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Abstract 

Although some claim that reading moral stories to children will improve their moral 

literacy (e.g., W. Bennett, "Book of Virtues," 1993), little research has been done that bears on 

this question. Instead of focusing on justifications for action choices as is usual in studying moral 

judgment, this study used a new approach for assessing development in moral cognition: moral 

theme comprehension. Participants were tested on whether or not they understood the gist of 

several moral stories (i.e., the moral themes). They were asked to identify the theme and identify 

which of three alternative vignettes had the same theme. Participants also rated the closeness of 

match between alternatives (distractors) and what they thought was the target story theme for 

each story. In this study, we found differences in moral theme understanding among third 

graders, fifth graders and adults even after reading comprehension was taken into account. 
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Bennett's Book of Virtues (1993a) was on the New York Times bestseller list for more 

than a year only to be replaced by its sequels (Bennett, l 993b; 1995). The popularity of Bennett's 

books can be credited at least in part to the claims of Bennett and others (e.g., Kilpatrick, 1992; 

Lickona, 1991; Wynne & Ryan, 1993) who state that children need to hear moral stories to 

develop moral literacy and moral character. Unfortunately, as Leming (1993) points out, little 

research has addressed these claims--until now. 

Those who advocate reading moral stories to children to develop their moral literacy seem 

to assume that children comprehend moral stories both in the way that adults do and in the way 

that authors intend. In fact, narrative comprehension research demonstrates that children do not 

understand narratives in the same way adults do: children remember less of the story overall and 

have difficulty making inferences to connect goals-actions-outcome chains of events (e.g., Collins, 

1983; Perfetti, 1985; van den Broek, Lorch & Thurlow, 1997). Not only do children comprehend 

stories less well generally than adults do, there is evidence that adults themselves do not 

understand moral texts in a uniform fashion. For example, Narvaez ( 1997) found that recall for 

moral narratives was significantly related to moral judgment development. In this study we 

address the question of whether or not children understand the theme of a moral story in the same 

way an adult does and in the way intended by the author. Although advocates of reading moral 

· stories for moral character also assume a causal link between reading moral stories and moral 

behavior, we do not examine that assumption here. 

Theme comprehension has been studied by several researchers. Taylor ( 1986) found that 

summarizing the point of a narrative was difficult for 4th and 5th graders. Johnson ( 1984) found 

that summarization was more difficult than recall for elementary school children. When 

Goldman, Reyes & Varnhagen ( l 984) asked kindergarten - 6th grade children to extract lessons 
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from fables, children were generally unable to extract a lesson until fourth grade; younger children 

were able only to give concrete, story-specific answers. Lehr ( 1988) tested theme 

comprehension in kindergartners, 2nd and 4th graders with realistic stories and folktales. Both 

previous experience with literature and age were related to theme identification. Overall, children 

were better at extracting themes from realistic fiction than from fantasy fiction. However, several 

studies indicate that even for adults, themes are not automatically extracted from texts 

(Afflerbach, 1990; Reder & Anderson, 1980; Williams, 1993 ). Affierbach ( 1990) found that 

experts automatically construct the main idea of texts that are about familiar topics significantly 

more than for texts about unfamiliar topics. Afflerbach suggests that main idea construction is not 

automatic or fundamental generally unless the topic is familiar. 

Moral comprehension 

There are several methods for measuring moral cognition. The most widely-used approach 

asks participants to justify a moral action choice (Rest, 1973; Rest, Turi el, & Kohlberg, l 969; 

Walker, deVries, & Bichard, 1984). The justifications are then analyzed according to Kohlberg's 

stages of moral reasoning development (see Table l ). 1 Moral judgment has been studied most 

often by asking participants (children and adults) to select and justify a moral action in the face of 

a moral dilemma (e.g., Colby & Kohlberg, 1987; Gibbs, Basinger, & Fuller, 1992; Turiel, 1983). 

For example, in "Heinz and the drug" the task is to select an action for Heinz and justify why it is 

the best choice. Testing children for level of moral judgment is difficult because of their relative 

1 Kohl berg's moral stage theory has engendered a great deal of research and supportive research 
findings. The Defining Issues Test (DIT) (Rest, 1979) is an offspring of his theoretical approach. 
The DIT, systematically validated through a series of studies (see Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 
1997, for a review), has demonstrated with thousands of subjects that moral judgment increases 
with age and education from preconventional to conventional to postconventional thinking. 



limited language, experience, and abstract thinking skills--e.g., the Defining Issues Test is so 

complex that it cannot be used below a 12-year-old reading level. 

Table 1. Six Conceptual Stages about Cooperation and Their Characteristics* 

Preconventional Level 
Stage 1: The morality of obedience: Do what you are told. 

• Right and wrong are defined simply in terms of obedience to fixed rules. 
• Punishment inevitably follows disobedience, and anyone who is punished must have 
been bad. 

Stage 2: The morality of instrumental egoism: Let's make a deal. 
• An act is right if it serves an individual's desires and interests. 
• One should obey the law only if it is prudent to do so. 
• Cooperative interaction is based on simple exchange. 

Conventional level 
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Stage 3: The morality of interpersonal concordance: Be considerate, nice and kind, and you' 11 
make friends. 

• An act is good if it is based on a prosocial motive. 
• Being moral implies concern for the other's approval. 

Stage 4: The morality of law and duty to the social order: Everyone in society is obligated to 
and protected by the law. 
• Right is defined by categorical rules, binding on all, that fix shared expectations, 
thereby providing a basis for social order. 
• Values are derived from and subordinated to the social order and maintenance of law. 
•Respect for delegated authority is part of one's obligations to society. 

Postconventional 
Stage 5: The morality of consensus-building procedures: You are obligated by the 

arrangements [hat are agreed to by due process procedures. 
• Moral obligation derives from voluntary commitments of society's members to 
cooperate. 
• Procedures exist for selecting laws that maximize welfare as discerned in the majority 
will. 
• Basic rights are preconditions to social obligations. 

Stage 6: The morality of non-arbitrary social cooperation: How rational and impartial people 
would organize cooperation defines morality. 

• Moral judgments are ultimately justified by principles of ideal cooperation. 
• Individuals each have an equal claim to benefit from the governing principles of 
cooperation. 

*From Rest (1979) 
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Another way to measure moral cognition is to present participants with other people's moral 

reasoning and ask them to do something with it. Moral comprehension researchers have most 

often studied the effects of different levels of moral judgment development on the understanding 

of moral arguments. In contrast to moral justification studies, moral comprehension studies 

present participants with someone else's reasons for a moral action. For example, in Rest et al. 

( 1969), moral arguments based on one or another stage of moral judgment (from Kohlberg's 

stages) were explicity presented in separate paragraphs to participants who were asked to restate 

them (e.g., Rest, Turi el, & Kohl berg, 1969). This approach provides an inventory of a 

participant's moral schema capacity-i.e., the schemas that a participant can paraphrase are those 

that are understood. (Capacity of course differs from performance--when deciding on an action, 

participants may or may not choose a moral reason from the apex of their capacity.) However, 

the task of paraphrasing moral arguments is an onerous one that paiiicipants intensely dislike. An 

approach that is ditiicult for adults would be much more so for children. Hence, an alternative 

approach was sought to use with children. 

Moral comprehension has been successfully studied using narrative texts with embedded 

moral reasoning (Narvaez, 1997) Narvaez ( 1996; 1997) studied the effects of moral judgment on 

the comprehension of narratives with embedded moral reasoning from various stages and found 

that differences in recall corresponded to differences in moral judgment development. Persons 

with higher levels of moral judgment development not only recalled the texts and the high-stage 

arguments within them better, they distorted their recall differently. Although all readers tended 

to distort the text in their recall. high-stage reasoners were more likely to add new high-stage 

reasons (rather than low-stage reasons) to their recall of the narratives in comparison to lower 

stage reasoners. The success of this approach offered a way to investigate children's moral 



thinking, moral story comprehension. 

Two previous studies have used moral texts in studying children's comprehension. 

Johnson & Goldman ( 1987) presented children with Bible stories that illustrated "rules of 

conduct" (helping, obeying or not being afraid). Children were tested on their ability to recognize 

the rules in the stories and their ability to group stories according to the rules. Young children 

tended to group stories according to actions and concrete items rather than rule similarity. The 

other study that focused on moral story comprehension is Stein & Trabasso ( 1982) in which the 

. authors manipulated aspects of intention by varying information about motives, their goal

relatedness, and the severity of consequences within stories. They tested comprehension and 

evaluation of outcomes in response to manipulations. 

Current study 
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This study differs from previous studies in the following ways. 1) It provides a way to test 

whether or not children understand the themes of moral stories like adults do or as the author 

intended, or whether they distort the themes to a simpler level of moral comprehension. 2) It 

offers a new way to study moral judgment development in children. 3) It provides an objective 

measure of moral judgment development in children. 4) Our definition of "moral" is a 

philosophical one involving cooperating or getting along with others (Piaget, 193 2; Rawls, 1971; 

Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau & Thoma, 1997). For us, a "moral story" has a theme about a specific 

aspect of getting along with others. ln the selection of texts for this study, we did not choose texts 

such as Aesop's fables since they focus mostly on types of prudence (e.g., don't be vain, plan 

wisely, don't be fooled, etc.). We created well-constructed, non-religious, literary stories (those 

that had a beginning, middle and end. 



Method 

Participants 

There were 13 2 participants in all. Fifty 3rd graders and 54 5th graders from a city 

elementary school participated. Twenty-eight adults from educational psychology classes at a 

public university received course credit for participating. 

Materials 
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Four stories about moral dilemmas were written. Each story had a complex moral 

message (having two aspects). Two stories about helping strangers were developed. "Kim" 

concerns a girl whose family, while moving across the country, stops at a gas station where Kim 

receives too much change from the cashier. The moral messages concern honesty and self

control. "California" is a version of Hans Christian Andersen's "The boy and the dike". It is about 

a girl who saves the cattle of a town by holding closed the gate of a corral during a storm 

throughout the night. The moral messages are self-sacrifice and perseverance. Two stories about 

helping friends or family were written. "Jed" is about a boy who is tempted away from his home 

responsibilities. The moral messages concern doing one's duty and being trustworthy. "Malcolm" 

is about a boy whose friend is an arson suspect and expects him to lie to keep the friend out of 

trouble but to get an innocent stranger into trouble. The moral messages are about telling the 

truth even about strangers no matter what the cost. 

Distractors. The list of themes for the multiple-choice theme selection task was generated 

from two pilot groups: a group of adults who were asked to generate as many themes as possible 

for each story and a group of children who were interviewed individually about what they thought 

the themes of the stories were. Keeping in mind the distortions that occur in moral comprehension 

paraphrasing and moral narrative recall, we found similar distortions (downward) in our pilot 
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studies. We used these distortions as distractors for the multiple-choice theme task. There were 

seven types of themes for each story, two theme statements (one abstract and one concrete) and 

five distractors: Stage 1 theme distortion, Stage 2 theme distortion, Stage 3 theme distortion, an 

item using complex words, an item focusing on the priority of the "ingroup" (an item emphasizing 

collectivism). After rating each item, the participant was asked to select the best two themes. 

There were three distractors for the multiple-choice story selection task. The distractors 

varied systematically: one story type used the same actions--i.e., the same plot characteristics-

but had different actors and a different message; a second story type used the same actors but 

involved different actions and messages, the third type of story had only the same setting. The 

target story had different actions and actors but the same message. 

Reading Comprehension. Ten true-false questions about the story were used to measure 

reading comprehension and were used as a covariate in the analyses. These questions measured 

factual recall and inferences about the story. Cronbach alpha for these 40 questions was . 81. The 

Reading Comprehension score was comprised of the correct answers to the set of ten true-false 

questions for each story (n=40). The children's standardized test scores for reading 

comprehension and vocabulary were also collected. 

Procedure 

Participants were guided through a practice story first. After hearing a story, participants 

were asked to think about the message of the story ("What do you think the best message is about 

getting along with others?) After each story, there were several tasks. I) Participants answered 

ten true-false questions r..bout the story. 2) The participants read and rated seven or eight possible 

messages/themes according to what they thought was the message of the target story. A five

point Lickert-type scale was used ("Very different," "Different,'' "So-so," "Same," or "Very much 



the same." Then they selected the best two choices. 3) Partipants read four short stories 

(paragraph-length) and then rated them (using the same kind of scale) as to how close the 

message of each was to what they thought was the target story message. Then they identified 

which of four short stories had the same moral theme as the original story. 
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The children were tested by grade in two SO-minute sessions one week apart. In order to 

minimize reading comprehension differences, the stories and tasks were put on audio tape as well 

as on paper for the children. Adults completed the tasks on paper at home. There were three 

orders (avoiding the order that would put two characters of the same sex in the same session). 

Variables 

Combination Variables. Several combination scores were generated: 1) for the multiple

choice story selection task, the total correct story choices (STORY CHOICE); 2) for the 

multiple-choice story task, the difference between average rating for all story choice items (across 

stories) subtracted from the rating for the correct story choice (STORY RATING); 3) for the 

message task, the total correct theme choices (MESSAGE CHOICE); 4) for the message task, the 

difference between the average rating for all message items (across stories) subtracted from the 

rating for the correct theme choices (MESSAGE RA TING). These four scores were analyzed 

alone and together as one composite score (COMPOSITE) indicating moral theme 

comprehension. The Cronbach alpha for the composite score was .89. 

Distractors. The rating for each message distractor item was subtracted from the average 

rating for all message items (across stories). Item rating differences for each category of distractor 

were added together: all Stage 1, all Stage 2, all Stage 3, all Complex word, all Ingroup. 

Results 

Combination variables. Analyses of covariance were conducted for each combination 
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variable using the reading comprehension score as a covariate. All analyses were significant, 

indicating a main effect for grade (3rd grade, 5th grade, adults). See Table 2 for a summary scores 

and significance. 

Table 2: Means, Standard Deviations, and F with Covariate for Combination Variables. 

Age 

1. Story choice 

2. Story rating 

3 .Message choice 

4.Message rating 

Composite of 4 

*g<.000 l 

3rd grade 

(n=50) 

8.6 (.53) 

.44 (.64) 

-2.57 (3.17) 

2.72(1.51) 

2.74 (2.95) 

3.31(6.04) 

5th grade 

(n=54) 

10.91 (.45) 

1.81 (1.67) 

3.76 (3.75) 

4.67 (1.26) 

5.74 (2.40) 

15.99 (7.00) 

Adults 

(n=28) 

27.90 (7.87) 

3.64 (.56) 

9.22 (2.86) 

6.00 (.86) 

8.32 (2.01) 

27.19 (4.98) 

F 

(w/covariate) 

57.18* 

65.99* 

25.43 * 

86.82* 

74.65* 

An analysis of covariance was performed on the Composite score for the children with all 

reading comprehension covariates (Reading Comprehension Score from our measure, 

Standardized test scores for reading comprehension, vocabulary and reading score). Covarying 

out standardized test scores and study-based reading comprehension still produced a main effect 

for grade (F(l,91)=58.57, p<.0001). 
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Distractor variables. Analyses of covariance were conducted for each set of distractor 

variables with the reading comprehension covariate. All analyses were significant indicating a 

main effect for grade on all distractors. Differences in ratings for message distractors are listed in 

Table 3 (a lower number indicates greater preference). There were significant group differences 

for all variables: Stage 1, Stage 2, Stage 3, Complex word, Ingroup. 

Table 3: Means, Standard Deviations, and F with Covariate for Message Distractors (Stage 1 

Theme Distortion, Stage 2 Theme Distortion, Stage 3 Theme Distortion, Complex Word, Ingroup 

Focus). 

3rd grade 5th grade 

(n=47) (n=52) 

Stage l -.64 (.66) 1.19(.62) 

Stage 2 1.15 (.62) 1.33 (.55) 

Stage 3 1.06 (.95) 2.17 (.78) 

Complex word -1.73(.73) 1.91 (.62) 

Ingroup -1.20 (.96) 2.03 (.71) 

Q<.0001;** Q<.022; #p<.003 

Adults 

(n=27) 

1.88 (.52) 

1.67 (.39) 

1.99(.49) 

2.65 (.62) 

2.35 (.56) 

F 

(w/covariate) 

17.84* 

3.93** 

10.08* 

8.87* 

6.06# 

Although all participants heard the same moral stories, there were significant differences in 

moral comprehension. Overall, the third graders selected the vignette with the same theme ( 1 out 
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of 4 per story) 11 % of the time. Fifth graders were correct 45% of the time and adults 91 % of 

the time. The average ratings for story distractors (Same Setting, Same Characters or Same 

Action) are listed in Table 4 (a higher number indicates greater preference). The developmental 

trend can be seen in virtually every variable, third graders more likely to rate highly the distractors 

than the older students. 

Table 4: Means, Standard Deviations, and F with Covariate for Story Distractors (Same Setting, 

Same Characters, Same Actions). 

Setting 

Character 

Action 

3rd grade 

-1. 79(. 79) 

-1.83 (.81) 

-.39 (.60) 

**n<.0001; *n<.oos 

5th grade 

-2.59 (.64) 

-2. 73 (. 70) 

-.95 (.88) 

Discussion 

Adults 

-2.63 (.68) 

-2.96(.58) 

-2.05 (.67) 

F(w/covariate) 

5.6* 

9.29** 

23.58** 

Using moral stories to gauge children's moral judgment development shows some 

promise. The materials that were developed were rich enough to show developmental trends 

among all the variables. Younger students were more likely to rate highly lower-stage distortions 

of the story themes. They were more likely to prefer story distractors than the target story among 

the vignettes. 

In summary, the method provides a new window into the moral mind--using moral text 
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comprehension as a measure of moral schemas. It provides evidence that an objective, multiple-

choice instrument can identify developmental differences between children. The results show that 

reading moral stories to children does not guarantee that they will assimilate the moral message as 

intended. Instead, as in other moral comprehension studies (e.g., Rest, Turi el, & Kohlberg, 1969; 

Rest, 1973; Walker, deVries, & Bichard, 1984), participants downwardly assimilated the material 

to match their moral schemas. 

Educators who use stories to teach social and ethical knowledge should be aware that the 

message given is not necessarily the message received. As with general reading materials, care 

should be taken in selection and usage of socio-moral materials to ensure that they meet the child 

on his or her own level of moral judgment capacity. As reported by Hull ( 1993 ), a young Omaha 

gang-member involved in drive-by shootings found the movie "South Central" to be an 

endorsement of his lifestyle even though the film producer and typical viewers interpreted it as an 

admonishment against gang membership. Although a child might enjoy and value a story or film 

its merit and theme for the youth may be quite different from those of the author or those of 

adults. 
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