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KOHLBERG’S MORAL STAGES
Moral Dilemma #1:  A child becomes very ill and may die if he doesn’t get a certain kind of medicine which is very expensive.  The child’s parents both have jobs, but (their medical insurance doesn’t cover prescriptions and) all their money is spent on rent, clothing, and food.  They have no money for the medicine.  The druggist will not give them the medicine until they have the money to pay for it.  Should the parents try to steal the medicine for their child?

Answer #1- Andrew, age 17:  “They shouldn’t feel guilty, they should just steal it.  Maybe they could pay later.  It’s not that there aren’t consequences; I just don’t think they should feel guilty.  Saving a life is more important than going to jail or whatever the consequences may be.”

With Andrew’s answer, I heard him work from one level of Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Reasoning and end up settling on a completely different level for his final answer.   He went from Level 2- Conventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 4 which includes respecting the law by bringing up the form of payment for the medicine and consequences.  From there, he realized that there was a bigger picture that involved his own personal choice- what he would do in this situation.  His own conscience led him to think about guilt and finally to the fact that he thinks saving a life is more important than stealing and any consequences that may be involved.  His conclusion put him in sync with Level 3 of Kohlberg’s Theory, Postconventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 6.  Andrew ended up being more concerned about his own conscience and what he felt was just.

Answer #2- Sean, age 14: “Yeah, I think that they should steal the medicine.  If they have no other possible way of obtaining it, they should do it.  Is there something that they can give up in exchange?  If not, they should break the law to save a life, that’s more important.”

Again, with Sean’s answer I saw him toy with Level 2- Conventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 4 when he tried to think of alternative ways that the family could come up with the money.  He tried to follow our rules of “you pay for commodities” but couldn’t find peace with his own conscience.  He knew the bigger picture; he values life more than anything else and feels that we all have a right to life.  He ultimately fell into Level 3- Postconventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 6 and made this decision based on his own conscience and his own understanding of what is right and good.

Answer #3- Heather, age 5: “Steal the medicine so that the kid doesn’t die.”

With Heather’s brief answer, it was obvious that there wasn’t a lot of contemplating going on; things were pretty cut and dry for her.  Surprisingly, she jumped right past the stealing dilemma and saw what was more important to her, human life.  There was no egocentrism going on, this sharp, young girl seems to have a conscience and knows what she thinks is important in this world.  I would have to classify Heather as falling into Level 3- Postconventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 6.  This may not be typical for a five year old but Heather has a unique background and her reasoning may be more advanced than other children her age.  

Moral Dilemma #2: A little league baseball player from a poor foreign country is a star player for his team which is competing in the Little League World Series.  The players’ success will bring honor to his home country and allow more citizens of poor countries to “make it” in America.  However, the player is two years above the maximum age limit for little league players, but nobody knows about this.  Should he announce his ineligibility or continue to play so he can bring fame and success to himself and his country?

Answer #1- Andrew, age 17:  “If he’s going to get away with it, I think he should do it for the betterment of his country.  What does he have to lose?  He doesn’t want to go back to his own country, he wants to stay in America and if he tells the truth, he’ll have to go home.  If he lies, he has a possibility of staying and bringing a lot of good to both himself and his country.”

It seems that Andrew falls into Level 2- Conventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 3.  This kind of moral reasoning is based on what will help or please others and loyalty to one’s country.  In this scenario, if the kid does well and no one finds out about his age, his country will benefit.  Andrew focused on these broader benefits; he didn’t focus only on the benefits to the kid himself. 

Answer #2- Sean, age 14:  “It’s not going to make a difference so he should tell the truth.  But if it could seriously help some people than he should do it but I don’t think it will so he should tell the truth.”

Sean did not buy into the possibility that the kid in this dilemma would make a positive difference for his country.  He went outside of the parameters of this question to develop his own logic and conclusion.  He struggled with his decision because if he would have been convinced that it really would have made a difference to his country, he would’ve chosen to have the kid hide his age but the argument just didn’t convince him.  Therefore, his ultimate decision fell into Level 2- Conventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 4 the law and order orientation.  He believes that laws are absolute and that social order needs to be maintained.  

Additionally, I would venture to say that he went with his own conscience on this one because he fought the framework of the question itself which, I argue, would put him into Level 3, Postconventional Moral Reasoning, stage 6. 

Answer #3- Heather, age 5:  “He should tell the truth, they should know that he’s too old.”  Even though it might make a difference for his country?  “Yes, he should tell the truth.”

Heather must be astute for her age.  She seems to reason with morals when some people may suggest that she’s not old enough to have them.  She seems to know right from wrong and is pretty confident in her replies to these moral dilemmas.  Her answer puts her in the same category as her brother Sean minus the deliberating.  She has a solid understanding of law and order and has respect for these boundaries.  Therefore, she would fall into Level 2- Conventional Moral Reasoning, Stage 4. Heather thinks it’s against the law and therefore, it’s wrong.  

In my experience with this assignment, I was not able to find kids with evenly dispersed ages and therefore my interpretation of data may not be as well informed as it could’ve been.  Nevertheless, the kids that I worked with had intelligent and well-articulated answers that I found very interesting.  I don’t think that a group of three kids can reveal very much for any experiment and I think that it’s pretty uncommon for a five year old to be making such conscientious moral choices.  Therefore, I do not see a clear correlation between the ages of the kids that I worked with and the different stages of moral reasoning.  The conclusion that I might draw from this small sample is simply that kids are unpredictable and one never knows where a kid might be on the scale of moral reasoning.  An 17 year old and a five year old may be on the same level of moral reasoning which may seem quite shocking but in my experience, it was true! 

