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Figure 2.1 Stages of Cognitive Development 

 

 
Figure 2.1. The inspiration web above illustrates Piaget's four cognitive development stages: sensorimotor (birth-2 

years), preoperational (2-7 years), concrete operational (7-11 years), and formal operational (adolescence-

adulthood). Illustrated by Tiffany Davis, Meghann Hummel, and Kay Sauers (2006). 

 

The preoperational stage usually occurs during the period between toddlerhood (18-24months) and early childhood (7 

years). During this stage children begin to use language; memory and imagination also develop. In the preoperational stage, 

children engage in make believe and can understand and express relationships between the past and the future. More 

complex concepts, such as cause and effect relationships, have not been learned. Intelligence is egocentric and intuitive, not 

logical.  

 

The concrete operational stage typically develops between the ages of 7-11 years. Intellectual development in this stage is 

demonstrated through the use of logical and systematic manipulation of symbols, which are related to concrete objects. 

Thinking becomes less egocentric with increased awareness of external events, and involves concrete references.  

 

The period from adolescence through adulthood is the formal operational stage. Adolescents and adults use symbols related 

to abstract concepts. Adolescents can think about multiple variables in systematic ways, can formulate hypotheses, and 

think about abstract relationships and concepts.  

 

Piaget believed that intellectual development was a lifelong process, but that when formal operational thought was attained, 

no new structures were needed. Intellectual development in adults involves developing more complex schema through the 

addition of knowledge.  

 

Criticisms of Piaget's Cognitive Development Theory 

 

Researchers during the 1960's and 1970's identified shortcomings in Piaget's theory. First, critics argue that by describing 

tasks with confusing abstract terms and using overly difficult tasks, Piaget under estimated children's abilities. Researchers 

have found that young children can succeed on simpler forms of tasks requiring the same skills. Second, Piaget's theory 

predicts that thinking within a particular stage would be similar across tasks. In other words, preschool children should 

perform at the preoperational level in all cognitive tasks. Research has shown diversity in children's thinking across 

cognitive tasks. Third, according to Piaget, efforts to teach children developmentally advanced concepts would be 

unsuccessful. Researchers have found that in some instances, children often learn more advanced concepts with relatively 

brief instruction. Researchers now believe that children may be more competent than Piaget originally thought, especially 

in their practical knowledge. See below the illustration (the animation was created by Daurice Grossniklaus and Bob Rodes, 

2002; the images below were created based on the video "Illustration of Schema, Assimilation, & Accommodation" by 

Department of Educational Psychology and Instructional Technology University of Georgia, 2012), which 

http://epltt.coe.uga.edu/index.php?title=File:Piaget_1.jpg
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demonstrates a child developing a schema for a dog (Figure 2.2) by assimilating information about the dog (Figure 2.3). 

The child then sees a cat, using accommodation, and compares existing knowledge of a dog to form a schema of a cat 

(Figure 2.4). 

 

Figure 2.2 Schema 

 

 

                                                       

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.3 Assimilation Process 

 

 

 

 

                                            

 

             

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

 

                                   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In Figure 2.3 when the parent reads to the child about dogs, the child constructs a schema about dogs. Later, the child sees 

a dog in the park; through the process of assimilation the child expands his/her understanding of what a dog is. When the 

dog barks, the child experiences disequilibria because the child's schema did not include barking. Then the child discovers 

the dog is furry, and it licks the child's hand. Again, the child experiences disequilibria. By adding the newly discovered 

information to the existing schema the child is actively constructing meaning. At this point the child seeks reinforcement 

from the parent. The parent affirms and reinforces the new information. Through assimilation of the new information the 

child returns to a state of equilibrium.  

 





http://www.edwebproject.org/constructivism.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/cognition/piaget.html
http://www.massey.ac.nz/~alock/virtual/colevyg.htm
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/cognition/piaget.html
http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/tea.3660020306/pdf
http://muskingum.edu/~psych/psycweb/history/piaget.htm
http://epltt.coe.uga.edu/index.php?title=Piaget%27s_Stages


https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=j4lvQfhuNmg&list=PL976A9DDD10EA209D
http://digital.films.com.transcoder.daltonstate.edu/PortalPlaylists.aspx?aid=8691&xtid=6013
http://www.sophia.org/tutorials/piagets-4-stages-of-cognitive-development-sensorim
http://youtu.be/QX6JxLwMJeQ


                                                                                                                                                                                                                  19 
CHAPTER 3 

 

Social Cognitive Theory 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Albert Bandura (1925- ) was born in Mundare, Alberta in 1925. He was the youngest of six children. Both of his parents 

were immigrants from Eastern Europe. Bandura’s father worked as a track layer for the Trans-Canada railroad while his 

mother worked in a general store before they were able to buy some land and become farmers. Though times were often 

hard growing up, Bandura’s parents placed great emphasis on celebrating life and more importantly family. They were also 

very keen on their children doing well in school. Mundare had only one school at the time so Bandura did all of his schooling 

in one place.  

 

After spending a summer working in Alaska after finishing high school, Bandura went to the University of British Columbia. 

He graduated three years later in 1949 with the Bolocan Award in psychology. Bandura went to the University of Iowa to 

complete his graduate work. At the time the University of Iowa was central to psychological study, especially in the area of 

social learning theory. Bandura completed his Master's in 1951 followed by a Ph.D. in clinical psychology in 1952. After 

completing his doctorate, Bandura went onto a postdoctoral position at the Wichita Guidance Center before accepting a 

position as a faculty member at Stanford University in 1953. Bandura has studied many different topics over the years, 

including aggression in adolescents (more specifically he was interested in aggression in boys who came from intact middle-

class families), children’s abilities to self-regulate and self-reflect, and of course self-efficacy (a person’s perception and 

beliefs about their ability to produce effects, or influence events that concern their lives).  

 

Bandura is perhaps most famous for his Bobo Doll experiments in the 1960s. At the time there was a popular belief that 

learning was a result of reinforcement. In the Bobo Doll experiments, Bandura presented children with social models of 

novel (new) violent behavior or non-violent behavior towards the inflatable redounding Bobo Doll. Children who viewed 

the violent behavior were in turn violent towards the doll; the control group was rarely violent towards the doll. That became 

Bandura’s social learning theory in the 1960s. Social learning theory focuses on what people learn from observing and 

interacting with other people. It is often called a bridge between behaviorist and cognitive learning theories because it 

encompasses attention, memory, and motivation. Bandura and his colleagues Dorrie and Sheila Ross continued to show that 

social modeling is a very effective way of learning. Bandura went on to expand motivational and cognitive processes on 

social learning theory. In 1986, Bandura published his second book Social Foundations of Thought and Action: A Social 

Cognitive Theory, in which he renamed his original social learning theory to be social cognitive theory. Social cognitive 

theory claims that learning occurs in a social context with a dynamic and reciprocal interaction of the person, environment, 

and behavior. Social cognitive theory posits that people are not simply shaped by that environment; they are active 

participants in their environment. Bandura is highly recognized for his work on social learning theory and social cognitive 

theory.  

 

REQUIRED READING 

 

The Origin of Social Cognitive Theory: Social Learning Theory 

In 1961 and 1963 along with his students and colleagues, Bandura conducted a series of studies known as the Bobo doll 

experiments to find out why and when children display aggressive behaviors. These studies demonstrated the value of 

modeling for acquiring novel behaviors. These studies helped Bandura publish his seminal article and book in 1977 that 

expanded on the idea of how behavior is acquired (Evans & Bandura, 1989), thus social learning theory. In his article 

Bandura (1977a) claimed that Social Learning Theory shows a direct correlation between a person's perceived self-efficacy 

and behavioral change. Self-efficacy comes from four sources: "performance accomplishments, vicarious experience, verbal 

persuasion, and physiological states" (Bandura, 1977a, p. 195). 

Social learning is also commonly referred to as observational learning, because it comes about as a result of observing 

models. Bandura became interested in social aspects of learning at the beginning of his career. Early theories considered 

behavior to be a function of the person and their environment, or a function of the interaction between the person and their 

environment. Bandura believed that behavior itself influences both the person and the environment, each of which in turn 
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affects behavior and each other. The result is a complex interplay of factors known as reciprocal determinism. Social 

learning theory emphasizes that behavior, personal factors, and environmental factors are all equal, interlocking 

determinants of each other (Bandura, 1973, 1977a; Figure 3.1).  

Figure 3.1 Reciprocal Determinism 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Figure 3.1. Bandura proposed the idea of reciprocal determinism, in which our behavior, Personal factors, and 

environmental factors all influence each other. 

 

Reciprocal determinism can be seen in everyday observations, such as those made by Bandura and others during their studies 

of aggression. For example, approximately 75 percent of the time, hostile behavior results in unfriendly responses, whereas 

friendly acts seldom result in such consequences. With little effort, it becomes easy to recognize individuals who create 

negative social climates (Bandura, 1973). Thus, while it may still be true that changing environmental contingencies changes 

behavior, it is also true that changing behavior alters the environmental contingencies. This results in a unique perspective 

on freedom vs. determinism. Usually we think of determinism as something that eliminates or restricts our freedom. 

However, Bandura believed that individuals can intentionally act as agents of change within their environment, thus altering 

the factors that determine their behavior. In other words, we have the freedom to influence factors that which determine our 

behavior: 

 
…Given the same environmental constraints, individuals who have many behavioral options and are adept at 

regulating their own behavior will experience greater freedom than will individuals whose personal resources are 

limited. (Bandura, 1977a, p. 203) 

It is important to note that learning can occur without a change in behavior. According to Ormrod's (2008) general principles 

of social learning, while a visible change in behavior is the most common proof of learning, it is not absolutely necessary. 

Social learning theorists say that because people can learn through observation alone, their learning may not necessarily be 

shown in their performance. 

Overview of Social Cognitive Theory 

In 1986, Bandura published his second book Social foundations of thought and action: A social cognitive theory, which 

expanded and renamed his original theory. He called the new theory Social Cognitive Theory (SCT). Bandura changed the 

name social learning theory to social cognitive theory to emphasize the major role cognition plays in encoding and 

performing behaviors. In this book, Bandura (1986) argued that human behavior is caused by personal, behavioral, and 

environmental influences. Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) holds that portions of an individual's knowledge acquisition can 

be directly related to observing others within the context of social interactions, experiences, and outside media influences. 

The theory states that when people observe a model performing a behavior and the consequences of that behavior, they 

Personal Factors

(Cognition, Affect, 
Biology)

Environmental 
Factors

Behavior
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remember the sequence of events and use this information to guide subsequent behaviors. Observing a model can also 

prompt the viewer to engage in behavior they already learned (Bandura, 1986, 2002).  In other words, people do not learn 

new behaviors solely by trying them and either succeeding or failing, but rather, the survival of humanity is dependent upon 

the replication of the actions of others. Depending on whether people are rewarded or punished for their behavior and the 

outcome of the behavior, the observer may choose to replicate behavior modeled. Media provides models for a vast array 

of people in many different environmental settings. 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) is a learning theory based on the idea that people learn by observing others. These learned 

behaviors can be central to one's personality. While social psychologists agree that the environment one grows up in 

contributes to behavior, the individual person (and therefore cognition) is just as important. People learn by observing others, 

with the environment, behavior, and cognition all as the chief factors in influencing development in a reciprocal triadic 

relationship. For example, each behavior witnessed can change a person's way of thinking (cognition). Similarly, the 

environment one is raised in may influence later behaviors, just as a father's mindset (also cognition) determines the 

environment in which his children are raised. The reciprocal determinism was explained in the schematization of triadic 

reciprocal causation (Bandura, 2002). The schema shows how the reproduction of an observed behavior is influenced by 

the interaction of the following three determinants: 

 

1. Personal: Whether the individual has high or low self-efficacy toward the behavior (i.e. Get the learner to believe 

in his or her personal abilities to correctly complete a behavior). 

2. Behavioral: The response an individual receives after they perform a behavior (i.e. Provide chances for the learner 

to experience successful learning as a result of performing the behavior correctly). 

3. Environmental: Aspects of the environment or setting that influence the individual's ability to successfully complete 

a behavior (i.e. Make environmental conditions conducive for improved self-efficacy by providing appropriate 

support and materials). (Bandura, 2002) 

 

Human Agency 

 

Social Cognitive Theory is proposed in an agentic perspective (Bandura, 1986), which suggested that, instead of being just 

shaped by environments or inner forces, individuals are self-developing, self-regulating, self-reflecting and proactive:  

 
…Social cognitive theory rejects a duality of human agency and a disembodied social structure. Social systems are 

the product of human activity, and social systems, in turn, help to organize, guide, and regulate human affairs. 

However, in the dynamic interplay within the societal rule structures, there is considerable personal variation in the 

interpretation of, adoption of, enforcement of, circumvention of, and opposition to societal prescriptions and 

sanctions…freedom is conceived not just passively as the absence of constraints, but also proactively as the exercise 

of self-influence…(Bandura, 2006, p. 165). 

 

Specifically, human agency operates within three modes:  

 

 Individual Agency: A person’s own influence on the environment; 

 Proxy Agency: Another person’s effort on securing the individual’s interests; 

 Collective Agency: A group of people work together to achieve the common benefits. (Pajares, Prestin, Chen, & 

Nabi, 2009) 

Human agency has four core properties:  

 Intentionality: Individuals’ active decision on engaging in certain activities; 

 Forethought: Individuals’ ability to anticipate the outcome of certain actions; 

 Self-reactiveness: Individuals’ ability to construct and regulate appropriate behaviors; 

 Self-reflectiveness: Individuals’ ability to reflect and evaluate the soundness of their cognitions and behaviors. 

(Pajares, Prestin, Chen, & Nabi, 2009) 
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Human Capability  

 

Evolving over time, human beings are featured with advanced neutral systems, which enable individuals to acquire 

knowledge and skills by both direct and symbolic terms (Bandura, 2002). Four primary capabilities are addressed as 

important foundations of social cognitive theory: symbolizing capability, self-regulation capability, self-reflective 

capability, and vicarious capability: 

 

1. Symbolizing Capability: People are affected not only by direct experience but also indirect events. Instead of merely 

learning through laborious trial-and-error process, human beings are able to symbolically perceive events conveyed 

in messages, construct possible solutions, and evaluate the anticipated outcomes. 

 

2. Self-regulation Capability: Individuals can regulate their own intentions and behaviors by themselves. Self-

regulation lies on both negative and positive feedback systems, in which discrepancy reduction and discrepancy 

production are involved. That is, individuals proactively motivate and guide their actions by setting challenging 

goals and then making effort to fulfill them. In doing so, individuals gain skills, resources, self-efficacy and beyond.  

 

3. Self-reflective Capability: Human beings can evaluate their thoughts and actions by themselves, which is identified 

as another distinct feature of human beings. By verifying the adequacy and soundness of their thoughts through 

enactive, various, social, or logical manner, individuals can generate new ideas, adjust their thoughts, and take 

actions accordingly.  

 

4. Vicarious Capability: One critical ability human beings featured is to adopt skills and knowledge from information 

communicated through a wide array of mediums. By vicariously observing others’ actions and their consequences, 

individuals can gain insights into their own activities. Vicarious capability is of great value to human beings’ 

cognitive development in nowadays, in which most of our information encountered in our lives derives from the 

mass media than trial-and-error process. (Bandura, 2002) 

 

Core Concepts of Social Cognitive Theory 

 

Modeling/Observational Learning 

 

Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) revolves around the process of knowledge acquisition or learning directly correlated to the 

observation of models. The models can be those of an interpersonal imitation or media sources. Effective modeling teaches 

general rules and strategies for dealing with different situations (Bandura, 1988). Modeling is the term that best describes 

and, therefore, is used to characterize the psychological processes that underlie matching behavior (Bandura, 1986): 

 
Learning would be exceedingly laborious, not to mention hazardous, if people had to rely solely on the effects of their 

own actions to inform them what to do. Fortunately, most human behavior is learned observationally through 

modeling: from observing others one forms an idea of how new behaviors are performed, and on later occasions this 

coded information serves as a guide for action. (Bandura, 1977b, p. 22) 

Individuals differ in the degree to which they can be influenced by models, and not all models are equally effective. 

According to Bandura, three factors are most influential in terms of the effectiveness of modeling situations: the 

characteristics of the model, the attributes of the observers, and the consequences of the model’s actions. The most relevant 

characteristics of an influential model are high status, competence, and power. When observers are unsure about a situation, 

they rely on cues to indicate what they perceive as evidence of past success by the model. Such cues include general 

appearance, symbols of socioeconomic success (e.g., a fancy sports car), and signs of expertise (e.g., a doctor’s lab coat). 

Since those models appear to have been successful themselves, it seems logical that observers might want to imitate their 

behavior. Individuals who are low in self-esteem, dependent, and who lack confidence are not necessarily more likely to be 

influenced by models. Bandura proposed that when modeling is used to explicitly develop new competencies, the ones who 

will benefit most from the situation are those who are more talented and more venturesome (Bandura, 1977b). 
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Despite the potential influence of models, the entire process of observational learning in a social learning environment 

would probably not be successful if not for four important component processes: attentional processes, retention processes, 

production (or reproduction) processes, and motivational processes (Bandura, 1977b, 1986). The fact that an observer must 

pay attention to a model might seem obvious, but some models are more likely to attract attention. Individuals are more 

likely to pay attention to models with whom they associate, even if the association is more cognitive than personal. It is also 

well-known that people who are admired, such as those who are physically attractive or popular athletes, make for attention-

getting models. There are also certain types of media that are very good at getting people’s attention, such as television 

advertisements (Bandura, 1977b, 1986). It is a curious cultural phenomenon that the television advertisements presented 

during the National Football League’s Super Bowl have become almost as much of the excitement as the game itself (and 

even more exciting for those who are not football fans)! 

 

The retention processes involve primarily an observer’s memory for the modeled behavior. The most important memory 

processes, according to Bandura (1977b), are visual imagery and verbal coding, with visual imagery being particularly 

important early in development when verbal skills are limited. Once modeled behavior has been transformed into visual 

and/or verbal codes, these memories can serve to guide the performance of the behavior at appropriate times. When the 

modeled behavior is produced by the observer, the so-called production process, the re-enactment can be broken down into 

the cognitive organization of the responses, their initiation, subsequent monitoring, and finally the refinement of the 

behavior based on informative feedback. Producing complex modeled behaviors is not always an easy task: 

 
…A common problem in learning complex skills, such as golf or swimming, is that performers cannot fully observe 

their responses, and must therefore rely upon vague kinesthetic cues or verbal reports of onlookers. It is difficult to 

guide actions that are only partially observable or to identify the corrections needed to achieve a close match between 

representation and performance. (Bandura, 1977b, p. 28) 

 

Finally, motivational processes determine whether the observer is inclined to match the modeled behavior in the first place. 

Individuals are most likely to model behaviors that result in an outcome they value, and if the behavior seems to be effective 

for the models who demonstrated the behavior. Given the complexity of the relationships between models, observers, the 

perceived effectiveness of modeled behavior, and the subjective value of rewards, even using prominent models does not 

guarantee that they will be able to create similar behavior in observers (Bandura, 1977b, 1986).  

 

In short, for modeling /observational learning to occur, four processes exist: 

 

 Attention: Observers selectively give attention to specific social behavior depending on accessibility, relevance, 

complexity, functional value of the behavior or some observer's personal attributes such as cognitive capability, 

value preference, preconceptions. 

 

 Retention: Observe a behavior and subsequent consequences, then convert that observation to a symbol that can be 

accessed for future reenactments of the behavior. Note: When a positive behavior is shown a positive reinforcement 

should follow, this parallel is similar for negative behavior. 

 

 Production: refers to the symbolic representation of the original behavior being translated into action through 

reproduction of the observed behavior in seemingly appropriate contexts. During reproduction of the behavior, a 

person receives feedback from others and can adjust their representation for future references. 

 

 Motivation: reenacts a behavior depending on responses and consequences the observer receives when reenacting 

that behavior. (Bandura, 1986, 2002) 

 

A common misconception regarding modeling is that it only leads to learning the behaviors that have been modeled. 

However, modeling can lead to innovative behavior patterns. Observers typically see a given behavior performed by 

multiple models; even in early childhood one often gets to see both parents model a given behavior. When the behavior is 

then matched, the observer will typically select elements from the different models, relying on only certain aspects of the 

behavior performed by each, and then create a unique pattern that accomplishes the final behavior. Thus, partial departures 

from the originally modeled behavior can be a source of new directions, especially in creative endeavors (such as composing 

music or creating a sculpture). In contrast, however, when simple routines prove useful, modeling can actually stifle 

innovation. So, the most innovative individuals appear to be those who have been exposed to innovative models, provided 



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Self-efficacy
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by Ahmed (2009) looked to see if there would be an increase in breastfeeding by mothers of preterm infants when exposed 

to a breastfeeding educational program guided by SCT. Sixty mothers were randomly assigned to either participate in the 

program or they were given routine care. The program consisted of SCT strategies that touched on all three SCT 

determinants: personal-showing models performing breastfeeding correctly to improve self-efficacy, behavioral -weekly 

check-ins for three months reinforced participants' skills, environmental-mothers were given an observational checklist to 

make sure they successfully completed the behavior. The author found that mothers exposed to the program showed 

significant improvement in their breastfeeding skills, were more likely to exclusively breastfeed, and had fewer problems 

then the mothers who were not exposed to the educational program. 

In morality development, Social Cognitive Theory (SCT) emphasizes a large difference between an individual's ability to 

be morally competent and morally performing. Moral competence involves having the ability to perform a moral behavior, 

whereas moral performance indicates actually following one's idea of moral behavior in a specific situation (Santrock, 

2008). Moral competencies include: 

 

 what an individual is capable of 

 what an individual knows 

 what an individual's skills are 

 an individual's awareness of moral rules and regulations 

 an individual's cognitive ability to construct behaviors 

As far as an individual's development is concerned, moral competence is the growth of cognitive-sensory processes; simply 

put, being aware of what is considered right and wrong. By comparison, moral performance is influenced by the possible 

rewards and incentives to act a certain way (Santrock, 2008). For example, a person's moral competence might tell them 

that stealing is wrong and frowned upon by society; however, if the reward for stealing is a substantial sum, their moral 

performance might indicate a different line of thought. Therein lies the core of social cognitive theory. 

 

For the most part, social cognitive theory remains the same for various cultures. Since the concepts of moral behavior did 

not vary much between cultures (as crimes like murder, theft, and unwarranted violence are illegal in virtually every society), 

there is not much room for people to have different views on what is morally right or wrong. The main reason that social 

cognitive theory applies to all nations is because it does not say what is moral and immoral; it simply states that we can 

acknowledge these two concepts. Our actions in real-life scenarios are based on whether we believe the action is moral and 

whether the reward for violating our morals is significant enough, and nothing else (Santrock, 2008).  

 

Continued Impact of Social Cognitive Theory 

 

Bandura is still influencing the world with expansions of Social Cognitive Theory (SCT). SCT has been applied to many 

areas of human functioning such as career choice and organizational behavior as well as in understanding classroom 

motivation, learning, and achievement (Lent, Brown, & Hackett, 1994). Bandura (2001) brought SCT to mass 

communication in his journal article that stated the theory could be used to analyze how "symbolic communication 

influences human thought, affect and action" (p. 3). The theory shows how new behavior diffuses through society by 

psychosocial factors governing acquisition and adoption of the behavior. Bandura’s (2011) book chapter “The Social and 

Policy Impact of Social Cognitive Theory” to extend SCT's application in health promotion and urgent global issues, which 

provides insight into addressing global problems through a macro social lens, aiming at improving equality of individuals' 

lives under the umbrellas of SCT. This work focuses on how SCT impacts areas of both health and population effects in 

relation to climate change. He proposes that these problems could be solved through television serial dramas that show 

models similar to viewers performing the desired behavior. On health, Bandura (2011) writes that currently there is little 

incentive for doctors to write prescriptions for healthy behavior, but he believes the cost of fixing health problems start to 

outweigh the benefits of being healthy. Bandura argues that we are on the cusp of moving from a disease model (focusing 

on people with problems) to a health model (focusing on people being healthy) and SCT is the theory that should be used 

to further a healthy society. On Population, Bandura (2011) states population growth is a global crisis because of its 

correlation with depletion and degradation of our planet's resources. Bandura argues that SCT should be used to get people 

to use birth control, reduce gender inequality through education, and to model environmental conservation to improve the 

state of the planet. Green and Peil (2009) reported he has tried to use cognitive theory to solve a number of global problems 

such as environmental conservation, poverty, soaring population growth, etc.  
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CHAPTER 4 

 

 Sociocultural Theory 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Lev Semyonovich Vygotsky (1896-1934) was born in Russia in 1896. He graduated with a law degree from Moscow 

University. Vygotsky's first big research project was in 1925 with a focus on psychology of art. A few years later, he pursued 

a career as a psychologist working with Alexander Luria and Alexei Leontiev. Together, they began the Vygotskian 

approach to psychology. Despite receiving no formal training in psychology, Vygotsky was fascinated by it. After his death 

of tuberculosis in 1934, his ideas were repudiated by the government. However, his ideas were kept alive by his students. 

When the Cold War ended in 1960s, Vygotsky's works were introduced to the English-speaking world. Vygotsky has written 

several articles and books on his theories and psychology, including Thought and Language, a widely recognized classic 

foundational work of cognitive science, published in 1934, the same year after his death.  

 

Vygotsky is best known for being an educational psychologist with a sociocultural theory. This theory suggests that social 

interaction leads to continuous step-by-step changes in children's thought and behavior that can vary greatly from culture to 

culture (Woolfolk, 1998). Basically, Vygotsky's theory suggests that development depends on interaction with people and 

the tools that the culture provides to help form their own view of the world. There are three ways a cultural tool can be 

passed from one individual to another. The first one is imitative learning, where one person tries to imitate or copy another. 

The second way is by instructed learning which involves remembering the instructions of the teacher and then using these 

instructions to self-regulate. The final way that cultural tools are passed on to others is through collaborative learning, which 

involves a group of peers who strive to understand each other and work together to learn a specific skill (Tomasello, Kruger, 

& Ratner, 1993). 

 

REQUIRED READING 

 

Discussion is given on the contribution of Vygotsky’s ideas to the understanding of the relation between the social world 

and cognitive development. Particular attention is given to the significance of culture, the role of language, and the student’s 

relationship with and development within this social world. In doing so, some similarities and contrasts between other 

learning theorists, specifically Piaget, are briefly discussed. Vygotsky’s views of the integrated and dynamic social nature 

of learning are described, and the notion of a zone of proximal development, which utilizes such ideas, is introduced. 

Vygotsky’s ideas on cognitive development are shown to lead to student-centered and a co-constructivist basis of learning, 

in which the student potential within the social context is accommodated.  

 

The relationship between the social world and cognitive development has been considered by several investigators, such as 

Piaget (1959), Vygotsky (1978), Bandura (1977), Rogoff (1990), and Wood (1998). A commonality of the various theories 

is that student learning is not viewed as a simple process of information transfer from a source (teacher, parent, computer), 

but often involves an active social interaction in which, for example, a student constructs knowledge through discovery and 

experiment (Piaget), learns through imitation or observation (Bandura), or relies upon teacher support which is congruent 

with the student’s immediate (proximal) potential for learning (Vygotsky). The work of Vygotsky gives particular attention 

to the inter-relationships between macro-social (i.e. cultural-historical) and micro-social (i.e. interpersonal) influences on 

cognitive development, and thus social influences on learning in a broad sense. External social forces are viewed as important 

in the learner’s development, in which the learner is considered an apprentice (see also Rogoff, 1990) requiring the guidance, 

facilitation and support of teachers. This view is often contrasted with that of Piaget’s theory, in which the main forces 

driving cognitive development of a student are seen as within the individual (i.e. the student as a scientist), constrained to 

some extent by developmental stages (Lefrancois, 1999).  

 

In the following sections, attention will be given to the ideas of Vygotsky on the relationship between the social world and 

cognitive development. In particular, the influences of culture, history and language on development will be considered, and 

a proposed mechanism of cognitive development through notions of student potential described. The specific implications 

of these ideas for educators will then be considered.  
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Cognitive Development and the Social World 

As indicated above, the social world as defined by Vygotsky considers not only the interpersonal interactions between, say, 

a student and teacher, or student and peer, but also the broader sociocultural and historical influences on learning and the 

learning environment. The underlying themes of Vygotsky’s theory on cognitive development have thus often been 

summarized as: (i) the significance of culture, (ii) the role of a principal proponent of culture: language, and (iii) the student’s 

relationship with and development within this sociocultural world. In this context, culture is viewed as socially accepted 

behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs, and is constructed through human societal products such as institutions, symbol systems, 

and tools such as language. Culture in this sense is a dynamic outcome of historical events and developments, and thus 

products of human development. However, as emphasized by Vygotsky, at any particular historical time, culture itself will 

influence human mental functioning and behavior, and thus a complex integrated relationship between the cultural 

environment and personal development. In other words, humans are not only producing culture, but are also products of 

culture themselves.  

The cultural influences on childhood development can be exemplified through the elementary and higher mental notions of 

Vygotsky. The former describes innate functions or characteristics of a young child such as responding to a mother’s voice 

and crying for a need. In the course of development, perhaps through operant conditioning, imitation, perception or some 

limited cognitive evaluation, elementary functions are gradually transformed into higher mental functions such as problem 

solving, logic, and propositional and hypothetical thinking. Vygotsky believed that this transformation is strongly influenced 

by culture. For example, culture results in language and other symbolism which perhaps define non-primitive consciousness 

(see below), and create the social processes and pressures (motives) for adopting the patterns of behavior and attitudes which 

are characteristic of that culture.  

Vygotsky believed that language makes thought possible and is thus the basis of consciousness. Without language his view 

was that human development could not exceed that of primitive sense and perception functions, characteristic of lower forms 

of mammalian life. Language was also seen as the tool of culture which enables social interaction, and thus the direction of 

behavior and attitudes, and indeed the propagation and development of culture itself. The specific and early relationship of 

language and cognition can be identified through three key stages in the development of speech: social, egocentric, and inner 

speech (Vygotsky, 1986). Social or external speech dominates the first stage of language development, and is a means by 

which young children (typically up to the age of 3) express emotions or simple thoughts. The speech is principally used for 

control of behavior of others, but also acts as a means of conveying early social influences such as parental tolerances of 

behavior. Such influences inevitably lead to the restructuring of thoughts, and thus cognition. Egocentric speech occurs 

between the ages of 3 and 7 and describes an intermediate stage of language development between external speech and inner 

thoughts (see below). In this stage, the child will often talk to him or herself in an effort to control their own behavior or 

justify actions or approaches to a task. With maturity, egocentric speech becomes inner speech (self-talk), which has also 

been referred to as the stream of consciousness by James (1890). Vygotsky believed that inner speech enables individuals 

to direct and organize thought, and thus an important proponent of higher mental functioning. Hence, the set of arbitrary and 

conventional symbols which are used to convey meaning, but which are culturally determined in form and interpretation, 

become a part of the individual’s cognitive being.  

Closely related to the formation of inner speech is the concept of internalization. This involves the internal acceptance 

(perhaps with individual modification or interpretation) of social (external) values, beliefs, attitudes or standards, as one’s 

own. In this sense, the psychological make-up of the individual is altered through internalization, and provides a dynamic 

mechanism by with the inter-social becomes the intra-social. However, such a mental adoption processes should not be 

confused with processes such as introjection or socialization. The former describes internalization in which there is little 

active participation by the individual; c.f. operant learning, and indeed some forms of hypnosis. In contrast, socialization 

describes a pseudo-internalization process in which apparent beliefs arise from a need to conform to society rather than any 

actual commitment. Internalization as viewed by Vygotsky therefore, represents a genuine, participative, and constructed 

process, but nevertheless determined by sociocultural influences. As indicated above, the outcome of internalization is that 

interpersonal or personal-cultural influences, become transformed into intrapersonal characteristics. Thus, every function in 

the child’s cognitive development, such as attention, logic or concept formation, appears twice: first on the social level and 

then on the individual level (Vygotsky, 1978).  

An important implication of the above ideas is that there is much opportunity through the school system to influence the 

cognitive development of children. For example, through language, the presentation and interpretation of history and current 
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affairs, and the attitudes, beliefs and values of teachers (or significant others), the thought patterns and beliefs of students 

may be shaped. Unlike Piaget, who believed that children construct their own ideas of the world, Vygotsky’s ideas suggest 

that student-teacher and student-peer relationships are of prime importance of generating and facilitating new ideas, 

perspectives, and cognitive strategies. Furthermore, the student apprentice can be seen to be active within their learning 

environments, attempting to construct understanding where possible, and possibly contribute to or affirm with the adopted 

culture. In turn, this aspect of human development inevitably has influence on the environment itself, and thus a dialectic 

process in which learning and development is affected by the social world, and the social world changed through learning 

and development (Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993). In a similar way, Vygotsky has argued that natural (i.e. biological) and 

cultural development coincide and merge to form a dynamic and integrated sociobiological influence on personality 

(Vygotsky, 1986).  

 

A second important implication of Vygotsky’s views is that rather than deriving explanations of a student’s psychological 

activity (e.g. intelligence and motivation) from the student’s characteristics, attention should be given to student behavior 

and performance when engaged in a social situation. Vygotsky in specific postulated the notion of a zone of proximal 

development (ZPD) which defines the difference between the child’s independent learning accomplishments, and 

accomplishments under the guidance of a person who is more competent at the specific task at hand. Vygotsky particularly 

viewed adults, rather than peers, as key in this relationship, perhaps because adults are more likely to be truly competent in 

the task, and thus less likely to cause regression rather than progression in the collaboration (Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993). 

The maximization of potential was then viewed as a social process, which challenges the traditional notions of intelligence 

testing with psychometric tests. For example, emphasis is given to the potential of the student and its social contextualization, 

rather than current cognitive abilities measured independent of a social context. However, this notion of potential does not 

necessarily imply an intelligence level, since the ZPD is a dynamic assessment which may be complicated through the 

various student-specific influences of the social learning environment. Past experiences (prior knowledge), personality 

attributes, locus of control, and self-esteem for example, may all have possible influences on the efficacy of learning through 

the social interaction. Likewise, as a further complexity, the ZPD is not a well-defined space, but created in the course of 

the social interaction (Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993). Nevertheless, the notion of the ZPD gives importance to the student-

centered basis of education, and suggests that the individual progression towards an overall learning outcome will be dictated 

by the guided and subjective accomplishments of intermediate (proximal) outcomes.  

 

Educational Implications  

 

Although the social influences on cognitive development have been considered by other researchers, such as Piaget and 

Bandura, Vygotsky emphasized that individual development is inherently integrated with cultural, historical, and inter-

personal factors. Furthermore, Vygotsky viewed the individual in the social context as the unit of analysis in development, 

rather than the sole individual. In other words, whilst the internalization of thoughts, attitudes, and beliefs have been widely 

accepted to be socially influenced, further higher mental development is postulated by Vygotsky to be inseparably dependent 

upon social interactions, and indeed new understanding is not necessarily viewed as an external feature to be adopted by the 

student, but something which is created in the process of the social (teaching) interactions (Tudge & Winterhoff, 1993). 

Some general implications of Vygotsky’s ideas on the social influences on cognitive development have been mentioned 

above, and can be summarized as:  

 

 the central role of the teacher-student relationship in learning;  

 the inherent cultural and immediate-social influences upon the student’s attitudes and beliefs towards, for 

example, learning, schooling, and the education philosophy; 

 the importance and power of language as a primary tool for the transference of sociocultural influences upon the 

child; and 

 the benefits of student-centered teaching, whereby the student can efficiently progress within their potential 

towards a learning outcome; i.e. constructing knowledge through social interaction or co-constructivism. (Tudge 

& Winterhoff, 1993) 

 

Further specific educational implications of the above points arise when considering practical teaching within schools. For 

example, given a child with particular personality traits and temperament, how should a teacher instigate a teaching objective 

which is congruent with Vygotskian ideas? The ZPD describes what a student can accomplish with the help of competent 

support, therefore it describes the actual task that can be effectively supported by the teacher. Although this may seem a 
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rather circular argument, the implication here is that teachers need to continuously evaluate how effectively a student is 

progressing in a learning activity and respond accordingly with modified tasks or intermediary learning objectives.  

 

In other words, students should be given frequent opportunities to express understanding, and learning tasks fine-tuned by 

the teacher to address individual capabilities. Such teacher support, which is graduated and task-apportioned based on student 

needs, has been commonly referred to as scaffolding, which symbolizes strong initial teacher support which is gradually 

reduced as the student approaches the desired learning outcome. In specific, scaffolding may range from very detailed and 

explicit tuition, such as the explanation of procedures and demonstrations, to the facilitation or organization of activities for 

student self-tuition. Scaffolding has also been interpreted as a mechanism by which sequential ZPD’s are used to achieve a 

learning outcome beyond a child’s immediate (starting) potential, and thus the specific learning activities change as the 

student competence towards the ultimate task grows (Biggs & Moore, 1993). The notion of ZPD also suggests that effective 

teaching should not only be within the proximate potential of the individual, but should perhaps be at the upper-level of the 

ZPD so as to maintain the student interest in the activity.  

 

But how are the above teaching implications of ZPD different from what experienced teachers naturally do? As stated earlier, 

the social interaction aspect is a key emphasis in the learning process, and therefore the student needs to be active in the 

learning interaction, and in collaboration with the teacher. Where teaching logistics dictate large classes, small group work 

should be encouraged whereby peer-support and improved teacher interaction can be maintained. However, as mentioned 

earlier, overt reliance on peer-support could cause regression in some cases, and requires careful evaluation and support by 

the teacher. Furthermore, in an educational context, a teacher is likely to prove the best role model, i.e. the best conveyer of 

culturally esteemed factors pertaining to education; see also the discussions of Biggs and Moore (1993) on modelling in 

learning.  

 

The use of language related activities in the school environment are also indicated to be of importance to cognitive 

development. For example, the development of communication skills may influence the clarity and breadth of inner speech, 

and thus thought patterns. However, care is needed in the degree of literal interpretation of such influences, which may 

incorrectly suggest, for example, that students with difficulties in expressing themselves, or grasping subtle meanings in 

language, are necessarily poor in cognitive ability. Furthermore, certain abilities such as bodily-kinesthetic and musical 

skills, may not necessarily be best represented through language-based thought. However, at an early school age, the 

development of language is likely to be an enabling tool towards other educational abilities, which in our current cultural 

setting have a cognitive bias.  

 

Finally, an interesting issue which arises through consideration of Vygotskian views is the specific role and advantages of 

computer-based learning. Here, in one sense, social interaction is removed, but in another, may be replaced by an interactive 

and responding interface, which could perhaps evaluate and respond to the user’s ZPD. Such sophisticated computation 

would inevitably rely on expert-systems type technologies, such that there is an intelligent (e.g. humanly adaptive like) 

response to user queries and misunderstandings. The relatively unsophisticated nature of many current educational software, 

even those which are stated to be interactive, may explain the current mixed results of such software.  

 

The influence of the social world on cognitive development has been considered through the views of Vygotsky. The 

dynamic relationships between culture, history, interpersonal interactions and psychological development have been 

described, and the important role of language as a common and conducting medium discussed. One specific educational 

application of such ideas is through the ZPD, which emphasizes the importance of the social aspect of learning, and 

particularly the student-centered and co-constructivist basis of learning in which the individual’s potential within the social 

context is addressed. Such ideas have had impact on the school system by challenging teacher-directed (as opposed to 

student-centered) learning programs, and perhaps emphasize the care needed in, for example, computer-based and distance 

learning teaching initiatives.  

 

Criticisms of Sociocultural Theory 

 

The writings of Vygotsky have been widely-criticized both during his lifetime and after his death. Vygotsky did not do 

empirical work to validate his findings instead relying on observation and testing. Social interaction is central to Vygotsky. 

However, he did not say what types of social interaction are best for learning.  
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One criticism is Vygotsky's view of active construction of knowledge. Some critics suggest that learning is not always a 

result of active construction. Rather, learning can occur passively or osmotically. Some children, regardless of how much 

help is given by others, may still develop at a slower rate cognitively. This suggests that there are other factors involved 

such as genetics.  

 

Vygotsky's theory of language is not well-developed. Vygotsky, of course, died at age 37 and may have gone on to elucidate 

his theories had he survived. His theories rely a lot on cultural influences, for it is culture that helps to develop learners' 

language acquisition and cognitive development. Vygotsky states that little language acquisition and cognitive development 

come from biological factors. However, some psychologists dismiss the idea that cultural influences play a dominant role 

in development of language. Some children take years to learn basic skills despite plenty of social support. In some cases, 

children are unable to grasp certain concepts until they reach a level of maturity. This lends credence to Piaget’s view of 

cognitive development occurring in stages and children not being unable to learn some concepts until they reach a certain 

age.  

 

Perhaps the main criticism of Vygotsky's work concerns the assumption that it is relevant to all cultures. Rogoff (1990) 

dismisses the idea that Vygotsky's ideas are culturally universal and instead states the concept of scaffolding-which is 

heavily dependent on verbal instruction-may not be equally useful in all cultures for all types of learning. Indeed, in some 

instances, observation and practice may be more effective ways of learning certain skills. 

 

In addition, Vygotsky was criticized for the concept of the "zone of proximal development," referred to as "one of the most 

used and least understood constructs to appear in contemporary educational literature" (Palinscar, 1998, p. 370) and "used 

as little more than a fashionable alternative to Piagetian terminology or the concept of IQ for describing individual 

differences in attainment or potential" (Faukner, Littleton, & Woodhead, 2013, p. 114). 

 

Vygotsky's work has not received the same level of intense scrutiny that Piaget's has, partly due to the time-consuming 

process of translating Vygotsky's work from Russian. Also, Vygotsky's sociocultural perspective does not provide as many 

specific hypotheses to test as did Piaget's theory, making refutation difficult, if not impossible. 
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CHAPTER 5 

 

 Theory of Moral Development  

 

INTRODUCTION  

 

Lawrence Kohlberg (1927-1987) was a 20th century psychologist known primarily for his research into moral psychology 

and development. Lawrence Kohlberg was born in Bronxville, New York on October 25, 1927. He received his Ph.D. in 

psychology from the University of Chicago in 1958. His dissertation was based on his research into the moral choices of 

adolescent boys and led to a life devoted to the exploration of moral and ethical development in young people. In 1962, he 

returned to the University of Chicago as an assistant professor. Kohlberg died of an apparent suicide in 1987, after a long 

battle with depression coupled with painful symptoms from a tropical parasite he had contracted in Belize in 1971.  

 

Kohlberg’s stages of moral development were influenced by the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget’s stage-based theory of 

cognitive development. Kohlberg expanded on Piaget’s cognitive development stages to form the six stages of moral 

development. He argued that correct moral reasoning was the most significant factor in moral decision-making, and that 

correct moral reasoning would lead to ethical behavior. Kohlberg believed that individuals progress through stages of moral 

development just as they progress through stages of cognitive development. Kohlberg’s theory of moral development 

included three levels and six stages. To determine which stage of moral development his subjects were in, Kohlberg 

presented them with invented moral dilemmas, such as the case of a man who stole medicine for his sick wife. According 

to Kohlberg, few people reach stages five and six; most tend to stay at stage four. Kohlberg purported that women were 

often at a lower stage of moral development than men, but psychologist Carol Gilligan questioned his findings. Gilligan 

claims that women place a stronger emphasis on caring and empathy, rather than justice. She developed an alternative 

scale, heavily influenced by Kohlberg's scale, which showed that both men and women could reach advanced stages of 

moral development.  

 

REQUIRED READING 

 

Lawrence Kohlberg's stages of moral development constitute an adaptation of a psychological theory originally conceived 

of by the Swiss psychologist Jean Piaget. Kohlberg began work on this topic while a psychology postgraduate student at 

the University of Chicago in 1985, and expanded and developed this theory throughout his life. 

 

The theory holds that moral reasoning, the basis for ethical behavior, has six identifiable developmental stages, each more 

adequate at responding to moral dilemmas than its predecessor. Kohlberg followed the development of moral judgment far 

beyond the ages studied earlier by Piaget, who also claimed that logic and morality develop through constructive stages. 

Expanding on Piaget's work, Kohlberg determined that the process of moral development was principally concerned with 

justice, and that it continued throughout the individual's lifetime, a notion that spawned dialogue on the philosophical 

implications of such research. 

 

Kohlberg relied for his studies on stories such as the Heinz dilemma, and was interested in how individuals would justify 

their actions if placed in similar moral dilemmas. He then analyzed the form of moral reasoning displayed, rather than its 

conclusion, and classified it as belonging to one of six distinct stages.  

 

There have been critiques of the theory from several perspectives. Arguments include that it emphasizes justice to the 

exclusion of other moral values, such as caring; that there is such an overlap between stages that they should more properly 

be regarded as separate domains; or that evaluations of the reasons for moral choices are mostly post hoc rationalizations  

(by both decision makers and psychologists studying them) of essentially intuitive decisions. 

 

Nevertheless, an entirely new field within psychology was created as a direct result of Kohlberg's theory, and according to 

Haggbloom et al.’s (2002) study of the most eminent psychologists of the 20th century, Kohlberg was the 16th most 

frequently cited psychologist in introductory psychology textbooks throughout the century, as well as the 30th most eminent 

overall. 

 

http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Jean_Piaget
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Lawrence_Kohlberg
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/University_of_Chicago
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Moral_reasoning
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Constructivism_%28learning_theory%29
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Jean_Piaget
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Heinz_dilemma


                                                                                                                                                                                                                  40 
Kohlberg's scale is about how people justify behaviors and his stages are not a method of ranking how moral someone's 

behavior is. There should however be a correlation between how someone scores on the scale and how they behave, and the 

general hypothesis is that moral behavior is more responsible, consistent and predictable from people at higher levels. 

Three Levels and Six Stages 

 

Kohlberg's six stages (Figure 5.1) can be more generally grouped into three levels of two stages each: pre-conventional, 

conventional and post-conventional. Following Piaget's constructivist requirements for a stage model, as described in his 

theory of cognitive development, it is extremely rare to regress in stages-to lose the use of higher stage abilities. Stages 

cannot be skipped; each provides a new and necessary perspective, more comprehensive and differentiated than its 

predecessors but integrated with them. 

 

Figure 5.1 Levels and Stages of Moral Development 

 

Level 1 Pre-Conventional 

1. Obedience and punishment orientation  

     (How can I avoid punishment?) 

2. Self-interest orientation  

    (What's in it for me?) 

    (Paying for a benefit) 

Level 2 Conventional 

3. Interpersonal accord and conformity  

    (Social norms) 

    (The good boy/good girl attitude) 

4. Authority and social order maintaining orientation  

    (Law and order morality) 

Level 3 Post-Conventional 

5. Social contract orientation 

6. Universal ethical principles  

     (Principled conscience) 

 

Pre-Conventional Level 

 

The pre-conventional level of moral reasoning is especially common in children, although adults can also exhibit this level 

of reasoning. Reasoners at this level judge the morality of an action by its direct consequences. The pre-conventional level 

consists of the first and second stages of moral development, and is solely concerned with the self in an egocentric manner. 

A child with pre-conventional morality has not yet adopted or internalized society's conventions regarding what is right or 

wrong, but instead focuses largely on external consequences that certain actions may bring. 

 

In Stage One (obedience and punishment driven), individuals focus on the direct consequences of their actions on 

themselves. For example, an action is perceived as morally wrong because the perpetrator is punished. "The last time I did 

that I got spanked so I will not do it again." The worse the punishment for the act is, the more "bad" the act is perceived to 

be. This can give rise to an inference that even innocent victims are guilty in proportion to their suffering. It is "egocentric," 

lacking recognition that others' points of view are different from one's own.  

There is "deference to superior power or prestige." 

 

Stage Two (self-interest driven) espouses the "what's in it for me" position, in which right behavior is defined by whatever 

is in the individual's best interest. Stage two reasoning shows a limited interest in the needs of others, but only to a point 

where it might further the individual's own interests. As a result, concern for others is not based on loyalty or 

intrinsic respect, but rather a "you scratch my back and I'll scratch yours" mentality. The lack of a societal perspective in 

the pre-conventional level is quite different from the social contract (Stage Five), as all actions have the purpose of serving 

the individual's own needs or interests. For the stage two theorists, the world's perspective is often seen as morally relative.  

 

Conventional Level 

 

The conventional level of moral reasoning is typical of adolescents and adults. Those who reason in a conventional way 
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judge the morality of actions by comparing them to society's views and expectations. The conventional level consists of the 

third and fourth stages of moral development. Conventional morality is characterized by an acceptance of society's 

conventions concerning right and wrong. At this level an individual obeys rules and follows society's norms even when 

there are no consequences for obedience or disobedience. Adherence to rules and conventions is somewhat rigid, however,  

and a rule's appropriateness or fairness is seldom questioned. 

 

In Stage Three (interpersonal accord and conformity driven), the self enters society by filling social roles. Individuals are 

receptive to approval or disapproval from others as it reflects society's accordance with the perceived role. They try to be a 

"good boy" or "good girl" to live up to these expectations, having learned that there is inherent value in doing so. Stage 

three reasoning may judge the morality of an action by evaluating its consequences in terms of a person's relationships, 

which now begin to include things like respect, gratitude, and the "golden rule." "I want to be liked and thought well of; 

apparently, not being naughty makes people like me." Desire to maintain rules and authority exists only to further support 

these social roles. The intentions of actions play a more significant role in reasoning at this stage; "they mean well ..." 

 

In Stage Four (authority and social order obedience driven), it is important to obey laws, dictums and social conventions 

because of their importance in maintaining a functioning society. Moral reasoning in stage four is thus beyond the need for 

individual approval exhibited in stage three; society must learn to transcend individual needs. A central ideal or ideals often 

prescribe what is right and wrong, such as in the case of fundamentalism. If one person violates a law, perhaps everyone 

would-thus there is an obligation and a duty to uphold laws and rules. When someone does violate a law, it is morally 

wrong; culpability is thus a significant factor in this stage as it separates the bad domains from the good ones. Most active 

members of society remain at stage four, where morality is still predominantly dictated by an outside force. 

 

Post-Conventional Level 

 

The post-conventional level, also known as the principled level, consists of stages five and six of moral development. There 

is a growing realization that individuals are separate entities from society, and that the individual’s own perspective may 

take precedence over society’s view; they may disobey rules inconsistent with their own principles. These people live by 

their own abstract principles about right and wrong principles that typically include such basic human rights as life, liberty, 

and justice. Because of this level’s “nature of self before others,” the behavior of post-conventional individuals, especially 

those at stage six, can be confused with that of 

those at the pre-conventional level. 

 

People who exhibit post-conventional morality view rules as useful but changeable mechanisms ideally rules can maintain 

the general social order and protect human rights. Rules are not absolute dictates that must be obeyed without question. 

Contemporary theorists often speculate that many people may never reach this level of abstract moral reasoning. 

 

In Stage Five (social contract driven), the world is viewed as holding different opinions, rights and values. Such perspectives 

should be mutually respected as unique to each person or community. Laws are regarded as social contracts rather than rigid 

edicts. Those that do not promote the general welfare should be changed when necessary to meet “the greatest good for the 

greatest number of people.” This is achieved through majority decision, and inevitable compromise. Democratic  

government is ostensibly based on stage five reasoning. 

 

In Stage Six (universal ethical principles driven), moral reasoning is based on abstract reasoning using universal ethical 

principles. Laws are valid only insofar as they are grounded in justice, and a commitment to justice carries with it an 

obligation to disobey unjust laws. Legal rights are unnecessary, as social contracts are not essential for deontic moral action. 

Decisions are not reached hypothetically in a conditional way but rather categorically in an absolute way, as in the 

philosophy of Immanuel Kant. This involves an individual imagining what they would do in another’s shoes, if they believed 

what that other person imagines to be true. The resulting consensus is the action taken. In this way action is never a means 

but always an end in itself; the individual acts because it is right, and not because it is instrumental, expected, legal, or 

previously agreed upon. Although Kohlberg insisted that stage six exists, he found it difficult to identify individuals who 

consistently operated at that level. 

 

Further Stages  

 

In Kohlberg's empirical studies of individuals throughout their life Kohlberg observed that some had apparently undergone 
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moral stage regression. This could be resolved either by allowing for moral regression or by extending the theory. Kohlberg 

chose the latter, postulating the existence of sub-stages in which the emerging stage has not yet been fully integrated into 

the personality. In particular Kohlberg noted a stage 4½ or 4+, a transition from stage four to stage five, which shared 

characteristics of both. In this stage the individual is disaffected with the arbitrary nature of law and order reasoning; 

culpability is frequently turned from being defined by society to viewing society itself as culpable. This stage is often 

mistaken for the moral relativism of stage two, as the individual views those interests of society that conflict with their own 

as being relatively and morally wrong. Kohlberg noted that this was often observed in students entering college. 

 

Kohlberg suggested that there may be a seventh stage-Transcendental Morality, or Morality of Cosmic Orientation-which 

linked religion with moral reasoning. Kohlberg's difficulties in obtaining empirical evidence for even a sixth stage, however, 

led him to emphasize the speculative nature of his seventh stage. 

 

Theoretical Assumptions (Philosophy) 

 

The picture of human nature Kohlberg begins with is that humans are inherently communicative and capable of reason. 

They also possess a desire to understand others and the world around them. The stages of Kohlberg's model relate to the 

qualitative moral reasonings adopted by individuals, and so do not translate directly into praise or blame of any individual's 

actions or character. Arguing that his theory measures moral reasoning and not particular moral conclusions, Kohlberg 

insists that the form and structure of moral arguments is independent of the content of those arguments, a position he calls  

"formalism" (Figure 5.2). 

 

Figure 5.2 Formal Elements 

 

Stages Views of Persons Social Perspective Level 

6 Sees how human fallibility and frailty are impacted by 

communication 

Mutual respect as a universal principle 

5 Recognize that contracts will allow persons to increase welfare 

of both 

Contractual perspective 

4 Able to see abstract normative systems Social systems perspective 

3 Recognize good and bad intentions Social relationships perspective 

2 Sees that a) others have goals and preferences; b) either to 

conform or to deviate from norms 

Instrumental egoism 

1 No VOP: only self and norm are recognized Blind egoism 

 

Kohlberg's theory centers on the notion that justice is the essential characteristic of moral reasoning. Justice itself relies 

heavily upon the notion of sound reasoning based on principles. Despite being a justice-centered theory of morality,  

Kohlberg considered it to be compatible with plausible formulations of deontology and eudaimonia. 

 

Kohlberg's theory understands values as a critical component of the right. Whatever the right is, for Kohlberg, it must be 

universally valid across societies (a position known as "moral universalism"); there can be no relativism. Moreover, morals 

are not natural features of the world; they are prescriptive. Nevertheless, moral judgments can be evaluated in logical terms  

of truth and falsity. 

 

According to Kohlberg, someone progressing to a higher stage of moral reasoning cannot skip stages. For example, an 

individual cannot jump from being concerned mostly with peer judgments (stage three) to being a proponent of social 

contracts (stage five). On encountering a moral dilemma and finding their current level of moral reasoning unsatisfactory, 

however, an individual will look to the next level. Realizing the limitations of the current stage of thinking is the driving 

force behind moral development, as each progressive stage is more adequate than the last. The process is therefore 

considered to be constructive, as it is initiated by the conscious construction of the individual, and is not in any meaningful 

sense a component of the individual's innate dispositions, or a result of past inductions. 

 

Progress through Kohlberg's stages happens as a result of the individual's increasing competence, both psychologically and 

in balancing conflicting social-value claims. The process of resolving conflicting claims to reach an equilibrium is called 

"justice operation." Kohlberg identifies two of these justice operations: "equality," which involves an impartial regard for 

persons, and "reciprocity," which means a regard for the role of personal merit. For Kohlberg, the most adequate result of 
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both operations is "reversibility," in which a moral or dutiful act within a particular situation is evaluated in terms of whether 

or not the act would be satisfactory even if particular persons were to switch roles within that situation (also known  

colloquially as "moral musical chairs"). 

Knowledge and learning contribute to moral development. Specifically important are the individual's "view of persons" and 

their "social perspective level," each of which becomes more complex and mature with each advancing stage. The "view of 

persons" can be understood as the individual's grasp of the psychology of other persons; it may be pictured as a spectrum, 

with stage one having no view of other persons at all, and stage six being entirely socio-centric. Similarly, the social 

perspective level involves the understanding of the social universe, differing from the view of persons in that it involves an 

appreciation of social norms. 

Examples of Applied Moral Dilemmas 

Kohlberg established the Moral Judgement Interview in his original 1958 dissertation. During the roughly 45-minute tape 

recorded semi-structured interview, the interviewer uses moral dilemmas to determine which stage of moral reasoning a 

person uses. The dilemmas are fictional short stories that describe situations in which a person has to make a moral decision. 

The participant is asked a systemic series of open-ended questions, like what they think the right course of action is, as well 

as justifications as to why certain actions are right or wrong. The form and structure of these replies are scored and not the 

content; over a set of multiple moral dilemmas an overall score is derived. 

Heinz Dilemma 

A dilemma that Kohlberg used in his original research was the druggist's dilemma: Heinz Steals the Drug in Europe. From 

a theoretical point of view, it is not important what the participant thinks that Heinz should do. Kohlberg's theory holds that 

the justification the participant offers is what is significant, the form of their response. Below are some of many examples  

of possible arguments that belong to the six stages: 

Stage One (obedience): Heinz should not steal the medicine because he would consequently be put in prison, which would 

mean he is a bad person. Or: Heinz should steal the medicine because it is only worth $200, not how much the druggist  

wanted for it. Heinz had even offered to pay for it and was not stealing anything else. 

Stage Two (self-interest): Heinz should steal the medicine because he will be much happier if he saves his wife, even if he 

will have to serve a prison sentence. Or: Heinz should not steal the medicine because prison is an awful place, and he would 

probably experience anguish over a jail cell more than his wife's death. 

Stage Three (conformity): Heinz should steal the medicine because his wife expects it; he wants to be a good husband. Or: 

Heinz should not steal the drug because stealing is bad and he is not a criminal; he tried to do everything he could without 

breaking the law, you cannot blame him. 

Stage Four (law-and-order): Heinz should not steal the medicine because the law prohibits stealing, making it illegal. Or: 

Heinz should steal the drug for his wife but also take the prescribed punishment for the crime as well as paying the druggist 

what he is owed. Criminals cannot just run around without regard for the law; actions have consequences. 

Stage Five (human rights): Heinz should steal the medicine because everyone has a right to choose life, regardless of the 

law. Or: Heinz should not steal the medicine because the scientist has a right to fair compensation. Even if his wife is sick, 

it does not make his actions right. 

Stage Six (universal human ethics): Heinz should steal the medicine, because saving a human life is a more fundamental 

value than the property rights of another person. Or: Heinz should not steal the medicine, because others may need the 

medicine just as badly, and their lives are equally significant. 

Criticisms of the Theory of Moral Development 

One criticism of Kohlberg's theory is that it emphasizes justice to the exclusion of other values, and so may not adequately 

address the arguments of those who value other moral aspects of actions. In addition, Kohlberg's theory was initially 
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developed based on empirical research using only male participants. Carol Gilligan, a former student of Kohlberg, argued 

that Kohlberg's theory is overly androcentric and did not adequately describe the concerns of women although research has 

generally found no significant pattern of differences in moral development between sexes.  

 

Next, Kohlberg's stages are not culturally neutral, as demonstrated by its application to a number of different cultures. 

Although they progress through the stages in the same order, individuals in different cultures seem to do so at different 

rates. Kohlberg has responded by saying that although different cultures do indeed inculcate different beliefs, his stages  

correspond to underlying modes of reasoning, rather than to those beliefs. 

 

Lastly, other psychologists have questioned the assumption that moral action is primarily a result of formal reasoning. Social 

intuitionists such as Jonathan Haidt, for example, argue that individuals often make moral judgments without weighing 

concerns such as fairness, law, human rights, or abstract ethical values. Thus the arguments analyzed by Kohlberg and other 

rationalist psychologists could be considered post hoc rationalizations of intuitive decisions; moral reasoning may be less 

relevant to moral action than Kohlberg's theory suggests. 

 

Educational Implications 

  

Moral and Character Development in Education (Huitt, 2004) 

 

In assisting students with moral and character development, it is acknowledged that morals and character traits/attributes 

come into play within a rapidly changing context. Teachers cannot teach students all the specific knowledge, values, or 

behaviors that will lead to success in all aspects of their lives. Teachers must, therefore, acknowledge that some values are 

relative and teach students to develop their own views accordingly. At the same time, teachers must acknowledge that there 

are some absolutes with respect to morality and character that are accepted as commonalties among members of specific 

communities, major world religions, and moral philosophers. Teachers have an obligation to teach or support these morals 

and character development in the classroom, in the family, in religious organizations, and communities at large.  

 

Moral and character development is integral to the development of self (Ashton & Huitt, 1980), and is as much the 

responsibility of early caregivers as it is of later educators. Nucci (1989) showed that "children's moral understandings were 

independent of specific religious concepts" and that both secular and religious children focus "on the same set of 

fundamental interpersonal issues: those pertaining to justice and compassion" (p. 195). In sum, parents, educators, affiliates 

of religious organizations, and community members have an obligation to provide young people with training appropriate 

to their age level that would assist them in holding to the absolutes that are common across philosophies and beliefs of the 

major religious traditions, while at the same time helping them develop and defend own acquired values.  

 

Wynne (1989) reports that the quality of relationships among faculty (and between the faculty and adults in authority) is a 

major factor in the development of student character. An atmosphere of adult harmony is vitally important. According to 

Wynne, schools effectively assisting pupil character development are: 

  

1. directed by adults who exercise their authority toward faculty and students in a firm, sensitive, and imaginative 

manner, and who are committed to both academics and pupil character development; 

2. staffed by dedicated faculty who make vigorous demands on pupils and each other; 

3. structured so that pupils are surrounded by a variety of opportunities for them to practice helping (prosocial) 

conduct; 

4. managed to provide pupils-both individually and collectively-with many forms of recognition for good conduct; 

5. oriented toward maintaining systems of symbols, slogans, ceremonies, and songs that heighten pupils' collective 

identities; 

6. dedicated to maintaining pupil discipline, via clear, widely disseminated discipline codes that are vigorously 

enforced and backed up with vital consequences; 

7. committed to academic instruction and assigned pupils significant homework and otherwise stressed appropriate 

academic rigor; 

8. sensitive to the need to develop collective pupil loyalties to particular classes, clubs, athletic groups, and other sub-

entities in the school; 

9. sympathetic to the values of the external adult society, and perceive it as largely supportive and concerned with the 

problems of the young; 

http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Carol_Gilligan
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Androcentrism
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Social_intuitionism
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Social_intuitionism
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Jonathan_Haidt
http://www.absoluteastronomy.com/topics/Human_rights
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/student/desout.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/student/desout.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/context/neighbor.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/context/neighbor.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/context/religion.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/materials/artsci.html#Philosophy
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/context/family.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/context/religion.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/context/neighbor.html
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10. always able to use more money to improve their programs, but rarely regard lack of money as an excuse for serious

program deficiencies;

11. open to enlisting the help, counsel, and support of parents and other external adults, but willing to propose important

constructive changes in the face of (sometimes) ill-informed parent resistance;

12. disposed to define "good character" in relatively immediate and traditional terms.

In teaching moral and characters, it was not a failure of the economic or material aspect of society, in many cases, but rather 

a failure of the human, social, political, or spiritual aspects. The educational system must prepare individuals to progress in 

each of these arenas of life. Therefore, character development must be seen as an organic process in the development of the 

material/physical, human/psychological, and spiritual/transcendental aspects of human being. 

The need for moral and character development in education led to the character education movement in the US. By the early 

2000s, character education had become the fastest growing school reform movement (Kline, 2017). According to the US 

Department of Education (n.d.) website, character education is defined as a learning process that enables students and adults 

in a school community to understand, care about and act on core ethical values such as respect, justice, civic virtue and 

citizenship, and responsibility for self and others. Thus a set of morally desirable traits exists and these traits should be 

purposefully taught in schools (Editorial Projects in Education Research Center, 2004; McClellan, 1999; Prestwich, 2004). 

Huitt (2004) identified a list of moral and character attributes/traits as the focus for K-12 schools (Figure 5.3) based on data 

results collected in south GA. Those attributes/traits can be integrated into the curriculum to assist young people strive for 

excellence in both character and competencies. Lesson Plan examples from Figure 5.4 to Figure 5.8) are just a few.  

Figure 5.3 Attributes/Character Traits for Moral and Character Development  

Ability to See Another's Perspective 

Ability to Work in Teams 

Accountable 

Attentive 

Caring 

Committed 

Compassionate 

Competent 

Confident 

Considerate 

Cooperative 

Courageous 

Courteous 

Dedicated 

Dependable & Reliable 

Determined 

Disciplined Mind 

Drug-Free 

Empathetic 

 Fair  

 Faithful 

Freedom from Prejudice 

Good-Citizenship 

Hard-Working 

Helpful 

High Self-Esteem 

Honest 

Honorable 

Independent 

Integrity 

Knowledgeable 

Law-Abiding 

Love of Learning 

Loyal 

Moral 

Obedient 

Open-minded 

Optimistic 

Patient 

Persevering 

Positive, Encouraging Attitude 

Prepared 

Productive 

Prompt & Punctual 

Respect & Accept Authority 

Respect for Physical Health 

Respect for Self & Own Rights  

Respect for the Creator 

Respect for the Natural Environment 

Respect the Rights of Others 

Respectful 

Responsible 

Rule-Following 

Searches for Meaning 

Self-Controlled 

Self-Disciplined 

Strives for Excellence 

Teachable 

Thankful 

Trustworthy 

Truthful  

Valuing Family 

The Lesson Plan is a great place for teachers to start teaching and supporting moral and character development in the 

classroom. Below are several examples of teaching and supporting moral and character development in a variety of subject 

areas across various grade levels: 

http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/topics/context/school.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/abilityperspect.html
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http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/compassion.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/competent.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/confident.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/considerate.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/cooperative.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/courage.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/courteous.html
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http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/dependable.html
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http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/loyal.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/moral.html
http://www.edpsycinteractive.org/brilstar/Character/obedient.html
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Figure 5.4 Teaching Trait Honesty in Language Arts  

 

Grade Level: 1st  Content Area: Language Arts  

Learning Objective(s)  Predict outcomes, oral speaking, following 2-3 step directions. 

Moral/Character Trait(s) Honesty 

Lesson Title Too Many Tamales 

Lesson Summary After reading the story Too Many Tamales about a girl who loses her mother’s ring, 

discuss how Maria solved the problem. Discuss other implications of the story. Divide 

the class into five groups. Allow the groups to choose from five questions related to 

honesty. After 10 minutes of planning together, each group acts out the honest way to 

handle the situation they were given. 

 

Figure 5.5 Teaching Trait Integrity in Social Studies/Health 

 

Grade Level: 7-12 Content Area: Social Studies/Health 

Learning Objective(s) Define integrity and relate what is has to do with your character. 

Moral/Character Trait(s) Integrity 

Lesson Title Are You a Person of Integrity? 

Lesson Summary Discussion questions about integrity for use either with or without a video. 

 

Figure 5.6 Teaching Traits Cooperation and Determination in Science/Health 

 

Grade Level: 5-12 Content Area: Science/Health 

Learning Objective(s)  Students will be better able to solve problems in a group team experience, strengthen 

group cohesion through team building and communication, and reinforce individual 

communication skills. 

Moral/Character Trait(s) Cooperation; Determination 

Lesson Title Group Rope Squares 

Lesson Summary This activity reinforces group cohesion and communication skills as well as problem 

solving and cooperation. Groups are formed and students have to work together to 

make a square out of coiled rope. 

 

Figure 5.7 Teaching Traits Self-Discipline and Responsibility in Music 

  

Grade Level: 7-8 Content Area: Music 

Learning Objective(s)  National Music Standards Learning Objectives:  Singing, alone and with others, a 

varied repertoire of music Performing on instruments, alone and with others, a varied 

repertoire of music. Understanding music in relation to history and culture. 

Moral/Character Trait(s) Self-discipline; Responsibility 

Lesson Title Choral Concert 

Lesson Summary Students perform song using correct posture, singing voice, and rhythm. Students 

perform accompaniment on non-pitched percussion instruments with appropriate 

technique and rhythm. Students discuss social and cultural context of the song lyrics. 
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Figure 5.8 Teaching Traits Respect for Self and Respect for Others in Reading/Language Arts, Health, and Mathematics 

 

Grade Level: 6 Content Area: Reading/Language Arts, Health, Mathematics 

Learning Objective(s) Reading/Language Arts 

 gather information from reference works: books... periodicals... dictionaries... 

thesauruses... encyclopedia... atlases and almanacs  

 present information through reports... demonstrations and projects  

Health 

 explain the personal responsibility of individuals and community members 

for maintaining public safety 

Mathematics 

 collect data  

 display data using tables and graphs  

 read... analyze and interpret tables and graphs  

Moral/Character Trait(s) Respect for Self, Respect for Others 

Lesson Title Smoke 'Em Out 

Lesson Summary Students develop and use a questionnaire to survey others on their awareness of the 

danger of second hand smoke, then graph the data collected, relate their findings to at 

least two character qualities/traits and present to the class. 

 

Moral Development and Classroom Management (Nucci, 2009) 

 

Schools and classrooms contribute to students’ moral development through the nature of the overall social and emotional 

climate. This includes the way in which teachers and schools address behavioral issues through classroom management and 

discipline. Paying attention to the emotional climate of classrooms is important because children incorporate emotional 

experiences within their social cognitive schemes. 

 

Variations in the emotional experiences of children can affect their moral orientations. The development of morality in 

children is supported by experiences of emotional warmth and fairness. Children who grow up in such environments tend 

to construct a view of the world based on goodwill. A child who maintains an orientation of goodwill feels emotionally 

secure and expects the world to operate according to basic moral standards of fairness. Children who maintain this 

orientation are more likely to engage in prosocial behavior. A moral classroom climate is one that fosters this tendency 

toward goodwill. The elements of a moral classroom climate address the following four needs: autonomy, belonging, 

competence, and fairness. 

 

In early childhood it is especially important to construct a classroom climate characterized by positive emotion. In middle 

childhood students are less dependent on adults. However, they become more susceptible to social comparison and peer 

exclusion. A positive moral climate reduces competition and increases opportunities for peer collaborative learning and 

social problem solving. In adolescence the challenge is to offset the negative impact of student cliques and tendencies toward 

alienation. Large high schools pose special challenges for the creation of moral community. The Just Community School 

and the Small Schools movement are efforts to address this challenge through “schools within schools. 

 

A positive moral atmosphere is complemented by behavioral management in the form of developmental discipline. In 

addition to the goals of control and efficiency common to all approaches to behavioral management, developmental 

discipline includes the additional goal of fostering students’ social and moral competence. Developmental discipline 

engages students’ intrinsic motivation to do what is right for their own reasons. Developmental discipline deemphasizes the 

use of external rewards and punishments to shape behavior. Conflicts and misbehavior are addressed primarily through 

social problem solving. Teacher discourse provides suggestions and scaffolding to support students’ efforts to resolve 

disputes and arrive at fair solutions.  

 

Teacher feedback in support of positive behavior avoids the use of external rewards such as gold stars or certificates of 

recognition for good conduct or character because such external rewards reduce intrinsic moral motivation. Moral action 

and compliance with school conventions is aided by teachers’ judicious use of positive feedback in the form of validations 

that use moderate language referring to specific behavior and not the characteristics of the student. Responses to misbehavior 

should minimize the use of consequences when alternative problem-solving methods are available. When consequences are 
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to be employed they should be “light” and in the form of logical consequences that are connected in a meaningful way to 

the nature of the transgression. 

Moral Development and Cheating in the Classroom 

Cheating is a violation of social norms (Kline, 2017). Williams (2012) categorized cheating into five dimensions: total 

cheating, serious cheating, social cheating, plagiarism, and student identified serious cheating. Academic Dishonesty (n.d.) 

breaks cheating into two dimensions: individual characteristics, such as gender and GPA, and institutional environment. To 

cheat or not, on the surface, it would seem that a student’s level of moral development would be the central factor for 

deciding whether or not to cheat (Kline, 2017). According to Thoma and Dong (2014) moral reasoning generally increases 

as the level of education increases. According to Kohlberg’s theory, higher stages of moral development would result in 

clearer moral thinking and thus produce better moral actions and behaviors.  

However, in the case of cheating in the classroom, it is found that moral behavior is situation specific regardless of moral 

development levels or stages (Harthshorne & May, 1928-1930; Kline, 2017; Leming, 2008) Honesty or dishonesty in one 

situation does not predict the behavior of a child in another situation; no significant difference was found on cheating 

between students who used religious or moral focused programs and those who did not (Clouse, 2001; Harthshorne & May, 

1930; Leming, 1993). Research has shown low levels of significance for factors such as level of education, GPA, a little or 

no significance for grade level, and cheating is equally prevalent across academic levels and demographic variables such as 

ethnicity or gender, but it does decrease with age at the college level (Geddes, 2011; Kline, 2017; McCabe & Trevino, 1993; 

Williams, 2012). 

Cheating has always been a concern for educators and it is more prevalent than ever despite all of the focus and efforts on 

moral education (Kline, 2017; Schab, 1991). A general decrease in aversion toward dishonesty and an increase in the 

willingness to engage in dishonest behavior over a 30-year period was reported by Schab (1991). There is a disconnect 

between perceptions of cheating and cheating behaviors (Honz, Kiewra, & Yang, 2010; Williams, 2012). Giving answers 

or homework to another student is viewed more lightly than receiving or stealing answers or homework from another 

student; cheating within the classroom was viewed as a greater offense than cheating outside the classroom (Honz, Kiewra, 

& Yang, 2010). A significant relationship between cheating incidences and perceptions of cheating was also found that the 

less serious the cheating was perceived to be, the greater the number of cheating incidences was, meaning that the more 

seriously the behavior was perceived, the less frequently it occurred (Kline, 2017; Williams 2012). Remarkably, there 

was no large discrepancy in cheating perceptions across grade level and academic level (Kline, 2017).  

What does this all mean for teachers? In responding to cheating, preventive measures are among the first strategies in the 

classroom (Santrock, 2018). It is the teachers’ responsibility to help students understand the purpose of learning and goals 

of education. Teachers should foster intrinsic motivation for learning in the classroom. Learning is not to get a high grade. 

To improve students’ self-efficacy for tests, teachers can help students understand the learning materials, and provide help 

for students. Study guides and additional assistance can help better prepare students not to cheat. Woolfolk (2015) also 

suggested the use of a variety of assessment measures in testing students’ learning, in order to reduce testing pressure and 

cheating and to promote intrinsic learning, such as the use of group project, research project, open-book exam, and take-

home test, to name a few. Teachers can emphasize the importance of moral behavior and character integrity in the classroom. 

To help shape students’ perceptions on cheating, parents, peers, and others can also help influence students as to what 

behavior is acceptable and what is not in terms of cheating (Thoma & Dong, 2014). It is important to teach students to be 

responsible, disciplined, moral individuals (Sandtrock, 2018).  

In addition to clarifying goals and purpose of education for intrinsic motivation for learning, providing assistance for testing 

preparation, instilling character traits, and shaping perceptions on cheating, and the use of a variety of forms of testing 

learning as mentioned above, it is necessary to help students form proper expectations of testing and cheating culture. Rules 

of testing and consequences of cheating must to be clearly announced to students in the classroom. Students’ questions 

related to testing procedures need to be addressed before testing. During testing, teachers need to closely monitor students’ 

progress so that no opportunities are created for students to cheat. Cheating incidences should be handled immediately to 

stop continuous violations. To reduce cheating incidences, testing pressure, and cheating temptations during testing, teachers 

can help create a low-pressure testing atmosphere, for examples, classical music may be used as background music. Cheating 

should be dealt promptly, properly, and consistently according to the established rules and policies to reduce and stop 
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cheating offences. This again helps create a culture of not cheating, form an intrinsically motivated learning atmosphere, 

and shape students’ perceptions of what is acceptable and what is not in terms of cheating behaviors.    
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CHAPTER 6 

 

Experiential Learning Theory 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

David Allen Kolb (1939- ), American "organizational" sociologist and educational theorist, is best known for his research 

into experiential learning and learning styles. Kolb received his Bachelor of Arts from Knox College in 1961, his Master of 

Arts from Harvard in 1964 and his Ph.D. in sociology from Harvard University in 1967. His research has its roots in the 

works of John Dewey, Kurt Lewin and Jean Piaget and the more recent work of Jack Mezirow, Paulo Freire and other 

theorists, focusing on how humans process experience. As part of that tradition, Kolb states that experiential learning is a 

process where knowledge results from making meaning as a result of direct experience, i.e., or simply "learning from 

experience." His experiential learning theory is a holistic or “meta-view” of learning that is a combination of experience, 

perception, cognition, and behavior. To explore and continue research on the experiential learning theory, David Kolb, 

along with his wife Alice Kolb, founded Experience Based Learning Systems (EBLS) in 1981. In addition to experiential 

learning, Kolb is also known for contributions in important research into organizational behavior, individual and social 

change, and career development and professional education. Kolb is an emeritus professor of organizational behavior at 

Case Western Reserve University in Cleveland, Ohio.  
 

REQUIRED READING  

 

Experiential learning is a cyclical process that capitalizes on the participants' experiences for acquisition of knowledge. This 

process involves setting goals, thinking, planning, experimentation, reflection, observation, and review. By engaging in 

these activities, learners construct meaning in a way unique to themselves, incorporating the cognitive, emotional, and 

physical aspects of learning.  

 
"Tell me, and I will forget. Show me, and I may remember. Involve me, and I will understand." 

(Confucius Circa 450 BC) 

 

The Experiential Learning Theory 

 

Experiential Learning Theory "provides a holistic model of the learning process and a multi-linear model of adult 

development" (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, 2002, p. 51). In other words, this is an inclusive model of adult learning that intends 

to explain the complexities of and differences between adult learners within a single framework. The focus of this theory is 

experience, which serves as the main driving force in learning, as knowledge is constructed through the transformative 

reflection on one's experience (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, 2002).  

 

The learning model outlined by the Experiential Learning Theory (ELT) contains two distinct modes of gaining experience 

that are related to each other on a continuum: concrete experience (apprehension) and abstract conceptualization 

(comprehension). In addition, there are also two distinct modes of transforming the experience so that learning is achieved: 

reflective observation (intension) and active experimentation (extension) (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, 2002). When these four 

modes are viewed together, they constitute a four-stage learning cycle that learners go through during the experiential 

learning process (Figure 6.1). The learners begin with a concrete experience, which then leads them to observe and reflect 

on their experience. After this period of reflective observation, the learners then piece their thoughts together to create 

abstract concepts about what occurred, which will serve as guides for future actions. With these guides in place, the learners 

actively test what they have constructed leading to new experiences and the renewing of the learning cycle (Baker, Jensen, 

& Kolb).  
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Figure 6.1 Experiential Learning Cycle 

 
Figure 6.1. The graphic above is a representation of the Experiential Learning Cycle, which includes the 

components of experience, critical reflection, abstract conceptualization, active experimentation, and more critical 

reflection. Real experiences help the individual learn advanced abstract concepts. The experiences might result in 

paths, which allow the individual to actively collect information to learn and become a member of the community of 

practice. Perhaps critical thinking and reflection may refine ideas or lead the individual to consider alternate 

possibilities. Each phase potentially leads to another and builds upon the former (LaBanca, 2008). 

 

The ELT model for learning can be viewed as a cycle consisting of two distinct continuums, apprehension-comprehension 

and intension-extension. However, these dialectical entities must be integrated in order for learning to occur. Apprehension-

comprehension involves the perception of experience, while intension-extension involves the transformation of the 

experience. One without the other is not an effective means for acquiring knowledge (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb, 2002). Another 

way to view this idea is summarized as follows, "perception alone is not sufficient for learning; something must be done 

with it" and "transformation alone cannot represent learning, for there must be something to be transformed" (Baker, Jensen, 

& Kolb, pp. 56-67).  

 

The ELT model attempts to explain why learners approach learning experiences in such different manners but are still able 

to flourish. Indeed, some individuals develop greater proficiencies in some areas of learning when compared to others 

(Laschinger, 1990). The ELT model shows that during the learning process, learners must continually choose which abilities 

to use in a given learning situation and resolve learning abilities that are on opposite ends of a continuum (Baker, Jensen, 

& Kolb, 2002). Indeed, learners approach the tasks of grasping experience and transforming experience from different points 

within a continuum of approaches. However, it is important that they also resolve the discomfort with the opposite approach 

on the continuum in order for effective learning to occur. Thus, if a learner is more comfortable perceiving new information 

in a concrete manner and actively experimenting during the processing of the experience, the learner must also undergo 

some abstract conceptualization and reflective observation in order to complete the cycle and lead to effective learning. 

Thus, a learner who experiments with models and manipulates them in the process of learning must also be able to 

conceptualize and form observations based on what s/he experiences. This must occur, even if the learners do not consider 

themselves strong in these areas (Baker, Jensen, & Kolb). This is at the heart of the ELT model and Kolb's view of the adult 

learner.  

 

Applications of Experiential Learning Theory 

 

There are currently many applications of Experiential Learning Theory within educational systems, especially on college 

campuses. These examples include field courses, study abroad, and mentor-based internships (Millenbah, Campa, & 

Winterstein, 2000). Additional examples of well-established experiential learning applications include cooperative 

education, internships and service learning. There are also numerous examples of computer-based interventions based on 

experience.  
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