find it difficult to
communicate with their students and foster their moral behavior.13 We are now
on the position to demonstrate empirically that the neglect of moral and demo-



13

cratic competencies in schools and university has detrimental effects on the
ability of the members of our societies, as well as of our societies as a whole,
to cope with the increasing number and complexity of problems of the modern
world: Our educational system has effectively fostered many people�s ability to
cope with the physical world at least in the so-called First World. But the
school system largely neglects the social and moral problems that result from
the technological revolutions which the educational system has stimulated by
providing the basic skills. What are the moral side-effects of technological in-
novation? How much do we have to �invest� in the area of moral-democratic
education to balance off those moral side-effects? And, how can we find a
more balanced model of investment in these two branches of education, so that
the results of technical and science training are paralleled by a corresponding
training in moral autonomy and responsibility?
I think that the problems implied by these questions cannot be solved by solely
fostering individual moral values. They rather imply encompassing efforts on
a national and international scale. Something like a Strategic Education
Initiative (SEI) is needed, which should have at its aim 1. an effective curricu-
lum for moral and democratic education in schools, and an improvement of
teacher training in regard to this curriculum, and 2. an equal distribution of
high quality education throughout Europe in both domains, in the technologi-
cal as well as the moral domain.
Educational inequality is one of the major threats to democracy, peace, and
general welfare, since educational inequality largely determines unequal career
chances and economic wealth and thus unequal opportunities to understand,
utilize, and evaluate the great amount of information circulated by modern
mass media. Unequal access to information in turn impedes any form of demo-
cratic government as the information process can become corrupted in many
ways: On the one hand, government, other political institutions, or the media,
which have sophisticated information processing capacities may misuse the
fact of educational inequality to �manipulate� ordinary people. On the other
hand, the ordinary people may always feel �manipulated� or lied to when they
cannot understand the information handed down to them, even if this informa-
tion is correct but stated in an overly complex manner.
In concluding I like to stress the finding that moral educators have very effec-
tive educational methods at their disposal now, namely the Dilemma Discus-
sion method and newer methods like the Just Community method, for foste-
ring moral judgment competence in adolescents. These methods are also com-
patible with education in a democratic society, because they do not require
teachers to indoctrinate students with moral values. The �teaching� of moral
values is based on assumptions which have been invalidated by recent psycho-
logical research. Most children already have highly moral values and thus do
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not need to acquire them.14 But they greatly lack the competence to apply mo-
ral values to everyday decision making. There is only a moderate or low rela-
tionship between moral attitudes and rule obeying behavior.15 The mere
teaching of moral values may, at best, mean that we carry coal to Newcastle,
or, at worst, that we overburden children with moral responsibilities for which
they possess no adequate behavioral competencies. If we ask children to attend
to a multitude of moral-democratic principles in their lives then we must also
help them to develop all the competencies needed to use them in concrete situ-
ations and to solve moral value conflicts which they necessarily will run into.
Curriculum development and educational politics should account for this fin-
ding by transforming values education into moral-democratic education.
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