Kohlberg's Stages

Lawrence Kohlberg (1927-1987) was a well-known theorist in the field of moral development. He posed moral dilemmas to his subjects then asked questions to probe their reasons for recommending a specific course of action.


Stages of Moral Reasoning

From his research, he identified six stages of reasoning at three levels.

	Kohlberg's Theory of Moral Development

	
	
	

	
	Level One:
Pre-conventional Morality

Stage 1: Punishment-Obedience Orientation

Stage 2: Instrumental Relativist Orientation

Level Two:
Conventional Morality

Stage 3: Good Boy-Nice Girl Orientation

Stage 4: Law and Order Orientation

Level Three:
Post-Conventional Morality

Stage 5: Social Contract Orientation

Stage 6: Universal Ethical Principle Orientation


	

	
	
	


Movement through the Stages

Kohlberg's theory of moral reasoning is a stage theory. In other words, everyone goes through the stages sequentially without skipping any stage. However, movement through these stages is not natural, that is people do not automatically move from one stage to the next as they mature. In stage development, movement is effected when cognitive dissonance occurs ... that is when a person notices inadequacies in his or her present way of coping with a given moral dilemma.

But according to stage theory, people cannot understand moral reasoning more than one stage ahead of their own. For example, a person in Stage 1 can understand Stage 2 reasoning but nothing beyond that. Therefore, we should present moral arguments that are only one stage ahead of a person's present level of reasoning to stimulate movement to higher stages.

This article (in 4 parts) is an attempt to use illustrations to help explain the six stages and to show how cognitive dissonance can be created by throwing up the inadequacies of the different stages of reasoning.

Source: Descriptions (in quotations) of the six stages that follow are attributed to Lawrence Kohlberg and taken from Ronald Duska & Mariellen Whelen, Moral Development: A Guide to Piaget and Kohlberg (New York: Paulist), 1975. 
In Class Activity
(1) Together we will read through Kohlberg’s stages to get a basic understanding 
of his theory on moral development.  

(2) After our overview, I will assign you to a group (count by 6) that will focus only 
on a particular level and stage of moral development. Once in groups, make sure 
each member of your group understands the reasoning of your particular 
level/stage.  

(3) Once each group member fully understands the method of reasoning of the 
group, your group will be given 3 fictional dilemmas to explore.  As a smaller 
group, you will argue how a person in YOUR PARTICULAR ASSIGNED 
stage would respond to the dilemma and fill in the blanks below.  For example, 
if you were assigned to group 1, you and your peers would have to come to a consensus of how a person using the “Punishment-Obedience” method of morality would respond.  You will EXPLAIN your answers by filling in the blanks below.
You will repeat this process for the next two dilemmas/scenarios, writing your agreed-upon answers below.


After Scenario 1, a person using the stage of ____________________


would likely________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

because ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________



After Scenario 2, a person using the stage of ____________________


would likely________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

because ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

After Scenario 3, a person using the stage of ____________________


would likely________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

because ___________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________

__________________________________________________________
(4) After you completed the possible responses to all 3 scenarios, you will pick a 

random modern dilemma (some are actual real cases and most are very likely realities).  Decide, as a group, how a person using your stage of development 

would behave in this situation.    
	



	Stage
 ____________

__________________

The Modern Dilemma
:

Possible Response using this method
:

A person using  the method of ______________ would likely ______________________________ because _________________________________
________________________________________. 
Pros
:

Cons:




�Decide on a SYMBOL that best represents this moral reasoning.  Draw it at the top of your poster. 


�Write out the formal name of your assigned stage clearly and in big print at the top of your poster.


�Write out clearly and in large print the modern dilemma your group members decided on. 


�Write out at least TWO possible solutions to this dilemma a person using your assigned reasoning would use. 


�Write out the pros and cons of using this kind of reasoning to solve this dilemma.  Would members of your group respond in this way? 





