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Note to the Reader

There is a story that Haim Ginott used to tell about a teacher who was honored by her community as the “teacher of the year.” The day after receiving this award, on the way home from school, she spied two boys writing in the wet cement in front of her house. As she drew closer, she saw that they were writing uncomplimentary inscriptions about her. So she went up to the boys and beat them up.

The next morning, a shocked school principal summoned the teacher to his office. “Mrs. Smith,” he said, “I hardly know where to begin. You, the teacher of the year, a person to whom we all look as a model, someone who loves children, have just gone and beaten two of them up!”

Mrs. Smith looked down, paused, and said, “Well, I love them in the abstract but not in the concrete.”

Good education is easier to espouse in the abstract than to provide in the concrete. So in writing this book, which I hope will be a practical resource, I have tried to be as concrete as possible.

Part 1 of the book establishes the theoretical framework for values education: why schools should do it, the values schools may legitimately teach in a democratic society, and the sort of character they ought to try to develop around those values. Parts Two and Three of the book describe practice—how to implement a comprehensive, twelve-component approach to values education. In illustrating each of the twelve components, I tell stories of what good teachers and schools are doing all across the United States and Canada to help students become honest, caring, responsible people.

I feel a great debt to the educators who are the source of these examples of good practice. Whenever possible, I have acknowledged teachers, administrators, and schools by name. I am no less grateful to those persons who remain anonymous because I did not have their names.

Sometimes the text will tell you where to get more information about a particular values education program or practice. Where the text doesn’t provide that information, a footnote will. Please note, however, that a particular classroom or school may have changed since the time I learned of its work, and that a given teacher, principal, or program may no longer be there.

Finally, a word about terminology. Throughout the book, I have used “values education” and “moral education” interchangeably—and both as shorthand for “moral values education.” The book’s focus is not values in general (which include such things as one’s choice of career) but rather moral values such as respect and responsibility—those values that are a matter of moral obligation, not mere preference, and around which good character is formed.
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It was the deep belief of the founders that the republic could succeed only with virtuous citizens. Only if there was a moral law within would citizens be able to maintain a free government.

—ROBERT BELLAH, Bicentennial
    Lectures, Cornell University




As Aristotle taught, people do not naturally or spontaneously grow up to be morally excellent or practically wise. They become so, if at all, only as the result of a lifelong personal and community effort.

—JON MOLINE, “Classical Ideas
    About Moral Education,” in
   Character Policy: An Emerging Issue
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The Case for Values
Education


To educate a person in mind and not in morals is to educate a menace to society.

—THEODORE ROOSEVELT




The core problem facing our schools is a moral one. All the other problems derive from it. Even academic reform depends on putting character first.

—WILLIAM KILPATRICK, Why
    Johnny Can’t Tell Right from
    Wrong






Should the schools teach values?

Just a few years ago, if you put that question to a group of people, it was sure to start an argument. If anyone said yes, schools should teach children values, somebody else would immediately retort, “Whose values?” In a society where people held different values, it seemed impossible to get agreement on which ones should be taught in our public schools. Pluralism produced paralysis; schools for the most part ended up trying to stay officially neutral on the subject of values.

With remarkable swiftness, that has changed. Escalating moral problems in society—ranging from greed and dishonesty to violent crime to self-destructive behaviors such as drug abuse and suicide—are bringing about a new consensus. Now, from all across the country, from private citizens and public organizations, from liberals and conservatives alike, comes a summons to the schools: Take up the role of moral teachers of our children.

Of all the moral problems that have fueled this concern, none has been more disturbing than rising youth violence. From 1978 to 1988, according to FBI statistics, rape arrests for 13- and 14-year-old males nearly doubled.2 Over a 20-year period (1968 to 1988), there was a 53 percent increase in all violent crime—murder, rape, robbery, and assault—for males and females seventeen or under.3 Moreover, juvenile crimes of violence, often carried out by kid-next-door teenagers, have of late combined new lows in brutality with a seeming total lack of conscience or remorse.


	In Brooklyn, three teenage boys, described by neighbors as “nice kids,” were arrested for dousing sleeping homeless men with gasoline and setting fire to them. As the youths were booked at the police station, one of them said, “We just like to harass the bums.”4


	Five teenagers in affluent Glen Ridge, New Jersey—including two brothers who were cocaptains of the high school football team—were arrested and charged with sexually assaulting a 17-year-old mentally retarded girl in the basement of the brothers’ home. Eight other teenagers watched.5




There is today a widespread, deeply unsettling sense that children are changing—in ways that tell us much about ourselves as a society. And these changes are reflected not just in the violent extremes of teenage behavior but in the everyday speech and actions of younger children as well. In New Orleans, a boy in first grade shaves chalk and passes it around the classroom, pretending it is cocaine.6 In a small-town school in upstate New York, a first-grade boy leans over and asks the girl in the next row, “Are you a virgin?” A Newsweek story titled “So Long Wonder Years” reports the findings of a new Carnegie Corporation study: One quarter of all junior high school students are involved in some combination of smoking, drinking, drug use, and sex; fully half are involved in at least one of these activities.7

Children with the most glaring deficiencies in moral values almost always come, their teachers say, from troubled families. Indeed, poor parenting looms as one of the major reasons why schools now feel compelled to get involved in values education. Another part of the problem is the mass media and the prominent place it occupies in the lives of children. The typical elementary school child spends 30 hours a week in front of the television set. By age 16, the average child will have witnessed an estimated 200,000 acts of violence8 and by age 18, approximately 40,000 sexually titillating scenes.9 Episodes of sexualized violence are increasingly common.

Not surprisingly, many young people growing up in this kind of media culture are stunted in their moral judgment. Large numbers, for example, don’t even know that rape is wrong. In a 1988 survey conducted by the Rhode Island Rape Crisis Center, 1,700 sixth- to ninth-graders were asked, “Is it acceptable for a man to force a woman to have sex if he has spent money on her?” A total of 24 percent of the boys and 16 percent of the girls in grades seven through nine said yes. When asked, “Is it acceptable for a man to force a woman to have sex if they have been dating for more than six months?,” 65 percent of the boys said yes. So did 47 percent of the girls.10

Simultaneously, a wave of greed and materialism threatens to engulf us. Money increasingly drives our society and shapes the values and goals of our youth. Making money becomes the justification for breaking rules. In a recent survey, two thirds of U.S. high school seniors said they would lie to achieve a business objective.11

The most basic kinds of moral knowledge, moreover, seem to be disappearing from our common culture. Baltimore school official James Sarnecki says that he used to bring up the Golden Rule when he talked to students about a discipline problem. But he finally decided to drop the reference when students started to respond with blank stares.12 Educators began to speak of the “ethical illiteracy” they saw among young people.

To be sure, even in the face of problems like these, considerable controversy still surrounds the proposition that schools should teach morality. Values education is the hottest topic in education today. Some groups, on both the political right and left, are deeply suspicious about any kind of values teaching in the schools. But beneath the battles is a steadily growing conviction: Schools cannot be ethical bystanders at a time when our society is in deep moral trouble. Rather, schools must do what they can to contribute to the character of the young and the moral health of the nation.

SMART AND GOOD: THE TWO GREAT GOALS OF EDUCATION

Moral education is not a new idea. It is, in fact, as old as education itself. Down through history, in countries all over the world, education has had two great goals: to help young people become smart and to help them become good.

We know that smart and good are not the same. Not long ago, in an upstate New York community, four suburban teenagers—three girls and a boy—broke into their high school at night, emptied several jugs of gasoline, and ignited a fire that did $500,000 worth of damage before it was brought under control. The oldest member of the group was an honor student; the other three were described in press reports as “bright students.” The only discernible motive was that one member of the group was upset because he had missed a French class and had been disciplined.

Realizing that smart and good are not the same, wise societies since the time of Plato have made moral education a deliberate aim of schooling. They have educated for character as well as intellect, decency as well as literacy, virtue as well as knowledge. They have tried to form citizens who will use their intelligence to benefit others as well as themselves, who will try to build a better world.

At the beginning of our country, we had this ancient wisdom about the purposes of schooling. Let’s look at those beginnings, at the forces that drove moral education out of the schools, and at those that are bringing it back.

EDUCATION FOR VIRTUE: THE FOUNDATION OF DEMOCRACY

Moral education, the founders of our democracy asserted, is essential for the success of a democratic society.

Their reasoning went like this: Democracy is government by the people; the people themselves are responsible for ensuring a free and just society. That means the people must, at least in some minimal sense, be good. They must understand and be committed to the moral foundations of democracy: respect for the rights of individuals, regard for law, voluntary participation in public life, and concern for the common good. Loyalty to these democratic virtues, Thomas Jefferson argued, must be instilled at an early age.

Energized by that belief, schools in the early days of the republic tackled character education head on. Through discipline, the teacher’s good example, and the curriculum, schools sought to instruct children in the virtues of patriotism, hard work, honesty, thriftiness, altruism, and courage.

When children practiced their reading, for example, they typically did so through McGuffey Reader tales of heroism and virtue. The tales might seem corny to modern readers, but they captured the imagination of an earlier age. By 1919 the McGuffey Reader had the largest circulation of any book in the world next to the Bible. Better than anything else, McGuffey Reader stories expressed the confidence of an age that knew what it thought about virtue and how to go about instilling it in children.

That same age, of course, was far from perfectly virtuous. Economic exploitation and racial, ethnic, and sexual discrimination were well-entrenched parts of society—and issues not likely to be addressed in the McGuffey Reader. But moral education, however limited, was very much a part of the public school agenda.

WHY MORAL EDUCATION DECLINED

With time, the confident consensus supporting old-fashioned character education began to crumble. It did so under the hammer blows of several powerful forces. Darwinism said that biological life was the product of evolution; that view led people to see other things, including morality, as evolving rather than fixed and certain.13 Einstein’s theory of relativity, though intended to explain only the behavior of physical matter, affected thinking about moral behavior as well. When it comes to right and wrong, many people began to think, “It’s all relative to your point of view.”

Empirical psychology also struck at the conceptual underpinnings of character education. In the late 1920s, Yale University psychologists Hugh Hartshorne and Mark May studied the behavior of some 10,000 children who were given opportunities to lie, cheat, or steal in activities as varied as classroom work, home duties, party games, and athletic contests.14 The inconsistency of children was striking; it was very difficult to predict, for example, whether a child who cheated on the playing field would also cheat in the classroom, or vice versa.

That finding led Hartshorne and May to propound the “doctrine of specificity”: Honest or dishonest behavior by a person is highly variable and determined by the specific situation (such as the degree of risk involved), not by some consistent internal state that one could call “character.” If character didn’t exist, how could one educate for it? Later analyses of Hartshorne and May’s data by other researchers did find some evidence of character; some children were in fact more “integrated” (either consistently honest or consistently dishonest) than other children.15 But when the original study was released, it was the seemingly situation-specific nature of moral behavior that got the headlines—and that weakened support for traditional character education.

Meanwhile, in both American and European universities, a new philosophy was gaining a foothold. “Logical positivism” introduced a fundamental distinction between “fact” and “value.” It held that the only real facts or truths were ones that could be scientifically demonstrated (e.g., “A steel ball when dropped will fall to the ground”). Moral or value statements, by contrast, were considered “emotive”—expressions of feeling rather than fact. Even a statement such as “Rape is wrong” was judged to be personal sentiment rather than objective truth.

In everyday conversations among people who never heard of “logical positivism,” the fallout from this philosophy fell like a cold ash on moral dialogue. If you did happen to express a moral viewpoint, it was common for someone to wag a finger and object, “That’s a value judgment!” A value judgment was automatically dismissed as “just your personal opinion” rather than as a rational, objective claim about what’s good or bad, better or worse. Morality was “privatized”—made to seem purely a matter of private choice, not a matter for public debate and certainly not for public transmission through the schools.

When much of society came to think of morality as being in flux, relative to the individual, situationally variable, and essentially private, public schools retreated from their once central role as moral educators. “In our district,” says a retired elementary school teacher, “it happened in the mid-1950s. The word came down from the administration that we were no longer to teach values; we were to stick to academics.” She comments:


I think the average classroom teacher wanted to go on teaching values. I remember getting into arguments, though, with some of my younger colleagues who’d say, “My values aren’t the same as your values.” I’d say, “Well, what about values like honesty, kindness, and responsibility—can’t we teach those?” But I didn’t get far; there was this new feeling that if we taught any kind of morality, we’d be “imposing our values” on the children.



“Somewhere between Sputnik and computers,” observes a veteran fifth-grade teacher, “morality got lost.” That’s not entirely true, because to some extent schools can’t avoid doing moral education. As social institutions, they must regulate moral behavior: They require students to obey their teachers, forbid them to fight, punish them for cheating, and so on. They also provide, through the visible actions of teachers and other adults, examples of fairness or unfairness, respect or disrespect, caring attention or the lack of it. But when schools got the idea that they shouldn’t “impose” any one set of values, values education, if not actively discouraged, became at best unplanned and unreflective, part of the unexamined curriculum. It was left to the discretion of the individual teacher, without benefit of discussion of which values should be taught and how.16

THE 1960s AND 1970s: THE RISE OF “PERSONALISM”

Social change had been building slowly in the first half of the twentieth century. In the 1960s it accelerated dramatically.

The 1960s saw a worldwide surge of “personalism.” Personalism celebrated the worth, dignity, and autonomy of the individual person, including the subjective self or inner life of the person. It emphasized rights more than responsibility, freedom more than commitment. It led people to focus on expressing and fulfilling themselves as free individuals rather than on fulfilling their obligations as members of groups such as family, church, community, or country.17

All through the turbulent 1960s and into the 1970s, personalism held high the banner of human freedom and the value of the individual person. From this new focus came many good things, such as the civil rights movement, a concern for the rights of women, and a new respect for the child as a person. But along with these advances came problems. People began to regard any kind of constraint on their personal freedom as an intolerable restriction of their individuality. The emphasis on individual freedom fostered general rebellion against authority, and, in many cases, a reluctance on the part of authority figures (including teachers and parents) to exercise their legitimate authority. In the United States, the abuses of power represented by Vietnam and Watergate hastened the general erosion of respect for authority, but the same erosion was occurring in countries around the world.

Personalism spawned a new selfishness. Books with titles such as Looking Out for Number 1 became best-sellers. Slogans such as “Get all you can” and “You can have it all” guided popular thinking about the pursuit of happiness. Polls revealed the emergence of a “new breed” of parents, ones who considered self-fulfillment more important than the old parental ethic of self-denial and sacrifice for one’s children.18 The sexual revolution, which elevated short-term gratification above values of restraint and long-term commitment, was another socially destabilizing manifestation of the new ethic of self-fulfillment.

VALUES CLARIFICATION: PERSONALISM GOES TO SCHOOL

How did the personalism of the 1960s and 1970s affect moral education in the schools?

It gave birth to “values clarification.” This new approach to values in the schools made its debut in 1966 with the publication of Values and Teaching by New York University Professor Louis Raths.19 What did values clarification tell teachers to do? Not to try to teach values at all. Instead, the teacher’s job was to help students learn how to “clarify” their own values. The idea that adults should directly instruct children in right and wrong, or even try to influence students’ “value positions,” was explicitly rejected.

Values clarification caught on in part because it seemed so simple to use. It called for no special training. It offered teachers literally dozens of activities, laid out in cookbook fashion, that could be plugged into any available slot in the day. Here are just two of 79 activities described in Values Clarification: A Handbook of Practical Strategies for Teachers and Students,20 a 1972 paperback that could soon be found on teachers’ desks all over the country:

VALUES WHIP

The teacher or student poses a question to the class and provides a few moments for the members to think about their answers. Then the teacher whips around the room calling upon students to give their answers. Sample questions:


	What is something you are proud of?


	What is some issue about which you have taken a public stand recently?


	What is something you really believe in strongly?




VALUES VOTING

The teacher reads aloud, one by one, questions which begin, “How many of you …?” Then the class votes with a show of hands. Sample questions:


	_____ think there are times when cheating is justified?


	_____ like to read the comics first thing in the Sunday paper?


	_____ would like to own a sailboat?


	_____ think capital punishment should be abolished?


	_____ approve of premarital sex?




In practice, teachers often weren’t sure what to do after students had clarified their values. A ninth-grade English teacher, for example, told of the following experience: As part of a “values voting” exercise, she asked her students, “How many of you have ever shoplifted?” Most raised their hands.

“Don’t you think shoplifting is wrong?” the teacher asked (slipping momentarily from the prescribed neutrality). “We have a right to the material things in life,” answered a student. Others nodded their agreement. “At that point I thought,” the teacher says, “‘Good grief, where do I go from here?’ Thank God the bell rang.”

At its best, values clarification raised some important value issues for students to think about and encouraged them to close the gap between a value they professed (e.g., “Pollution is bad”) and personal action (“What are you doing about it?”). Certain values clarification techniques, as we’ll see in later chapters, can be effectively integrated into a broader approach to moral education. At its worst, however, values clarification mixed up trivial questions (“Do you like to read the comics?”) with important ethical issues (“Should capital punishment be abolished?”). Most seriously, it took the shallow moral relativism loose in the land and brought it into the schools.

Values clarification discussions made no distinction between what you might want to do (such as shoplift) and what you ought to do (respect the property rights of others). There was no requirement to evaluate one’s values against a standard, no suggestion that some values might be better or worse than others.21 As one critic observed, “There’s a big problem with any approach that doesn’t distinguish between Mother Teresa and the Happy Hooker.”

In the end, values clarification made the mistake of treating kids like grown-ups who only needed to clarify values that were already sound. It forgot that children, and a lot of adults who are still moral children, need a good deal of help in developing sound values in the first place.

During the 1970s, values clarification got some competition from other approaches to moral education—such as Lawrence Kohlberg’s “moral dilemma discussions” and an approach called “rational decision-making” that was developed by moral philosophers. These approaches (described more fully in Chapters 12 and 13) rejected values clarification’s moral relativism and attempted to help students develop ethically valid ways of reasoning about moral issues. But their focus was still on “process”—thinking skills—rather than moral content. Teachers still didn’t see it as their role to teach or foster particular values.

SIGNS OF A MORAL DECLINE

Meanwhile, as society celebrated the individual and schools stayed neutral on values, clouds appeared on the moral horizon. There was accumulating evidence of a moral decline, first in society at large and then among the young.

For a while it seemed as if “the establishment” was the source of all evil. Institutional scandals broke with numbing regularity. By the late 1970s, the media reported that more than a hundred American companies had admitted to paying large sums to buy special treatment from U.S. politicians and foreign government officials. The companies’ justification: Everyone was doing it.

The 1980s brought more of the same and then some. Yale Alumni Magazine, in an article titled “Ethics in the Boesky Era,” noted tersely: “Perhaps more than at any time in recent American history, high-level greed and deceit are being seen as business as usual.”22

But the moral slippage wasn’t limited to high-level wheelers and dealers. For many ordinary people, personalism’s emphasis on the individual had made selfishness a respectable life style. Lots of people also got to thinking, “Everybody else is ripping the system off—I’d be a fool not to.”

As evidence that more people are joining in the rule-breaking, Dr. Jerald Jellison, a University of Southern California psychologist who specializes in moral trends, cites rising employee theft (which as of 1984 cost department stores and specialty chains $16 million a day) and increasing misrepresentation of job qualifications (e.g., submitting a phony résumé). Discouraging data on the state of personal ethics also came from a Psychology Today survey in the early 1980s.23 More than 24,000 readers completed the 49-item questionnaire, titled “Making Ethical Choices.” Respondents ranged in age from 13 to 81, but a majority—67 percent—were young adults, in their twenties or thirties. The average level of education of respondents was unusually high; 48 percent of those over 24 had attended graduate school (compared to 7 percent in the general population). Here are some of the moral behaviors that this relatively youthful, highly educated group of persons reported:


	41 percent had driven while drunk or under the influence of drugs.


	33 percent had deceived their best friend about something important in the past year.


	38 percent had cheated on their tax returns.


	45 percent of the respondents—including 49 percent of the men and 44 percent of the women—had cheated on their marriage partners (compared to 38 percent of all respondents in a 1969 Psychology Today survey of sexual behavior).24




When Psychology Today broke its respondents down into subgroups, two additional findings emerged: The more religious people were, the less likely they were to engage in morally questionable acts; and the younger they were, the more likely they were to engage in such behaviors. For the younger respondents, or at least a sizable percentage of them, the old rules had clearly given way to a “new morality.”

TROUBLING YOUTH TRENDS

Certainly, not all young people have adopted shoddy moral standards; indeed, many demonstrate a higher moral consciousness—commitment to human rights, concern about the environment, global awareness—than most of their elders or previous generations. But the general youth trends present a darker picture. Consider the following ten indicators that we are, to a significant degree, failing as a society to provide for the moral development of the young:

1. Violence and vandalism. Among leading industrial nations, the United States has by far the highest murder rate for 15- to 24-year-old males—seven times higher than Canada’s and 40 times higher than Japan’s.25 From 1965 to 1975, the murder rate for American youths under 18 doubled. It stabilized for a decade, then rose an alarming 48 percent between 1985 and 1988.26

Males are seven times more likely than females to engage in juvenile violent crime.27 But girls are not exempt: From 1965 to 1988, arrests of under-18 girls for aggravated assault more than tripled.28 Rising youth violence also cuts across race: Both white and nonwhite youths showed large increases in criminal violence during the past two and a half decades.29

The statistics are even more appalling when you consider the absolute numbers of violent criminal acts carried out each year by children. In 1985, according to the National Center for Juvenile Justice, children 11 years old or younger were responsible for 21 killings, 3,434 assaults, 1,735 robberies, and 435 rapes.30

Youth crimes are also increasingly vicious. “Thieves used to mug a person and run off,” says a Sacramento psychologist. “Now they beat their victims.”31

Sometimes youth violence feeds on the twisted values of Satanic cults. Police report increasing instances of youth crimes where Satanism appears to be involved. Father Joseph Brennan, author of Kingdom of Darkness and a priest who counsels victims of ritual abuse and Satanic cults, estimates conservatively that there are 8,000 Satanic cults in the United States with 100,000 members nationwide.32

If young people do violence to other human beings, it’s hardly surprising that they do the same to property. In a small upstate New York community, two boys, ages 7 and 8, and three girls, ages 5, 6, and 7, recently broke into their school, overturned desks and cabinets, destroyed hanging plants, and smashed two computers and a movie projector. Nationwide, the annual bill for school vandalism runs into the hundreds of millions of dollars.

2. Stealing. In 1981 the National Organization to Prevent Shoplifting surveyed 100,000 young people aged 9 to 21. Half of those surveyed said they had shoplifted at least once; most who had, said they would do it again. Colleges across the country face a rash of library theft; students often razor out assigned articles or book chapters from library materials and take them home for their private use.

3. Cheating. In October 1990 the Josephson Institute of Ethics issued a report The Ethics of American Youth documenting, among other moral problems, widespread cheating by young people.33 In one national survey of more than 6,000 college freshmen and sophomores, 76 percent admitted to cheating in high school.34

Even more disturbing is students’ acceptance of such dishonesty as normal, even necessary, behavior. A series of studies of Georgia high schools asked students to agree or disagree with the statement “sometimes it is necessary to cheat.” In 1969 only one of three students agreed. Ten years later nearly two of three students (65 percent) agreed.35

Cheating used to become a problem in junior high school; now it is a concern of teachers in the elementary grades as well. One sixth-grade teacher, a student in my graduate course in moral education, surveyed her students (11- to 12-year-olds) and found that 48 percent admitted to having cheated. Most said they would do so again.

4. Disrespect for authority. Students’ respect for authority varies widely from school to school, but overall, teachers say, there is a serious problem: Large numbers of children show attitudes of disrespect and defiance that make them resistant to control and basic socialization.

Says a fifth-grade male teacher with 16 years of experience in a suburban school: “You can say to kids, ‘Don’t do that’ and they turn right around and do it. On the playground I find kids more hostile to adult intervention. If you try to break up a fight, they argue with you and then throw another punch as they walk away. That didn’t used to happen.”

5. Peer cruelty. Says a widely respected elementary school teacher: “The change in kids over the past 10 years has been incredible…. It’s not only … disrespect for me, and I find a lot of that. Students also show a lot of cruelty toward one another. They insult, they hurt, they pick on the weakest member of the group, they bully, they push, they solve their problems through physical violence.”

Another teacher, working in a different school district, echoes those observations: “I’ve started subbing after being away for eight years. I can’t believe how cruel kids are with each other. If it’s not physical, it’s verbal. It’s constant, and it’s intense. It’s worst in fourth through sixth grades, but it’s all the way down in the younger grades, too.”

6. Bigotry. After the civil rights movements of the 1960s, we assumed that the battle against bigotry as accepted social behavior had been won. Now it’s painfully clear that that moral victory will have to be won again with a new generation. On college campuses all across the country, noted a Time report titled “Bigotry in the Ivory Tower,” “bigotry and prejudice are making a comeback.”36

According to the National Institute Against Prejudice and Hostility, incidents of racial violence or hostility have been reported at more than 300 U.S. colleges and universities over the past five years. In the fall of 1988, the first black fraternity house at the University of Mississippi was torched before its members had even moved in. At Yale, a swastika and the words WHITE POWER! were painted on the university’s Afro-American Cultural Center.37

There is a hopeful countertrend: The numbers of American college freshmen stating that it is “essential” or “very important” for them to “help promote racial understanding” reached an all-time high of 38 percent in 1990.38 But the fact that so many college students are now concerned about racial prejudice indicates just how serious the problem is. Most worrisome, the resurgence of prejudice on the part of many youths is occurring at the very time that greater tolerance is needed. Young people growing up today will have to function in an increasingly multicultural society—one in which a third of all Americans will be members of nonwhite racial or ethnic groups by the year 2000.

7. Bad language. Language is an index of civilization; changes in language are socially significant. If you ask teachers how children have changed, one of the first things they mention is their language.

Says a fifth-grade teacher in a Westchester County, New York, suburb: “Kids’ language these days is appalling. If someone is playing a game and misses a shot, a four-letter word is the standard reaction. It’s how casual they are about it that disturbs me the most.” Adds a high school counselor: “We have kids who will shout to their friends in the hall, ‘Hey, what the f——are you doin’ after school?’ They are totally egocentric—utterly oblivious to the fact that someone else might find such language offensive.”

Students, moreover, get so used to using four-letter words that the same words come out in conflicts, with all the explosive impact such language has when used with hostility. “Most physical violence in my school,” says an elementary school principal, “begins with foul language.” Such language is directed at adults as well as at fellow students: A 1987 Harvard University study of violence in schools reported that 59 percent of teachers in urban schools and 40 percent in rural areas said they face swearing and obscene gestures from students.39

8. Sexual precocity and abuse. Children’s vulgar language is often part of a larger pattern: a loss of innocence that includes sexual precocity.

A sixth-grade teacher in a central New York town comments: “These are kids who have grown up on R-rated movies, TV shows, and ads that push sex at them constantly. I’ve seen the influence of this in my own classroom, where the boys bring in Playboy, the girls wear high heels, makeup, and jewelry, and the kids write sexual notes to one another.”

Each year 14,000 girls under age 14 have babies.40 In my own small community, there is a counselor who works with a group of 11- to 13-year-old girls who have already been sexually active, some since they were 10.

All such premature sexual behavior on the part of the young should really be classified as abuse—of both self and other. But even if one looks only at what traditionally counts as abuse—acts of coercion—there is evidence of a marked increase of sexual abuse of children by other children, and at younger and younger ages. In May 1988, The Washington Post ran a story that began: “Two 7-year-old Washington boys recently were arrested, held for six hours, fingerprinted, and photographed after they held a 7-year-old girl to the ground [at knifepoint], exposed their genitals and hers, and pressed against her.”41

At a recent national conference in Keystone, Colorado, mental health experts and social workers testified that thousands of young Americans (usually victims of adult sex abusers) sexually abuse thousands of even younger Americans every year.42 New York City psychiatrist Dr. Judith Becker reports: “The age of the perpetrators has been decreasing, and the age of the victims has been decreasing. When I first got involved [15 years ago], the average age of the victims was 12. Now it’s 8.”43

9. Increasing self-centeredness and declining civic responsibility. In a 1989 Gallup poll, young adults aged 18 to 29 made the following self-indictment: A total of 89 percent said their generation was more selfish than people their age twenty years ago, and 82 percent said they were more materialistic.44

Materialism rears its head as early as the elementary school grades. Says a teacher of third grade: “There’s a lot more talk about money in school. I have kids who say to me, ‘You can’t tell me what to do—my father makes more money than you do.’”

Among college students, the preoccupation with money is starkly evident. Each fall UCLA’s Higher Education Research Institute polls the country’s entering college freshmen at approximately 550 colleges in a survey, The American Freshman, that serves as a barometer of national values. Students are asked to rate the importance of various life goals. In 1970 only 39.1 percent rated being very well off financially as an “essential” or “very important” life goal. By 1987 that figure had soared to a record high of 75.6 percent. (Since then it has dropped slightly—to 73.7 percent in 1990.)45 In 1970 the most strongly endorsed goal was developing a meaningful philosophy of life; 82.9 percent of college freshmen rated that as essential or very important. By 1987 that number had fallen to 39.4 percent.46

Meanwhile, the Economic Policy Institute releases a study showing that in the past decade America’s rich have significantly increased their income while the poor have grown poorer—a reversal of trends in earlier decades.47

It shouldn’t be surprising that the quest for personal wealth has been accompanied by a lessening of civic responsibility. Young people’s growing detachment from public life was the subject of an extensive study conducted by the Times Mirror Center and published in June 1990 as a report titled The Age of Indifference. Its major conclusion: “Today’s young Americans, aged 18 to 30, know less and care less about news and public affairs than any other generation of Americans in the past 50 years.”48

On the bright side there are some tentative signs of a recovery of social consciousness, at least about some issues. In 1990, for example, 33.9 percent of college freshmen said they considered it essential or very important to “become involved in programs to clean up the environment”—more than double the number just five years before.49 But the overall picture still shows a weak sense of civic responsibility, especially when compared with that of previous generations.

10. Self-destructive behavior. As young people have become more self-centered, they have also become more self-destructive.

Premature sexual activity, already discussed, is certainly a prime example of such self-injurious behavior. According to a 1988 United Nations report, the United States now has one of the highest teenage pregnancy rates and the highest teen abortion rate in the developed world.50 By one estimate, 1 in 7 American adolescents has a sexually transmitted disease.51 And despite the widespread publicity about the threat of AIDS, the proportion of college freshmen who agree that “if two people really like each other, it’s all right for them to have sex even if they have known each other for only a very short time” increased to 51.0 percent in 1990 (up from 46.8 percent in 1984).52

Drugs are a national scourge. According to the National Institute on Drug Abuse, U.S. youth still show the highest level of drug use of young people anywhere in the industrialized world.53 By the mid-1980s, according to a University of Michigan study, 4 of every 10 Americans in their late twenties had tried cocaine.54 Only a third of college students surveyed said they saw any risk. Meanwhile, between 1984 and 1988, cocaine-related deaths nationwide more than tripled.55

Increasingly, drugs are infiltrating elementary schools. In the Bronx, one 11-year-old was found with 411 vials of crack. The month before on Long Island, a 10-year-old was arrested for selling crack.

As in other problem areas, it’s the attitudes toward drugs that are even more disturbing than the behavior. When Ben Johnson was found to have used steroids to win the hundred-meter race in the 1988 Summer Olympics, one of his competitors in the hundred, Horace Dove-Edwin of California, reacted with the following comment:


Everybody uses drugs. Give me a break … they have got everything, human blood hormone, all kinds of drugs. Steroids is nothing anymore. It’s just a little itty-bitty drug. You can get it anywhere.56



Alcohol abuse by the young is also epidemic. In a survey carried out by the National Institute on Alcohol Abuse and Alcoholism, 2 of 5 high school seniors said they get drunk (5 or more consecutive drinks) once or more every weekend.57 One of 3 teens has a serious alcohol-related problem. Four of every 10 people killed in drunk-driving accidents are teenagers.58

Finally, the suicide rate of children in the United States has risen 300 percent during the past three decades.59 Annually, about a half million teenagers try to kill themselves; about 6,000 succeed. In a 1988 survey by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1 in 7 teens (1 in 10 boys and 1 in 5 girls) said they have tried to commit suicide.60

The United States has no monopoly on these problems. Here is a Canadian magazine, arguing the case for values education in the schools: A total of 70 percent of Ontario’s children in grades 7 through 13 use alcohol; 33 percent of tenth-grade boys and 25 percent of girls have had sexual intercourse, accompanied by rising rates of teen pregnancy and abortion; suicide is the second leading cause of death among teenagers.61

In the summer of 1987, I was in Japan for the first East—West conference on moral education. Speakers from 15 countries described the moral problems their nations faced and how they were trying to address them. The similarities were striking: Everyone is concerned about the breakdown of the family; everyone is concerned about the negative impact of television on children; everyone is concerned about the growing self-centeredness, materialism, and delinquency they see among their young.

Faced with problems like these, countries all over the world are turning to their educational systems for help. The paralyzing concern of a few years ago that teaching values might violate pluralism and upset some people is giving way to what now seems like a self-evident truth: Not to equip the young with a moral sense is a grave ethical failure on the part of any society.

SUMMING UP THE CASE FOR VALUES EDUCATION

As we stand on the threshold of the twenty-first century, there are at least ten good reasons why schools should be making a clearheaded and wholehearted commitment to teaching moral values and developing good character:

1. There is a clear and urgent need. Young people are increasingly hurting themselves and others, and decreasingly concerned about contributing to the welfare of their fellow human beings. In this they reflect the ills of societies in need of moral and spiritual renewal.

2. Transmitting values is and always has been the work of civilization.62A society needs values education both to survive and to thrive—to keep itself intact, and to keep itself growing toward conditions that support the full human development of all its members. Historically, three social institutions have shared the work of moral education: the home, the church, and the school. In taking up values education, schools are returning to their time-honored role, abandoned briefly in the middle part of this century.

3. The school’s role as moral educator becomes even more vital at a time when millions of children get little moral teaching from their parents and when value-centered influences such as church or temple are also absent from their lives. These days, when schools don’t do moral education, influences hostile to good character rush in to fill the values vacuum.

4. There is common ethical ground even in our value-conflicted society. Americans have intense and often angry differences over moral issues such as abortion, homosexuality, euthanasia, and capital punishment. Despite this diversity, we can identify basic, shared values that allow us to engage in public moral education in a pluralistic society. Indeed, pluralism itself is not possible without agreement on values such as justice, honesty, civility, democratic process, and a respect for truth.63

5. Democracies have a special need for moral education, because democracy is government by the people themselves. The people must care about the rights of others and the common good and be willing to assume the responsibilities of democratic citizenship.

6. There is no such thing as value-free education. Everything a school does teaches values—including the way teachers and other adults treat students, the way the principal treats teachers, the way the school treats parents, and the way students are allowed to treat school staff and each other. If questions of right and wrong are never discussed in classrooms, that, too, teaches a lesson about how much morality matters. In short, the relevant issue is never “Should schools teach values?” but rather “Which values will they teach?” and “How well will they teach them?”

7. Moral questions are among the great questions facing both the individual person and the human race. For each of us as individuals, a question of the utmost existential importance is: “How should I live my life?” For all of humanity, two of the most important questions facing us as we enter the next century are: “How can we live with each other?” and “How can we live with nature?”64

8. There is broad-based, growing support for values education in the schools. It comes from the federal government, which has identified values education as essential in the fight against drugs and crime. It comes from statehouses, which have passed resolutions calling upon all school districts to teach the values necessary for good citizenship and a law-abiding society. It comes from business, which recognizes that a responsible labor force requires workers who have character traits of honesty, dependability, pride in work, and the capacity to cooperate with others.

Support also comes from reform-minded groups such as Educators for Social Responsibility, which know that progress toward social justice and global peace demands morally principled citizens. It comes from groups such as the American Jewish Committee, which in 1988 reversed its long-standing caution against values education and issued a report urging schools to teach “civic virtues” such as “honesty, civility, responsibility, tolerance, and loyalty….”65

Perhaps most significantly, support for school-based values education comes from parents who are looking for help in a world where it’s harder than ever to raise good children. For more than a decade, every Gallup poll that has asked parents whether schools should teach morals has come up with an unequivocal yes. Typical is the finding that 84 percent of parents with school-age children say they want the public schools to provide “instruction that would deal with morals and moral behavior.”66

9. An unabashed commitment to moral education is essential if we are to attract and keep good teachers. Says a young woman preparing to enter the teaching profession:


I am not a teacher yet, but I need a sense of hope that teachers can help to turn around the community-shattering values of today’s society: materialism, me-first apathy, and disregard for truth and justice. Many of the teachers with whom I’ve spoken have been frustrated, some to the point of despair, with the deteriorating moral fiber of their students and the lack of effective methods in the schools to counter this trend. It is a hard message for me to hear as I stand on the threshold of a teaching career.



If you want to do one thing to improve the lives of teachers, says Boston University educator Kevin Ryan, make moral education—including the creation of a civil, humane community in the school—the center of school life.

10. Values education is a doable job. Given the enormous moral problems facing the country, their deep social roots, and the ever-increasing responsibilities that schools already shoulder, the prospect of taking on moral education can seem overwhelming. The good news, as we will see, is that values education can be done within the school day, is happening now in school systems all across the country, and is making a positive difference in the moral attitudes and behavior of students, with the result that it’s easier for teachers to teach and students to learn.

Until recently, calls for school reform have focused on academic achievement. Now we know that character development is needed as well. That awareness cuts across all spheres of society; the current call for teaching values in the schools is part of an “ethics boom” that has seen more than a hundred institutionalized ethics programs—in fields as varied as journalism, medicine, law, and business—established in the United States in just the past few years.67 We are recovering a foundational understanding: Just as character is the ultimate measure of an individual, so it is also the ultimate measure of a nation.

To develop the character of our children in a complex and changing world is no small task. But it is time to take up the challenge.


CHAPTER 2

[image: ]

Educating for Character—
and Why Schools Need
Help from Home


Schools today must lead the battle against the worst psycho-social epidemics that have ever plagued the children of our society…. Schools need programs to protect children against the ravages of social disorganization and family collapse.

—PERRY LONDON, Professor, Harvard
    Graduate School of Education1




The moral education thing bothers me because I feel as if I’m doing it alone. Many parents seem to enjoy their rights—having a child—but no longer seem to want the responsibilities. I get the feeling, who’s helping me here?

—Elementary school teacher, central
    New York






In the face of a deteriorating social fabric, schools know they must do something to try to teach children good values. To take on that task, however, they need two things: hope that it can be done, and the feeling that they won’t be doing it alone.

Hope that it can be done comes from examples of schools that have made a deliberate effort to teach values and are seeing results. The feeling that the school won’t have to do this alone comes from another encouraging trend: schools and families working together to educate a moral child.

WHAT’S WORKING

Here, from around the country and Canada, are glimpses of what schools are doing to promote positive values and good character2:

• Since 1984, Atlanta high schoolers must demonstrate a spirit of citizenship by completing 75 hours of community work before graduation. At a high school in St. Louis, the principal tells students that they’ve taken from St. Louis for a long time; now it’s their turn to give something back. Sometime during their four years, they each render community service.3

• In Chicago, an organization called For Character has sponsored an awards program to recognize area elementary and secondary schools that excel in fostering both student character and academic excellence. A survey of winning schools, which include some inner-city schools in poverty areas plagued by crime, finds they have many things in common: clarity of school goals, rigorous academics, consistent and fair discipline, strong leadership, the cultivation of school spirit, and a stress on conduct that is considerate of the welfare of others.4

The way a school is run, For Character believes, is the most important kind of character education it provides.

• Birch Meadow Elementary School in Reading, Massachusetts, believes that schools should be run with a healthy dose of democracy to teach students the skills and values of democratic citizenship. Teachers conduct daily class meetings on topics such as what to do about a complaint from the second-graders that the older kids are hogging the playground equipment during recess. Elected class representatives take concerns and proposals to the Primary Student Council (grades 1 through 3) or the Intermediate Student Council (grades 4 through 6), both of which meet weekly over lunch with the principal. The overall aim: to create the feeling that “this is everybody’s school, and everybody has a responsibility to make it a good place to be and learn.”5

• Developing students’ understanding of and respect for the law is the focus of Law in a Free Society, an educational project of the California State Bar Association.6 Says project associate Mike Leong: “Even kids in kindergarten can understand why there is a need for authority, what would happen on the playground if there were no rules, and what makes a good rule.”7 Law in a Free Society develops and disseminates classroom curricula for kindergarten through twelfth grade, explaining concepts such as authority, justice, privacy, responsibility, freedom, diversity, property, and participation.8

• “To strengthen self-esteem in the face of peer pressure”; “to deal with conflict in a positive, nonviolent manner”; “to develop an understanding of prejudice”; “to take responsibility for one’s decisions”—these are some of the goals of PREPARE, a popular Canadian, curriculum-based citizenship program for grades 4 through 6. Developed by the Hamilton, Ontario, Board of Education with funding from the local Rotary Club, PREPARE consists of 7 curriculum units, each including a student activity book and teacher’s guide focused on a particular theme. The units were developed employing a curriculum-design strategy widely used in Canada: taking a broad concept and breaking it down into 6 to 8 “key ideas.” Classroom activities are then developed that help students grasp and apply each of the key ideas.

PREPARE has spread to dozens of other school systems in Ontario and elsewhere. A parallel citizenship program for teens, Preparing Adolescents for Tomorrow, features units on impaired driving, family law, making relationships work, personal safety, shoplifting, and suicide prevention.9

• In San Ramon, California, three elementary schools have participated in what is very likely the most ambitious, well-researched values education program in the world: the Child Development Project (CDP). Supported by a $1 million-a-year grant from the Hewlett Foundation, CDP has helped these three schools implement a values program consisting of five interlocking components: (1) cooperative learning; (2) using children’s literature to develop empathy and understanding of others; (3) exposing students to a variety of prosocial examples; (4) involving students in helping relationships (e.g., cross-age tutors and buddies); and (5) developmental discipline, aimed at fostering students’ moral reasoning and self-control. Besides its comprehensive school-based approach, CDP has a home program aimed at getting parents on board.

The object of hundreds of inquiries from school systems around the country, the Child Development Project has been singled out as an exemplary school program by the National School Boards Association, the National Council for the Social Studies, and the U.S. Department of Education.10

• Since 1979, eighth-graders in Brookline, Massachusetts, as part of their social studies curriculum, have participated in an award-winning program called Facing History and Ourselves. Devoted to the study of the Nazi Holocaust and the universal human tendency toward prejudice and scapegoating, Facing History and Ourselves poses the question “How could this happen?”

During the eight weeks of the program, students express their thoughts and feelings in journals, which become one of the most important indicators of the curriculum’s impact. At the end of the eight weeks, one girl wrote:


I’m glad this unit was taught to us, and especially to me. At the beginning, I have to admit I was prejudiced against Jews and was glad they were killed. I know this is awful, especially if that is your religion. Then you and the class discussions proved to me I was wrong! Jewish is just like me and other people.11



Brookline’s Facing History and Ourselves Foundation offers training to school staffs that wish to implement this curriculum.12 To date, Facing History and Ourselves has been used in more than 300 courses in 46 states and Canada.

• In 1988 Dr. James Finch, superintendent of Sweet Home School District in Amherst, New York, decided “to take values education out of the closet and make it our top district priority.”13 He wrote a letter to his entire staff and asked, “Who thinks this is important and would like to get involved?” A total of 75 people replied. He then set up a 19-member Values Education Council, chaired by teacher Sharon Banas, which challenged each school to identify its top values concerns and create strategies for addressing them. At Sweet Home Middle School, students constructed large vinyl banners that read I AM RESPONSIBLE FOR MY DAY or I WANT RESPECT AND I SHOW IT, and hung them in key spots around the school. Daily messages on respect and responsibility are included in the morning announcements and repeated on the electronic message board in the cafeteria. As part of the Positive Bus Program initiated by bus driver Mary Zimmerman, district drivers developed respect and responsibility rules to post on their buses. Drivers also hand out green ribbons for students to give to someone they see performing a caring act during the school day. At Heritage Heights Elementary School, students now have values education assemblies twice a week. At the high school, a proposal is in the works for awarding a varsity letter for community service.

“There hasn’t been a single parent complaint about the school teaching values,” says Dee Serrio, president of Sweet Home’s PTA Council. “Parents had input, and this whole program contains nothing more than the values parents said they wanted for their children.”14

DOES VALUES EDUCATION MAKE A DIFFERENCE?

What is the effectiveness of these new efforts in values education? Have they improved the moral attitudes and behavior of students?

Early indicators are encouraging. My research for this book has taken me across this country and to Canada for a firsthand look at schools doing deliberate moral education, and at every school I’ve visited, people say that the commitment to values education has paid off.

The evidence for that claim varies. Sometimes schools can point to numbers. At San Marcos Junior High School in California, a course in responsible decision-making is now required of all seventh- and eighth-graders. Says assistant superintendent Joseph DeDiminicantanio: “Last year we had one drug incident all year, compared to about a dozen the year before” (prior to implementing the new curriculum). Student pregnancies are also down, and test scores are up.15

Sometimes the testimonies are subjective but nonetheless persuasive, especially when they come from the students themselves. One of the Canadian schools I visited was the Scarborough Village Public School in Ontario, recommended to me by that province’s Values Education Centre.16 I interviewed a group of fifth-graders and asked them how many had gone to schools other than this one; about half raised their hands. “How is this school different?” I asked.

A girl answered: “People don’t pick on you here. At my last school, they used to flush my gloves down the toilet. They teased me. I was too short one year, too tall the next. It kept on getting worse. If I tried to do something about it, they’d do it more. Sometimes they’d punch me in the stomach. They said I was a sissy if I told.”

“What did teachers do if you told them about it?”

“They said, ‘There’s nothing I can do.’”

“How do kids treat you here?”

“Special—like I belong.”

“How do they make you feel that you belong?”

“They don’t beat me up. They talk with me. They play with me. People are just nice here.”

“Not that these kids are angels,” a volunteer mother hastened to add afterward. But it was clear, from the interactions I observed and what adults and children said, that the fifth-grade girl’s comment “People are just nice here” defined the prevailing norm.

The most severe test of a values education program is whether it can turn a bad situation around. Winkelman Elementary School, serving a diverse community north of Chicago (some children are from welfare families, others arrive in limousines), is a case in point. Several years ago, fights and put-downs among children were a serious problem at Winkelman, and children would often “smart-off” to teachers and other adults.

Resolved to make a change, Winkelman launched a project called Let’s Be Courteous, Let’s Be Caring. The values of courtesy and caring were stressed at every opportunity, through photo displays in the corridors, discussions in classrooms, private conversations between teachers and children, school assemblies, citizenship awards, meetings with parents, and service projects in the community.

The moral environment at Winkelman steadily improved. When I visited the school, parents said fights are now very rare; children said if they forgot their lunch, they could always count on somebody giving them some of theirs; an experienced teacher who was new to the school testified that children treat adults and each other with an impressive degree of respect; and the principal reported that a kindergartner had recently come up to her and said, “I like this school because I get to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’ here.” In recognition of its efforts and success, Winkelman was one of the schools selected for an award by the Chicago organization For Character.17

WHAT THE RESEARCH SHOWS

What does the formal research show? Most of the current efforts in values education have not been subjected to a controlled research evaluation. But the empirical studies that have been done are promising.18

For example: Students in the Holocaust curriculum Facing History and Ourselves were compared on a number of measures with a control group (like-ability eighth-grade students in the same school who did not get the Holocaust program). Facing History students were significantly superior in their understanding of how individuals’ decisions are affected by their society and in the complexity of their reasoning about issues such as leadership, exclusion, and conflict resolution.19

By far, the most extensive evaluation of any values education program has been carried out by California’s Child Development Project. Its Hewlett Foundation support has enabled CDP to employ a team of research psychologists who have amassed a mountain of data aimed at answering this question: Does a multifaceted values program, begun in kindergarten and sustained throughout a child’s elementary school years, make a measurable and lasting difference in a child’s moral thinking, attitudes, and behavior?

In setting up its research design, CDP asked San Ramon’s 13 elementary schools, “Who would like to participate?” Six schools were eager to do so. Those six schools were then divided into two groups of three, matched for size and socioeconomic factors, and a coin was flipped to determine which three schools would be the program schools and which would be the control schools.

Five years later, in 1989, CDP’s report card was positive. Results were in for children who had participated in the program from kindergarten through fourth grade. Not all of the tests and observations showed statistically significant differences between program schools and comparison schools. But significant differences emerged in four areas:


	Classroom behavior: Program students showed more spontaneous acts of helping, cooperation, affection, and encouragement toward one another in the classroom.


	Playground behavior: Program children showed more concern toward others on the playground—but were not less assertive than comparison children.


	Social problem-solving skills: In resolving hypothetical conflicts, program students paid more attention to the needs of all parties, were less likely to propose aggressive solutions, and came up with more alternative plans.


	Commitment to democratic values: Program children were more committed to democratic values such as the belief that all members of a group have a right to participate in the group’s decisions and activities.20




What’s more, these gains have been achieved without any sacrifice in academic achievement—crucial results in an age of high-pressure academic accountability. CDP children scored as well as their comparison school counterparts on California’s standardized measures of school success.

CDP’s grant has been extended for several more years so that additional questions can be investigated: Will the positive program effects persist now that students have moved on to junior high school, where there is no special values program? Will CDP students be less likely to be represented among teen pregnancies and students who get involved in substance abuse? And will the CDP program work in a less affluent, more ethnically heterogeneous school district such as Hayward, California (where implementation of CDP is now under way)?

WHAT IS THE FAMILY’S ROLE?

There is growing evidence that schools can make a difference in the character development of the young. But can they do the whole job? What is the role of the family?

Common sense tells us that the family is the primary moral educator of the child. Parents are their children’s first moral teachers. They are also the most enduring influence: Children change teachers every year but typically have at least one of the same parents all through their growing years. The parent-child relationship is also laden with special emotional significance, causing children to feel either loved and worthwhile or unloved and unimportant. Finally, parents are in a position to teach morality as part of a larger worldview that offers a vision of life’s meaning and ultimate reasons for leading a moral life. All this is confirmed by a stack of studies pointing to the power of parental influence.21

In one study, adolescents who followed their consciences when faced with a moral dilemma had parents who took their children’s moral transgressions seriously. These parents, when their youngster broke trust or hurt a third person in some way, were much more likely than parents of less morally mature children to express disappointment, show indignation, point out the unfairness of the act, appeal to the child’s own sense of responsibility, and demand apologies and reparation.22

How well parents teach their children to respect their authority also lays the foundation for future moral growth. The parents who are most effective, the research indicates, are “authoritative”—requiring obedience from their children but providing clear reasons for their expectations, so that children eventually internalize the moral rationale and act responsibly on their own. By contrast, both “permissive” parents (who are reluctant to set rules and confront transgressions) and “authoritarian” parents (who are high on control but low on reasoning to explain rules and motivate compliance) are less successful at all age levels in raising self-controlled, socially responsible children.23

Love, like authority, is foundational. Eighth-graders who are relatively mature in their moral reasoning rate their fathers as more affectionate and more involved with them than do eighth-graders who are immature in their moral reasoning.24 Young children who are most securely attached to their parents are the ones most likely to comply with family rules.25

Finally, the quality of parenting is the best predictor of whether a youngster gets in trouble with the law. One classic study looked at several thousand junior and senior high school teenagers. It found that the closer the mother’s supervision of the child, the better the communication with his or her father, and the greater the affection between child and both parents, the less the likelihood of juvenile delinquency.26

CHANGES IN THE FAMILY

The family has undeniable clout as a moral socializer of children. But families are changing.

Most families have been touched, in one way or another, by the heartache of divorce. One of two U.S. marriages now ends in divorce. Our divorce rate, which has more than doubled since 1960,27 is the highest in the world. About 60 percent of children whose parents break up will spend the rest of their childhood in a single-parent home.28

Nearly always, women are the ones who must shoulder the responsibility of raising their children without a helpmate and often must do so with the additional burden of poverty. By 1988, according to a National Commission on Children report, 55 percent of families headed by a single mother were poor (compared with 12 percent of two-parent families).

For the first time in history, more than half of all children under 18 have a mother who works outside the home, often out of economic necessity. Nearly half of all mothers of 1-year-olds are now in the labor force.

Families are also more mobile than ever before. Every year, one of five families in America moves—away from the people who give parents a support network and children a sense of who they are.29

How have all these changes in the family affected children?

It depends. Many parents, despite adverse circumstances, make raising their children a high priority, and their children manage to thrive. All too often, however, fractured families and the stress of outside commitments carry a cost that children pay. The impact of broken homes, social science is beginning to reveal, may be greater than anyone had supposed. In the early 1970s, Dr. Judith Wallerstein, psychologist and senior lecturer at the University of California at Berkeley, embarked on what she thought would be a one-year study of middle-class families that had just been through a divorce. Her thesis was that “normal, healthy people would be able to work out their problems following divorce in about one year’s time.” Instead, she ended up doing a 10-year study documenting just how wrong her original assumption was. In her best-selling book Second Chances: Men, Women, and Children a Decade After Divorce, she writes:


When we conducted follow-up interviews one year to 18 months later, we found most families still in crisis. Their wounds were wide open. Turmoil and distress had not noticeably subsided. Many adults still felt angry, humiliated, and rejected, and most had not gotten their lives back together. An unexpectedly large number of children were on a downward course. Their symptoms were worse than before.30



Many children, Wallerstein says, realize the finality of the situation only with the passage of time. Hence the “sleeper effect”: At the five-year mark, straight-A students began to have problems at school, and quiet, well-behaved boys became hyperactive bullies. At both the five-and ten-year marks, more than a third of the children were suffering from either drug and alcohol addiction, depression, or sexual promiscuity.

Even before the scientific evidence began to come in, teachers and principals could testify to the pain in children’s lives caused by ruptured family relationships. Here is Fred Gula, who has logged more than two decades as principal of a small elementary school in the town of Scotia, New York:


The biggest change I’ve seen has been the increase in the number of single-parent families. This morning I had a fourth-grader in my office who is home at night by himself. His mom is a waitress. No father. He takes care of his 5-year-old sister. There’s a boyfriend who is sometimes in the home; he is abusive toward the boy. There’s no family structure. And then we demand that the child perform at school. I think most behavior problems we see today can be traced to home situations.



Many single parents, it’s important to recognize, make conscientious efforts to meet their children’s needs; they set aside time to play with them, have private talks with them, help them with their homework, keep track of their lives, and try to teach good values.31 By comparison, some two-parent families make their children less of a priority.

In the United States there are now more than 8 million latchkey children.32 A fourth-grade teacher in central New York comments:


The changes we’re seeing in kids, such as the increase in meanness, reflect changes in families. A lot of these kids are coming home to empty houses. They open the door, open a can of Spaghetti-O’s, do their own laundry, take the same clothes, and put them back on. These kids have a lot of responsibility, but only for themselves. They develop a hard shell. That’s why so many of them are coming up cruel.



Often, family relationships are the casualties of life in the fast lane. Many parents overschedule themselves and their children to the point where parent-child face-to-face communication nearly disappears. A Baltimore County, Maryland, public school survey found that parents spent an average of two minutes a day in “meaningful dialogue” with their children.

WHEN CHILDREN AND PARENTS DON’T HAVE A CLOSE RELATIONSHIP

When children don’t have a close relationship with their parents and an identification with family values, they are more vulnerable to peer pressure. Says an elementary teacher:


We’re seeing peer pressure at an earlier age. It used to be in the teens. Now it’s strong even by fourth grade. Kids don’t seem to be able to resist the group. They don’t seem to have the strong foundation at home that would enable them to resist.



Add to this heightened susceptibility to peer pressure the reduced supervision by parents, and you have the recipe for the kind of self-destructive behavior that is jeopardizing many young people’s lives. I spoke with a junior high school teacher whose 24-year-old daughter is a church youth worker in an affluent New Jersey suburb. This teacher said:


My daughter says she can see a change in the six years since she graduated from high school. She says the kids she works with party every weekend, and it’s beer, cocaine, and sex. They can usually find a house where the parents are gone for the weekend. The parents have no idea what their kids are doing; one of the leaders is the minister’s son. These are people who live in beautiful homes on acre lots. On the outside, they’re superstar families.



Finally, for several reasons—confusion about their own values, the seeming laxness of other parents, the fear that their children won’t accept their advice or controls—many parents have lost a crucial commodity in child-rearing: confidence in their own authority. Comments a Wisconsin superintendent: “Parents ask us questions like, ‘I don’t want my daughter to go out on school nights, but what do I say when she says other parents let their kids go out during the week?’ Many of these parents are bright and successful at their jobs but are not grounded in a clear sense of their own values. That gets in the way of their offering moral counsel to their children or taking stands that require moral courage.”

THE PLIGHT OF SCHOOLS: A BIGGER JOB WITH LESS SUPPORT

How have the changes in families affected the school’s job as moral educator? They’ve made it harder in several ways.

When families don’t meet the basic physical and emotional needs of children, children are not prepared to function in school mentally or morally. Increasingly, children come to school without breakfast, without enough sleep, without their homework done, and without the feeling that anybody really cares about them. Learning difficulties and behavior problems are often the result.

When parents don’t develop a close relationship with their children and use that relationship to teach them right conduct, schools have to start from scratch. Says a fifth-grade teacher in a Boston suburb:


About ten years ago I showed my class some moral dilemma filmstrips. I found they knew right from wrong, even if they didn’t always practice it. Now I find more and more of them don’t know. They don’t think it’s wrong to pick up another person’s property without their permission or to go into somebody else’s desk. They barge between two adults when they’re talking and seem to lack manners in general. You want to ask them, “Didn’t your mother ever teach you that?”



Moreover, when families are overstressed or undercommitted to their children, they give teachers little help when their child is a problem in school. Says a first-grade teacher: “I have children who steal, fight, and use bad language—and when I talk to their parents, they are frequently apathetic or haven’t any idea what to do about the problem.”

Some parents even espouse values that are the direct opposite of what the school is trying to teach—as in the case of the second-grader who reported that his mother told him, “It’s okay if you steal. You’re not 16 yet, so they can’t put you in jail.”

Often the subversion of the school’s values is less direct but no less detrimental. Says an assistant headmaster at an elite northeastern private high school: “When you catch kids cheating on a test or plagiarizing on a paper and their parents come in to defend them, you feel undermined—how can you hope to get the student to take standards of honesty seriously?”

“It used to be,” observes a Kansas City principal, “that if you were in trouble at school, you were in double trouble at home. Parents and teachers closed ranks. Now the parent is likely to be on the phone carrying on about their child’s ‘rights.’”

In short, schools are being asked to carry more and more of the burden of moral education with less support. They can no longer assume, as they once generally could, a strong, cohesive family that supports and teaches the value norms of the school.33

SCHOOLS AND FAMILIES: ESSENTIAL PARTNERS

Even if schools can improve students’ conduct while they are in school—and the evidence shows that they can indeed do that—the likelihood of lasting impact on the character of a child is diminished if the school’s values aren’t supported at home. For that reason, schools and families must come together in common cause. Working together, these two formative social institutions have real power to raise up moral human beings and to elevate the moral life of the nation.

In that hope, many schools are already recruiting parents as partners in moral education. One approach is to propose to parents the moral values the school wants to teach, get their input, and then get a commitment to common goals. Says the assistant headmaster who was upset by families defending children caught cheating: “We have suffered in the past from not having an explicit compact with our parents.”

Another approach begins by recognizing that many parents are isolated from each other, don’t know the parents of their children’s friends, aren’t sure what limits are appropriate for children of different ages, and so have trouble exercising parental authority. To help with that situation, one K—12 school in Washington, D.C., has formed “parent peer groups,” which meet periodically (once a month, for example), sometimes at school, sometimes in a parent’s home.

A teacher or the principal participates in each group. Each meeting begins with parents introducing themselves, giving their children’s names, and suggesting one or two topics they would like to address. In the lower school (prekindergarten to grade 4), typical questions are, “How do you get your kids to help around the house?” and “What TV programs are right for young children?”

Middle school parents ask questions such as, “What would you do if your sixth-grader got invited to a birthday party where the entertainment was going to be an R-rated movie?” High school parents ask each other, “What do you do when your child gets invited to an open party and doesn’t know whether the parents are going to be there or whether there’ll be drinking?” “What rules do you have about using the car?”34

Schools that have sponsored parent support groups like these report that participating parents work together more to plan events for the school and community and feel helped in their parenting by being able to share values and get support from other parents. These schools are restoring what has been recently missing: a moral community around the school that provides the support system schools need to do effective character education.35

There are other reasons for optimism that families and schools can function as allies. Recall the large majority of parents who tell the public opinion polls that they want schools to “teach morals.” Not all of them are passing the buck. Many are saying, “We’re willing to do our part, but we need help.”

Some parents, to be sure, will remain apathetic or hostile toward the school’s efforts in the area of values. But it doesn’t take everybody to make an idea work; it takes only a critical mass. Committed schools are already showing that there are many parents willing to join forces to help children grow into good and decent people. That alliance is an important part of the new character education.
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