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The Moral Child 
We're at ground zero in the culture wars: how to raise decent kids when
traditional ties to church, school and community are badly frayed; 
Boston 

By Wray Herbert and Missy Daniel 
Posted 5/26/96

Only in contemporary America could selecting a family anthology be considered a political 

act. On one cultural flank is famous Republican moralist William Bennett's bestselling 

Book of Virtues, a hefty collection of tales, fables and poems celebrating universal virtues 

such as courage, compassion and honesty. Side by side with the Bennett tome in many 

bookstores is Herbert Kohl and Colin Greer's A Call to Character, a similar assemblage of 

proverbs and stories organized around equally cherished values. No one could blame the 

casual browser for arbitrarily grabbing one or the other. But it's not a casual choice. These 

two volumes represent a fundamental and acrimonious division over what critics call the 

most pressing issue facing our nation today: how we should raise and instruct the next 

generation of American citizens.

The differences between the two volumes of moral instruction aren't even that subtle, once

you're familiar with the vocabulary of America's culture war. Both agree on qualities of 

character like kindness and responsibility. But look deeper: Is unwavering patriotism 

more desirable than moral reasoning? Does discretion trump courage, or the other way 

around? Read the Book of Virtues to your children and they'll learn about valor from 

William Tell and Henry V at Agincourt. Read from A Call to Character and their moral 

instructors will be Arnold Lobel's decidedly unheroic but very human Frog and Toad. The 

former has sections devoted to work, faith and perseverance; the latter, playfulness, 

balance and adaptability. It's not just semantics or moral hairsplitting. These dueling 

miscellanies symbolize a much wider struggle for the hearts and minds of America's kids.

Beyond the hearth. Child rearing has always been filled with ambiguities. But while 

parents once riffled through their Dr. Spock and other how-to manuals for helpful 

perspectives on toilet training and fussy eaters, today the questions and concerns seem to 
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have moved beyond the scope of child psychology and the familiar hearthside dilemmas. 

The issue for today's parents is how to raise decent kids in a complex and morally 

ambiguous world where traditional tethers to church, school and neighborhood are badly 

frayed. Capturing the heightened concerns of thousands of parents from around the 

country gathering at the Lincoln Memorial for this week's Stand for Children, one 

41-year-old mother observes about raising her teenage daughter: "It's not just dealing with

chores and curfews. That stuff's easy. But what do you do when the values you believe in 

are being challenged every day at the high school, the mall, right around the corner in your

own neighborhood?"

It's a sign of how high the stakes have risen that both first lady Hillary Rodham Clinton 

and former Vice President Dan Quayle weighed in this year with new books on proper 

moral child rearing. Both are motivated by fear that the moral confusion of today's youth 

could be deleterious to our democracy, which draws its sustenance and vitality from new 

generations of competent and responsible citizens. There's a sense of desperation in 

current writing about moral parenting, a sense that, as one psychologist puts it, improper 

child rearing has become a "public health problem" requiring urgent attention. Some 

lawmakers and public officials are even agitating for creation of a national public policy on

the cultivation of private character.

The perceived threat to the commonweal varies, of course, depending on one's political 

perspective. Critics on the right view moral relativity and indulgent parenting as the cause 

of today's moral confusion and call for the rediscovery of firmness, regimentation, 

deference and piety to counter our culture's decline. Those on the left are alarmed at what 

they see as a wave of simplistic nostalgia gaining force in the country: In their view, it is a 

bullying reformation designed to mold moral automatons incapable of genuine judgment 

or citizenship.

Morality's bedrock. The split is political, not scientific. Psychological understanding of 

moral development is actually quite sophisticated and consistent. For example, decades of 

research leave little doubt that empathy - the ability to assume another's point of view - 

develops naturally in the first years of life. Parents, of course, know this just from casual 

observation. Even infants show unmistakable signs of distress when another child is hurt 

or upset, and rudimentary forms of sympathy and helping - offering a toy to a distraught 

sibling, for example - can be observed in children as young as 1. Most psychologists who 

study empathy assume that the basic skill is biologically wired, probably created along 
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with the bonds of trust that an infant forms with a caretaker, usually the mother. The task 

for parents is not so much a matter of teaching empathy as not quashing its natural 

flowering.

Building blocks. Empathy is the bedrock of human morality, the emotional skill required 

for the emergence of all other moral emotions - shame, guilt, pride and so forth. Almost 

every form of moral behavior imaginable - from doing chores responsibly to sacrificing 

one's life for a cause - is inconceivable without it. Yet empathy is not enough. A second 

crucial building block of morality is self-discipline, and psychologists have some solid 

evidence about how this moral "skill" is nurtured.

Most parents tend to adopt one of three general "styles" of interacting with their kids, each

style a different combination of three basic factors: acceptance and warmth (vs. rejection), 

firmness (vs. leniency) and respect for autonomy (vs. control). How parents combine these

traits sends very different messages to their children, which over time are "internalized" in

such character traits as self-esteem, self-control, social competence and responsibility - or, 

of course, in the absence of those traits.

There is little doubt about what works and what doesn't. In fact, says Temple University 

child psychologist Laurence Steinberg, author of a new study called Beyond the 

Classroom, extensive research over many years shows that parents who are more 

accepting and warm, firmer about rules and discipline and more supportive of their child's

individuality produce healthier kids: "No research has ever suggested that children fare 

better when their parents are aloof than when they are accepting, when their parents are 

lenient rather than firm, or when their parents are psychologically controlling, rather than 

supportive of their psychological autonomy."

Psychologists call this ideal parenting style "authoritative" parenting, a middle ground 

between "autocratic" and "permissive" parenting, both of which tend to produce untoward

consequences for children in terms of both competence and integrity. The need to control 

children appears to be especially damaging to self-discipline. "Parents who are high in 

control," Steinberg says, "tend to value obedience over independence. They are likely to 

tell their children that young people should not question adults, that their opinions count 

less because they are children, and so on. Expressions of individuality are frowned upon in

these families and equated with signs of disrespect."
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The best con men, of course, combine self-discipline with a keen ability to read others' 

thoughts and feelings. Morality requires more - specifically, the ability to think about such 

things as justice and fairness and ultimately to act on those thoughts. According to the late

psychologist Lawrence Kohlberg of Harvard University, people pass through six fairly 

inflexible "stages" of moral reasoning, beginning with a childlike calculation of 

self-interest and ending with the embodiment of abstract principles of justice. The ability 

to think logically about right and wrong, Kohlberg believed, was essential to the 

development of complete moral beings: Moral habits and emotions alone, he argued, were 

inadequate for dealing with novel moral dilemmas or when weighing one value against 

another, as people often must do in real life.

Moral identity. Psychologists emphasize the importance of young children's 

"internalizing" values, that is, absorbing standards that are then applied in different times, 

places or situations. In a recently published study called Learning to Care, Princeton 

sociologist Robert Wuthnow argues that teenagers basically need to go through a second 

experience of internalization if they are to become caring adults. Just as young children 

absorb and integrate a rudimentary understanding of kindness and caring from watching 

adult models, adolescents need to witness a more nuanced form of caring, to absorb 

"stories" of adult generosity and self-sacrifice. That way, they see that involvement is a real 

possibility in a world where so much caring has been institutionalized.

Similarly, a recent study suggests that people who have chosen lives of lifelong, passionate 

commitment have had more opportunities than most people to develop appropriate trust, 

courage and responsible imagination. There is no such thing as a "Gandhi pill," Lesley 

College Prof. Laurent Parks Daloz and his colleagues write in the new book Common Fire, 

but there are commonly shared experiences: a parent committed to a cause, service 

opportunities during adolescence, cross-cultural experiences, a rich mentoring experience 

in young adulthood. Often, the authors conclude, the committed differ from the rest of us 

only by having more of these experiences, and deeper ones.

Force of habit. Of course, cultural battles rarely reflect the complexity of human behavior, 

and the current debate about proper moral child rearing has a black-and-white quality. As 

Bennett writes in his introduction to the Book of Virtues, moral education involves 

"explicit instruction, exhortation, and training. Moral education must provide training in 

good habits." But critics charge that such preoccupation with drill and habit suggests a 

dark and cynical view of human nature as a bundle of unsavory instincts that need 
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constant squelching and reining in. In theology, it's called original sin; in psychological 

terms, it's a "behaviorist" approach, conditioning responses - or habits - which eventually 

become automatic and no longer require the weighing of moral options. The opposing 

philosophy - drawing from the romanticism of Jean Jacques Rousseau, psychology's 

"human potential" movement and the "constructivist" movement in education - 

emphasizes the child's natural empathy and untapped pot

The Clinton and Quayle volumes show how simplistic psychology can make for 

unsophisticated public philosophy. There's no question that the first lady's It Takes a 

Village is informed by an overriding respect for children as essentially competent beings 

who need nurturance to blossom. But critics see Clinton's optimism as dewy eyed and 

unrealistic, too much akin to the self-esteem movement and a "child centered" parenting 

style that allows kids to become morally soft. Quayle's The American Family, by contrast, 

endorses control and punishment as "a way to shape behavior toward respect and 

obedience." He notes approvingly that the five healthy families he studied reject the 

counsel of "prominent child experts," including the well-documented finding that 

spanking and other forms of physical coercion teach violence rather than values.

Quayle's analysis is only one of many calls to return to a time when children knew their 

proper place and society was not so disorderly. Perhaps the strongest prescription is The 

Perversion of Autonomy by psychiatrist Willard Gaylin and political theorist Bruce 

Jennings, both of New York's Hastings Center for bioethics. The book is a gleeful 

celebration of the value of coercion. In the view of these authors, the manifest vulgarities 

of liberal society justify and demand a serious rollback of the dubious advances of the civil 

rights era; for the good of society, it follows, children require early and decisive flattening.

There is little question that the worst of New Age gobbledygook makes the cultural left an 

easy target for attack. One parent tells the story of when her 6-year-old was caught 

stealing at school. She met with the teacher, hoping together they could come up with a 

strategy to make it clear that stealing was unacceptable. But the teacher's response 

astonished her: "We don't use the word stealing here," she said. "We call it uncooperative 

behavior." Few defend such foolish excesses of the self-esteem movement. But 

progressives argue they are aberrations used to attack liberal parenting and pedagogy. It's 

naive to focus on examples of indulgence, they argue, when if anything our culture is a 

child-hating culture, with family policies to match.
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Classroom politics. This same ideological tug of war can be observed in the nation's 

schools, specifically in battles over the so-called character education movement. Only a 

few years old, the movement is fairly diverse, in some schools involving a specific 

packaged curriculum and reading materials, in others more of a philosophy or 

administrative style. But the general idea has captured the attention of the White House 

and Congress, both of which are searching for an appropriate federal role in promoting 

basic decency. Lawmakers have lent their symbolic support by endorsing "National 

Character Counts Week." The Department of Education has funded a few pilot programs 

and will soon fund a few more. And next week, President Clinton will address a joint 

White House-congressional conference on character building, the third such meeting 

sponsored by this administration.

Many states have also created character education requirements, and by conservative 

estimate, hundreds of schools and districts have adopted strategies for addressing morals 

and civic virtue. Precisely because of the diversity of philosophies that fall under the rubric 

"character education," experts say, parents need to be aware of what the term means in 

their own child's classroom.

For example, some schools have adopted conservative models that tend to emphasize 

order, discipline and courage - what Boston University educator Kevin Ryan labels the 

"stern virtues," as opposed to "soft" or easy virtues like compassion and self-esteem. Such 

programs don't shy away from unfashionable ideas like social control and indoctrination, 

says University of Illinois sociologist Edward Wynne, a guiding light of this approach and 

coauthor, with Ryan, of Reclaiming Our Schools. Wynne calls for a return to the "great 

tradition in education," that is, the transmission of "good doctrine" to the next generation. 

Because of the "human propensity for selfishness," Wynne encourages schools to use 

elaborate reward systems, including "ribbons, awards and other signs of moral merit." The

model also emphasizes group sports and pep rallies as effective ways to elevate school 

spirit. Variations of this reward-and-discipline model emphasize drilling in a prescribed 

set of values, often focusing on a "v

Programs based on the stern virtues also tend to emphasize institutional loyalty and 

submission of the individual to the larger community. Ryan points to Roxbury Latin, a 

350-year-old private boys' school in Boston, as an example of this approach. The school 

subscribes to an unambiguous set of Judeo-Christian values - honesty, courtesy and 

respect for others, according to the catalog. It attempts to inculcate these values through a 
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classical curriculum, through mandatory, sermonlike "halls" and through formal and 

casual interactions between teachers (called "masters") and students. No racial, ethnic or 

religious student organizations are permitted, in order to encourage loyalty to the larger 

school community. According to Headmaster F. Washington Jarvis, an Episcopal priest, 

Roxbury Latin's view of human nature is much like the Puritan founders': "mean, nasty, 

brutish, selfish, and capable of great cruelty and meanness. We have to hold a mirror up to

the students and say, 'This is who you are.

Roxbury Latin teaches kids to rein in their negative impulses not with harsh discipline, 

however, but with love and security of belonging. Displays of affection are encouraged, 

according to Jarvis, and kids are disciplined by being made to perform (and report) good 

deeds - a powerful form of behavior modification. Students are rebuked and criticized 

when they stray, but criticism is always followed by acts of caring and acceptance. 

Whenever a student is sent to Jarvis's office for discipline, the headmaster always asks as 

the boy leaves, "Do I love you?"

Ethical dilemmas. At the other end of the spectrum are character education programs that 

emphasize moral reasoning. These, too, vary a great deal, but most are derived at least 

loosely from the work of Kohlberg and other stage theorists. Strict Kohlbergian programs 

tend to be highly cognitive, with students reasoning through hypothetical moral dilemmas 

and often weighing conflicting values in order to arrive at judgments of right and wrong. A

classic Kohlbergian dilemma, for example, asks whether it's right for a poor man to steal 

medicine to save his dying wife. Even young children tend to justify dishonesty in this 

situation, but only adults do so based on a firmly held principle of what's unchallengeably 

right. Kohlbergian programs are also much more likely to have kids grapple with 

controversial social dilemmas, since it's assumed that the same sort of moral logic is 

necessary for citizens to come to informed decisions on the issues of the day - whether gay 

lifestyles ought to be tolerated

Variations in programs on strict moral reasoning are generally based on a kind of 

"constructivist" model of education, in which kids have to figure out for themselves, based 

on real experiences, what makes the other person feel better or worse, what rules make 

sense, who makes decisions. Kids actively struggle with issues and from the inside out 

"construct" a notion of what kind of moral person they want to be. (Advocates of moral 

reasoning are quick to distinguish this approach from "values clarification," a 1960s 

educational fad and a favorite whipping boy of conservative reformers. Values clarification
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consisted of a variety of exercises aimed at helping kids figure out what was most 

important to them, regardless of how selfish or cruel those "values" might be. It's rarely 

practiced today.)

The Hudson school system in Massachusetts is a good example of this constructivist 

approach. The program is specifically designed to enhance the moral skills of empathy and

self-discipline. Beginning in kindergarten, students participate in role-playing exercises, a 

series of readings about ethical dilemmas in history and a variety of community service 

programs that have every Hudson student, K through 12, actively engaged in helping 

others and the community. Environmental efforts are a big part of the program: 

Kindergartners, for instance, just completed a yearlong recycling project. The idea, 

according to Superintendent Sheldon Berman, is for children to understand altruism both 

as giving to the needy today and as self- sacrifice for future generations. By contrast, the 

conservative "Character Education Manifesto" states explicitly: "Character education is 

not about acquiring the right views," including "currently accepted attitudes about 

ecology."

Needless to say, these philosophical extremes look very different in practice. Parents who 

find one or the other more appealing will almost certainly have different beliefs about 

human behavior. But the best of such programs, regardless of ruling philosophy, share in 

one crucial belief: that making decent kids requires constant repetition and amplification 

of basic moral messages. Both Roxbury Latin and Hudson, for example, fashion 

themselves as "moral communities," where character education is woven into the basic 

fabric of the school and reflected in every aspect of the school day.

Community voices. This idea is consistent with the best of moral development theory. 

According to Brown University developmental psychologist William Damon, author of 

Greater Expectations, "Real learning is made up of a thousand small experiences in a 

thousand different relationships, where you see all the facets of courage, caring and 

respect." Virtue-of-the-week programs will never work, Damon contends, because they 

lack moral dimension and trivialize moral behavior. Children can handle moral 

complexity, he says, and sense what's phony. "Kids need a sense of purpose, something to 

believe in. Morality is not about prohibitions, things to avoid, be afraid of or feel guilty 

about."

Building this sense of purpose is a task beyond the capacity of most families today. The 
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crucial consistency of a moral message requires that kids hear it not only from their 

parents but from their neighbors, teachers, coach, the local policeman. Unfortunately, 

Damon says, few do. The culture has become so adversarial that the important figures in a 

child's life are more apt to be at one another's throats than presenting a unified moral 

front. Litigiousness has become so widespread that it even has a name, the "parents' rights

movement." More than ever before, parents see themselves primarily as advocates for 

their children's rights, suing schools over every value conflict. In a New York case now 

making its way through the courts, for example, parents are suing because they object to 

the school district's community service requirement.

Moral ecology. The irony of postmodern parenting, writes sociologist David Popenoe in 

Seedbeds of Virtue, is that just when science has produced a reliable body of knowledge 

about what makes decent kids, the key elements are disintegrating: the two-parent family, 

the church, the neighborhood school and a safe, nurturing community. Popenoe and 

others advocate a much broader understanding of what it means to raise a moral child 

today - what communitarian legal theorist Mary Ann Glendon calls an "ecological 

approach" to child rearing, which views parents and family as just one of many 

interconnecting "seedbeds" that can contribute to a child's competency and character.

Hillary Clinton borrowed for her book title the folk wisdom, "It takes a village to raise a 

child." It's an idea that seems to be resonating across the political spectrum today, even in 

the midst of rough cultural strife. Damon, for example, ended his book with the inchoate 

notion of "youth charters," an idea that he says has taken on a life of its own in recent 

months. He has been invited into communities from Texas to New England to help 

concerned citizens identify shared values and develop plans for modeling and nurturing 

these values in newly conceived moral communities. Americans are hungry for this kind of

moral coherence, Damon says, and although they need help getting past their paralysis, it's

remarkable how quickly they can reach consensus on a vision for their kids and 

community. He is optimistic about the future: "My great hope is that we can actually 

rebuild our communities in this country around our kids. That's one great thing about 

America: people love their kids. They've just

[Illustration captions]: WIMP OR BULLY? Your 5-year-old has been in a fistfight. 

Although another child was clearly the aggressor, your son dominated the older boy in the 

end. You experience mixed feelings: pride that your son is not a wimp, but concern about 

the escalating use of violence to resolve childhood disputes. EXPERTS' VIEW. This is a 
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common dilemma, experts say, and one that genuinely has two sides. Parents should 

always try first to teach a child that there are lots of ways to resolve conflict harmoniously 

and that reason and compromise are more effective than duking it out. Kids should also be

taught that the distinction between wimp and aggressor is a false one. But if the choice is 

being a victim or not, children need to learn to stand up for themselves. Says psychologist 

William Damon: "Even young children can handle some complexity. You may not use the 

words 'justifiable self-defense,' but kids can grasp the idea."

SHAME AND RIDICULE. Your 6-year-old's teacher punishes him by making him wear a 

dunce cap. That strikes you as archaic and severe, but the teacher insists a bit of shame 

helps teach old-fashioned manners. EXPERTS' VIEW. Psychologists no longer believe that

shame and guilt are the stuff of neurosis. In fact, most now are convinced that morality 

cannot develop without these fundamental moral emotions. But public ridicule is more 

likely to produce humiliation and anger than healthy contrition. Parents should talk 

privately with the teacher to see if there are gentler and less demeaning ways to make 

misbehaving children feel shame.

ORDER AND SQUALOR. Your 12-year-old daughter's bedroom is a pigsty. You worry that

a disorderly room means a disorderly mind, but your husband says it's more important 

not to violate her personal space. EXPERTS' VIEW. Experts are divided. Some come down

firmly on the side of orderliness as an important habit and a lesson in family obligation. 

They dismiss the personal space argument as New Age nonsense. Others do not consider it

a moral issue at all but an aesthetic one. Even adults differ: Some don't bother to make 

their beds, while others are fastidious. It's an issue for negotiation, which is a life skill that 

teenagers should learn. CODES AND CREATIVITY. Your son is dismissed from school 

because his pierced ear violates the dress code. You argue with the principal that the 

earring is a form of self-expression, but he insists societies need rules. EXPERTS' VIEW. 

Some psychologists consider it unconscionable to place a child in the center of a culture 

war. The most crucial issue, they argue, is for parents and other authority figures to 

present kids with a united moral front. But psychologist Michael Schulman disagrees: "It 

could be an opportunity for a valuable lesson in choosing life's battles: Is this an important 

one? If so, what's the most effective strategy for social change?"

MEDIA AND MORES. You allow your kids to watch certain R-rated videos, but you can't 

preview each one. Your 13-year-old argues: "I'm not going to become an ax murderer just 

because I watch a movie, Dad." EXPERTS' VIEW. It's true he won't become an ax 
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murderer, but he might absorb some distorted lessons about uncaring sexuality - if you're 

not around to discuss the differences between fantasy and reality. It's OK to question and 

reject social codes like movie ratings, psychologists say, but if you do, you must substitute 

meaningful discussion of sex, violence and censorship.

SMOKE AND MIRRORS. Despite your own youthful experimentation with drugs, you're 

worried about your teenager's fascination with today's drug culture. He claims he's 

embracing the values of the '60s. EXPERTS' VIEW. This comes up a lot, now that children 

of the '60s are raising their own teenagers. It's crucial to be honest, but it's also fair to 

explain the social context and the spirit in which drugs were being used at the time. And 

it's OK to say it was a mistake - it wasn't the key to nirvana. Most experts suggest focusing 

on health effects and illegality rather than making it a moral issue.
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