
►Born October 25, 1927 in Bronxville, NY

►Wealthy, upperclass family

►Educated at the finest prep schools



►Moral reasoning is the 
basis for ethical behavior

►6 developmental stages

►Expanded upon Piaget’s 
theories and stages of 
development

►Assumes that people:
 are capable of reason

 want to understand 
others

 want to understand the 
world around them

► States that justice is the 
goal of moral reasoning



 Kohlberg tested children by presenting 

the children with a moral dilemma, 

and asking them questions to ascertain 

their understanding of morality.

 The ‘yes’/ ‘no’ responses were not the main criteria 
for placement in a particular stage of moral 
development. 

The explanation of why the child holds 
a certain opinion that reveals how 
advanced their moral judgments are.



 Kohlberg's Moral Ladder

 Post conventional

 Conventional

 Pre-conventional

 Ideally people should progress through the 

3 stages as part of normal development



 The child understands rules to be set and given 
by a higher authority.

 Their main concern is with the consequences, 
whether the person will be punished or not.

Typically this stages is seen between the 
ages of 4 and 10.

For example, a stealing is wrong “because you can 
go to jail for a very long time. Plus you can get in 
serious trouble” -4th grade girl (age 9)



 Punishment is no longer ‘evidence’ that something is 
wrong. Instead, it is “a risk that one naturally wants to 
avoid” (Crain 160).

 The idea of right and wrong is slightly more flexible, 
and the first priority is doing what is most beneficial 
for themselves.   “If you won’t tell, I won’t tell.”

For example, “stealing is worse [than 
cheating] because you are more likely 
to get in trouble for stealing than 
cheating”. -6th grade girl (11)





 Strong desire to win approval 

from peers and adults.

 Emphasis on avoiding 

disapproval.

 Kids tend to cite a person’s

intentions, or motives as proof 

of right & wrong.

For example, cheating is wrong “because you’re always 
supposed to do the right thing”. -4th grade girl (age 9)



 Child becomes more concerned with society as a whole, 
and how the rules are made for a purpose. 

 ‘people want to keep society functioning’ (Crain 162)

 Can focus on the effect an action has on society. 

For example, keeping promises is important because 
“when you promise something, you follow through 
with it, and hold your end of the bargain”. 6th grade girl 
(age 12)


