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serious deception? When we think about such moral issues, a process called moral reasoning, we 
are seeking rationales for determining right and wrong.

As you already know, people might think about what is right and wrong, but they don’t 
always behave consistently with those thoughts. However, individuals must be able to distin-
guish right from wrong before they can behave in appropriate ways. Hence, theories on moral 
reasoning focus on the thought processes individuals use to determine what is right or wrong, 
not on the moral (or immoral) behaviors individuals may exhibit. Before we can discuss how an 
understanding of moral development can serve teachers in the classroom, we need to summarize 
the prominent moral development theories.

Piaget’s Theory
Developmental psychologist Jean Piaget is best known in the fields of education and psychology 
for his theory of cognitive development. In one of his early writings, The Moral Judgment of the 
Child (1932), he proposed a two-step process of cognitive moral development. According to 
Piaget, in the first stage of cognitive moral development, labeled moral realism, children believe 
that right and wrong are determined by the consequences of behavior as given by adult authority 
figures. Rules are absolute and are not meant to be broken or bent under any circumstances. At 
this stage, intentions are not important. As they develop more advanced thinking skills, children 
move into the stage of morality of cooperation, or autonomy, and understand that in certain 
situations or under particular circumstances rules can be bent. In other words, children begin to 
see the complexities of right and wrong, for example, understanding that lying may be necessary 
to spare someone’s feelings or that killing someone may be acceptable in war or self-defense.

Kohlberg’s Theory
Lawrence Kohlberg, one of Piaget’s students, believed that moral reasoning was much more 
complex than the two-stage process proposed by Piaget. Kohlberg (1963, 1981) developed his 
own theory of moral reasoning, framing it in three levels, each of which encompasses two stages, 
as summarized in Table 4.1.

The preconventional level is defined by an egocentric, self-interested view of right and 
wrong and disregards the conventions or standards of society. Egocentrism is a focus on 
the self with little consideration for other people or their perspectives. Children in the first 
stage of this level, punishment/obedience, focus on the consequences of their behavior, sim-
ilar to Piaget’s moral realism. For example, “Cheating is wrong because I might get caught 
and fail the course.” In the second stage, naive hedonistic or personal reward, children focus 
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TABLE 4.1      Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Reasoning

LEVEL STAGE DESCRIPTION
Preconventional Punishment/obedience

Naive hedonistic

•• Focus on the consequences of behavior
•• Focus on equal exchange, manipulative 

reciprocity

Conventional Interpersonal authority

Social authority

•• Focus on conforming to rules of parents 
and other family members

•• Focus on conforming to laws and norms 
of society

Postconventional Morality of social 
contract

Morality of individual 
principles

•• Focus on personal decisions to determine 
when and how rules should be bent

•• Focus on what will most benefit society 
as a whole or the greater good


