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ABSTRACT 

Discussions regarding moral development and subsequent behavior are common in political and 

philosophical arenas. The consensus is that resolutions of moral dilemmas are best accomplished 

through careful deliberation and the use of principled moral reasoning. The purpose of this study 

was to examine changes in moral development in undergraduate college students who 

participated in an outcomes based education program. The study also investigated the influence 

of certain demographic and attribute variables on moral development within the same 

population.  

This study examined extant data from 295 University of Charleston (UC) students who took the 

Defining Issues Test as freshmen and then again during their senior capstone. Paired samples t-

tests produced statistically significant evidence of movement toward post-conventional methods 

and away from the use of lower level conventional modalities when resolving moral dilemmas.  

The result of paired sample t-tests and ANOVA comparing demographic and attribute variables 

to changes in DIT-2 sub-scores showed mixed results. Overall, students’ capacity to resolve 

moral dilemmas using higher order thinking was demonstrably strengthened. However, there 

were insufficient data to suggest that any one group within the overall cohort encountered 

educational interventions that significantly affected that ability more so than the entire 

population. 
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A STUDY OF OUTCOMES BASED EDUCATIONAL INTERVENTIONS AND MORAL 

DEVELOPMENT OF UNDERGRADUATE COLLEGE STUDENTS 

 

CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

The study of morality and the use of frameworks for resolving moral dilemmas have been 

linked to education since Aristotle and his students explored ethics in the 4
th

 century BCE. 

Aristotle referred to the capacity for virtuous behavior as moral beauty (Diessner, Iyer, Smith, & 

Haidt, 2013). Xenophon, a pupil of Aristotle, considered the construction of a systematic ethical 

framework essential to the power base of elites (Johnstone, 1994).  

Much later, as Darwin explored the Galapagos Islands, he wrote that values and the 

capacity to develop a sense of moral judgement could arise from increased intelligence (Joyce, 

2014). Darwin further suggested that the capacity to decide a right action from wrong is similar 

to evolution in that it occurs unconsciously. Nietzsche, although in disagreement with Darwin 

over natural selection (Addis, 2012), seemed to agree when he supposed that behavior occurs 

intuitively and standards of behavior are wrought from individual and temporary experiences 

(Haase, 2008; Johnson, 2010). However, the actions of human beings continue to make it clear 

that choosing to do the right thing remains elusive, regardless of the origin of morality and the 

experiences affecting the values of human beings.  

In the late 1960s, the Civil Rights movement was capturing the attention of the world. 

Millions watched as African Americans and Whites clashed over just and fair treatment. Dr. 

Martin Luther King demonstrated to the world that much work was needed for America to be the 

land of just laws. His effort to end racist laws and discrimination ultimately cost him his life. 

Today, racial bias continues despite the election of the first African American President of the 

United States. Other crises of morality continue. Environmental concerns, unfair business 
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practices, and cross-cultural conflict fuel discussions on the future of moral behavior in an ever 

smaller world. 

  Businesses world-wide are now recognizing the value of post-conventional thinking - 

the view that decision-making should be driven by overriding principles of rightness (Rottig, 

Koufteros, & Umphress, 2011; Burcea, 2015; Steele & Branson, 2014), and since the 1970s, 

ethicists have fought for the inclusion of ethics education as part of  instruction at the collegiate 

level (Bebeau, 2002). Lawrence Kohlberg described post-conventional thinking as a “most 

developed way of thinking” (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009, p. 172), and any laws or 

proscription of behavior should universally reference ethical behavior (Rest et al., 2009). Since 

then, as technology brought news from around the world into living rooms, it remains clear that 

ethics education is an essential for many disciplines (Hazels, 2015).  

 The concepts of justice and care were the focus of a number of significant works seeking 

to quantify individual moral development and factors that affect it (Jorgensen, 2006; Maddix, 

2011). A consistent finding indicated growth in the ability to identify and resolve moral 

dilemmas can be wrought from life experiences, including formal learning (Kohlberg, 1979; 

Kohlberg, 1984; Kristjánsson, 2014). Another group of studies identified possible increases in 

capacity for moral reasoning specifically as a consequence of educational intervention on the 

topic (Bebeau & Thoma, 1999; Mayhew et al., 2012; Walker, 2002). However, the relationship 

between moral judgement, educational intervention, and certain attribute variables was a less 

common research topic.  

Research suggests moral development is influenced by factors such as political ideology, 

academic ability, or socioeconomic status. In those studies, researchers used two methods for 

assessing moral development; the moral judgement interview (MJI) or the Defining Issues Test 
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(DIT) (Kohlberg, 1979; Power, 2012; Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 1997). Both the MJI and the 

DIT are based on elements of Kohlberg’s model of moral development (Rest et al., 2009). 

Kohlberg developed the Moral Judgement Interview as a way to test his hypotheses about stages 

of moral development (Rest et al., 2009). The MJI is a comprehensive one-on-one evaluation of 

the level of moral judgement performed through dialogue. Interviewees evaluate ethical 

dilemmas and discuss options and rationale for choices which provide evidence for stages of 

moral development (Rest et al., 1997).  

The Defining Issues Test is another more common method of assessing moral 

development. The DIT borrows much of the information from Kohlberg’s MJI, but the 

assessment is administered via a questionnaire, which provides some advantages such as 

convenience and ease of scoring (Rest, Cooper, Coder, Masanz, & Anderson, 1974). Over time, 

further refinements of the instruments resulted in the current form of the Defining Issues Test, 

commonly called the DIT-2. The DIT-2 is used throughout the world to assess moral 

development. Higher education institutions use the DIT-2 as a method to evaluate the effect of 

ethics education on accounting majors (Shawver & Sennetti, 2009), counseling interns (Cannon, 

2008), law students, medical students, and other professional vocations (Bebeau, 2002).   

Any school that purports to influence the ethical constructs of its students should expect 

to be held accountable for those claims. Outcomes of educational interventions, including those 

with a goal of moral development, should be measurable and assessed regularly. The DIT-2 can 

help accreditation bodies, faculty, and administrators evaluate curriculum designed to improve 

student reasoning and behavior (Mayhew, Pascarella, Trolian, & Selznick, 2015).  The DIT-2 

also allows for a number of statistical analyses, including reliability and response validity 

measures. The Center for the Study of Ethical Development (2015) states that the DIT and DIT-2 
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have been evaluated in terms of a number of criteria in over 400 published articles. Over 13,000 

respondents’ data have been analyzed by the Center (Bebeau & Thoma, 2003).  

The DIT-2 determines the primary way that individuals recognize and resolve moral 

dilemmas (Thoma & Dong, 2014; Walker, 2002). James Rest’s work using the DIT-2 allowed 

for significant progress in verifying the validity of the instrument and refining its use for 

measuring the effect of interventions, specifically professional education (Thoma, 2002). Much 

of his research explored the validity and reliability of the Defining Issues Test as the ideal 

instrument for assessing moral development. 

This study sought to, using DIT-2 results, evaluate and explore changes in moral 

development that occurred in undergraduate students between the freshman and senior year at a 

private four-year university with an outcomes based curriculum. A primary goal was to 

determine if differences in entry and exit level DIT-2 sub-scores existed and if the differences 

were more pronounced in certain sub-populations.   

Moral Development Curriculum at the University of Charleston 

Approximately 16 years ago, the University of Charleston (UC), a small private 

institution in West Virginia, developed a curriculum that provided for specific experiences in six 

key areas called Liberal Learning Outcomes (LLO). They are Citizenship, Communication, 

Creativity, Critical Thinking, Inquiry, and Ethical Practice. For each LLO, faculty develop a 

number of experiences that are integrated into courses within each major. As a requirement for 

graduation, each student must present evidence of foundational, mid-level, and advanced 

competency related to each LLO, including ethical practice. Foundational-level outcomes are 

met through introductory experiences in freshman First Year Experience programs. Some 

outcomes such as Critical Thinking require at least two mid-level experiences. The Ethical 



6 

 

Practice LLO experiences occur in the first year (foundational level), the sophomore and junior 

year (mid-level), and the senior year (advanced level). Some majors have specific courses 

designed to emphasize ethical practice and moral development where other majors may provide 

opportunities for students to show competency within a course that meets the standard for an 

Ethical Practice Outcome designation.  

As students advance toward graduation, LLO experiences increase in rigor and 

complexity. Ultimately, each student must present evidence of advanced-level outcome 

attainment. Assessment of students’ key assignments or experiences is accomplished using a 

rubric specific to the outcome.  Rubrics for each outcome are regularly reviewed by faculty, as 

are the key assignments. The ethical practice rubric describes five criteria for ethical decision-

making along the y-axis and five levels of proficiency, ranging from insufficient to exemplary, 

along the x-axis. With regard to Ethical Practice, the expectation is that outcomes based learning 

will increasingly enable students to express the ability to identify and resolve moral dilemmas as 

part of key assignments. Rubric scores are captured and analyzed by the institution. 

Regular reviews and approvals of all LLO experiences are the responsibility of Liberal 

Learning Roundtables. Roundtables consist primarily of faculty, administration, and staff 

stakeholders. The Ethical Practice LLO is an important facet of the UC experience. For each 

class offering a LLO, the key assignment is the primary method for demonstrating attainment of 

the outcome. A rubric is used to assess the competency of the learner. For experiences involving 

the Ethical Practice Outcome, students’ skill at resolving issues of morality within an assignment 

or throughout a course is assessed. Skill in resolving moral dilemmas, essential to ethical 

practice, are assessed using the Defining Issues Test. Changes in moral development as a result 

of the undergraduate experience can be seen by analysis of DIT-2 results. 
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The DIT-2 is administered to students at UC in their freshman year and again when they 

are seniors. The scores are reviewed and shared with faculty. The results have not been used to 

explore the relationship between changes in moral reasoning, student demographic or attribute 

variables, or programmatic interventions related to ethical practice. Increased scrutiny of DIT-2 

results may provide UC important information about educational interventions in academic 

disciplines and co-curricular activities that may affect the moral development of students. 

Additionally, if specific educational interventions regarding ethics occur within academic 

disciplines, DIT-2 results may provide some evidence of success. Identifying relationships 

between moral development and attribute variables of the student population could be very 

useful when considering approaches to ethics education holistically, in programs, and in certain 

student populations. On a broader scale, the analysis may have implications for any institution 

using the DIT-2 to assess curriculum, programs, and interventions designed to affect the capacity 

for improved moral judgement of students. 

Problem Statement 

Many higher education institutions measure moral development resulting from the 

collegiate experience, often using the Defining Issues Test (DIT-2). In most cases, the DIT-2 is 

administered at the end of the undergraduate period to obtain a snapshot of graduates’ capacity to 

identify and resolve moral dilemmas. Other schools obtain DIT-2 results from freshmen and 

seniors to ascertain changes in moral development from the start to finish of the undergraduate 

college experience.  

Colleges and universities, including Christian schools where the mission promotes 

character education, have a particular interest in the impact of curricula on student moral 

development. Educational interventions focusing on ethics and morality are common in religion-
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based universities, but the impact of the use of ethics-focused curricula and commensurate 

assessments of student learning gains in non- religious-based universities are somewhat 

inconsistent. DIT-2 studies that document the relationship between demographics, attribute 

variables, and moral development gains resulting from educational interventions could also be 

useful to universities. Little attention has been paid to the effect of demographic variables (sex, 

high school grade point average, and ACT scores) as factors that may be related to changes in 

moral development. 

Therefore, this study seeks to determine if there are differences in moral development, as 

measured by the DIT-2, between the freshman and senior year of college in students 

participating in outcomes based educational programs. Additionally, DIT-2 scores of students 

will be analyzed, accounting for a number of demographic/attribute variables. The differences 

among DIT-2 scores and demographic subdivisions such as high school GPA, sex, co-curricular 

involvement, final undergraduate GPA, and economic status markers will also be examined.  

Research Questions 

Specific research questions addressed in the study include: 

1. What are the differences, if any, in the entry and exit levels of moral development of 

undergraduate college students who have participated in an outcome based ethics-focused 

curriculum? 

2. What are the differences, if any, in the entry and exit levels of moral development in 

undergraduate college students who have participated in an outcome based ethics-focused 

curriculum, based on selected demographic and attribute variables such as, sex, athletic 

participation, high school grade point average, time to complete undergraduate degree, ACT 

score, final undergraduate grade point average, and socio-economic status. 
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Operational Definitions 

For the purposes of this study, the following definitions were used: 

Level of Personal Interest decision-making – Personal Interest (2/3) decision-making 

frameworks are identified as strongly influenced by avoidance of punishment, maintaining 

friendships, and obtaining the approval of others (Bebeau & Thoma, 2003). In the DIT-2, this 

result is referred to as the 2/3 or PI score. It is a ranking of zero to 97. For this study the 2/3 

schema from the DIT-2 result represents “the proportion of items selected that [are influenced by 

personal interest]” (p. 18). 

Level of Maintaining Norms decision-making – Maintaining Norms (4P) decision-making 

frameworks are identified as strongly influenced by social norms such as rule-following, 

maintaining existing legal systems, interpersonal roles, and organizational structures (Bebeau & 

Thoma, Guide for DIT-2, 2003). In the DIT-2, this result is referred to as the 4P or MN score. It 

is a ranking of zero to 90. For this study, the 4P schema represents “the proportion of items 

selected that [focus on maintaining norms]” (p. 19). 

Level of Post-conventional decision-making – Post-conventional (P) decision-making 

frameworks are identified as grounded in an abstract set of universal ethical principles (Bebeau 

& Thoma, Guide for DIT-2, 2003). In the DIT-2, this result is referred to as the 5/6 or P score. It 

is a ranking of zero to 95. For this study, the Post-conventional schema represents “the 

proportion of items that [are influenced by universal ethical principles]” (p. 19). 

Weighted Post-conventional score (N2) – The Weighted Post-conventional (N2) index is a 

mathematical adjustment of the post-conventional thinking (P) score to account for rejection of 

personal interest and irrelevant items from the DIT-2. The N2 result is particularly useful in 
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evaluating the effect of educational interventions. The weighted Post-conventional score also 

outperforms the P-score in terms of construct reliability. 

 The following demographic and attribute variables are collected from UC’s Ellucian 

database. 

Sex – a demographic variable (male or female). 

Athletic participation – the act of attending an institute of higher education while also playing a 

school sponsored NCAA sanctioned sport. 

High school grade point average (HSGPA) – the grade point average assigned to high school 

graduates as reported on their official high school transcript upon admission to college. The 

range is typically 1-4 although some students receive a greater than 4.0 GPA due to certain 

academic achievements. 

ACT Score – American College Testing is a measure of college readiness and high school 

achievement through assessments of English, Mathematics, Reading, and Science Reasoning. 

The four main test scores, which range from 1 to 36, are averaged, resulting in the reported 

composite score. 

Undergraduate grade point average (UGGPA) – a student’s final grade point average 

determined upon graduation. 

Time to degree – The length of time in years to obtain an undergraduate degree. 

Academic discipline – groupings of students by educational majors into four general categories: 

Humanities, Business, Science, and Health Sciences. 

Expected Family Contribution (EFC) – the amount of students’ parents’ contribution to 

college tuition, room, and board. An EFC below $5000 meets Pell grant eligibility requirements. 

Federal Loan Debt (FLD) – The amount owed in federal student loans upon graduation. 
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Educational major – the specific identified area of study such as Accounting, Nursing, Athletic 

Training, Chemistry, or Biology, collected from students’ academic record.  

Significance of the Study 

Recent events on college campuses and throughout the world have highlighted apparent 

lapses in moral judgement by both college students and corporate officers. It is possible, 

however, that the reason behind the increased reporting of these incidences may be improved 

communication technology. Any moral lapse is considered important information to be 

recounted immediately. Another reason for the apparent uptick in moral lapses may be that, in 

fact, morality is on the decline. Many people, including college students and well-educated 

adults, are more and more often making poor decisions. There are many examples. 

The collapse of Enron was caused by the misrepresentation of the company’s financial 

health by its Chief Executive Officer and other high-ranking officials. The fraud and deception 

by individuals at Enron resulted in the loss of thousands of jobs and billions of dollars by 

employee pensioners and investors. On a smaller but equally disturbing scale, CNN reported that 

racist chants led by members of a University of Oklahoma fraternity, Sigma Alpha Epsilon 

(SAE), were actually taught to members of the fraternity at a national SAE leadership event 

(Ellis, 2015). The SAE chapter at the University of Oklahoma lost its charter and virtually every 

member of the fraternity was disgraced. These two examples are compelling reasons for 

instructional interventions focused on increasing moral development and improving the ability to 

recognize and appropriately solve moral dilemmas.  

In the past 30 years, colleges and universities have highlighted efforts to deliver programs 

that include ethics instruction. At a minimum, curricula may include references to doing the right 

thing. Resolving dilemmas in a considered manner, and explorations of philosophical 
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underpinnings of ethical perspectives such as egoism, utilitarianism, and deontology are often 

ethics focused university offerings. Studies of bioethics also include principles such as 

beneficence, autonomy, and distributive justice (Bebeau, 2002; Vaughn, 2013). However, 

schools and programs have inconsistently assessed the results of these interventions on the moral 

development of students. Many curriculum planners felt that refining the morals of students was 

something beyond the capacity of instructors and moral development happened external to 

formal education (Park, Kjervik, Crandell, & Oermann, 2012). That perspective has changed in 

the last 30 years. Universities and professional schools are now emphasizing the need for and 

highlighting results of programs meant to facilitate moral development (Adkins, 2013; Bebeau, 

2002; Hall, 2004). 

The development of assessments such as the Moral Judgement Interview and the 

Defining Issues Test afford educators opportunities to measure the development of moral 

reasoning resulting from curricular intervention. Although assessment tools such as the DIT-2 

are readily available, a number of factors limit their use. Studies using control groups, research 

on programmatic intervention, and pre and post collegiate experience measurements are 

constrained by cost or concerns about confidentiality (Bebeau, 2002). Nevertheless, refinements 

in the DIT-2 and an ever-increasing necessity for broad assessment of learning, including ethics 

education, are mollifying that concern. 

It is increasingly possible to obtain DIT-2 results from institutions without sacrificing the 

importance of protecting the identity of participants. It is also possible to cross-reference an 

institution’s DIT-2 results with databases that contain information regarding socio-economic 

status, high school GPA, co-curricular involvement, college major, and other variables without 

compromising Institutional Review Board (IRB) requirements to protect student identities. 
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Schools that have a specific ethics focused curriculum should be particularly interested in these 

evaluations. Interest in the DIT-2 has increased since the inclusion of Weighted Post-

conventional (N2) rankings that are sensitive educational intervention enhancing critical thinking 

skills. 

Some data collection and analysis leads nowhere (Teo, 2013). However, this study may 

have a direct impact on the use of the DIT-2 and outcome based curriculum development at UC. 

Consistent positive increases in student moral development will affirm the mission of the 

institution as one that focuses on preparing students to be reasoned, engaged, and competent 

world citizens. Little or no increase in scores may require the university to evaluate factors 

leading to a less desirable result.  

John Gardner (2012) wrote of the significance of formative assessment for learning when 

he stated that “…overall standards and individual performance may be improved by actually 

emphasizing formative assessment techniques…” (p. 280). Since summative assessment is a 

hallmark of outcome-based education, the comparison of freshman and senior results of the DIT-

2 should reflect programmatic and curricular efficacy related to ethics education and moral 

development. 

Delimitations 

This study was limited to those students who took the DIT-2 as freshman during their 

first year of college at UC in the fall of 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011, and 2012 and again during the 

senior capstone class, typically four years later. The second DIT-2 assessments were completed 

in the fall and spring of 2012, 2013, 2014, and 2015. 
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Organization of Study 

Chapter 1 introduces the study and provides specific research questions. Chapter 2 is a 

review of related literature. Chapter 3 describes research methods including data collection and 

proposed analysis. Chapter 4 contains the research findings. Chapter 5 offers a brief summary of 

the study then provides conclusions, implications, and recommendations for further research. 
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CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 

The history of efforts to educate students about moral development through classroom 

discourse has its roots in the works of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, and Kant. Socrates asked his 

students to pursue the question of morality, or how they should live (Lickona, 1976; Vaughn, 

2013). He felt that the essence of moral development came from “…guided experiences of 

life…” and “…the molding of psychological and behavioral patterns of seeing and doing through 

repeated practice…” (Kristjánsson, 2014, p. 336). Socrates struggled with the concept of 

morality and whether moral behavior could be taught to students (Lickona, 1976).  Plato also 

wrestled with the idea. He questioned the utility of connecting ethics and moral philosophy to 

education (Carr, 2007).  Klosko (2006) felt Plato’s views on moral behavior were focused more 

on the actor and less on “the interests of other people” (p. 119), essentially ignoring the social 

relationship inherent in moral behavior. Kant and others focused more on the consequences of 

actions and how individuals might best evaluate choices for resolving moral dilemmas. 

Immanuel Kant’s views on moral behavior spoke to intent, mirroring faith-based ethical 

principles (Kohlberg, 1984). As a deontologist, and perhaps the original deontologist, Kant was 

adamant in his perspective on moral behavior. Kant wrote that regardless of the consequences, 

the choice in resolving a moral dilemma must be consistent. He wrote that good alone counts 

(Ziegler, 2016). This phrase has been interpreted as applicable to both good actions and the 

characteristic of goodness (Kerstein, 2004). Kant agreed with Aristotle in that the development 

of virtue is important. Unlike Aristotle, Kant felt it could happen in a numbers of ways, not just 

through educational intervention. Kant viewed moral behavior as enabled by a sense of 

responsibility, or duty. The good Kant spoke of is led by a reasoned universal moral code, 

without focusing on the consequences (Demetriou-Achilleos, 2012). The consequences of any 
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act are morally immaterial, according to Kant. He stated that the principle always to be satisfied 

is the “categorical imperative” (Munson, 2004, p. 752). Fulfilling the categorical imperative 

requires the actor to respond to similar circumstances in the same way. Kant refers to that 

reaction as a duty. Providing examples, Kant would say that: 1) it is never right to lie, regardless 

of the consequences, 2) we must treat people as ends and not as means to an end, and 3) an 

action is right when it fulfills the categorical imperative. Kant’s views on moral education are 

notable as well. He wrote that children could learn independent of intervention. “…the child 

must be free in all matters…”, and he suggests that a cognitive difference exists when comparing 

children to adults, and the “…ultimate objective of education is to advance not the welfare of the 

individual students but rather the moral perfection of the human species as a whole” (Louden, 

1997, p. 86).  He suggests, then, that moral development can happen independent of education, 

although he refers to children and does not appear to apply his ideas to young adults. 

Socrates, Plato, and Kant all ultimately focused on the philosophy of doing the right 

thing, but seemed to eschew the reduction of moral education to a scientific pedagogical process 

(Carr, 2014).  Moral development for them was more complex and could be influenced by 

factors other than education. Aristotle’s influence was, to a degree, in opposition to Socrates and 

Plato. His focus on the scientific process and scholarship remains essential to explorations of 

developmental psychology (Sife, 1990). He also saw moral development as a continuum, instead 

of the Piagetian view of a distinct stage-wise process (Silverstein & Trombetti, 2013). 

Nonetheless, his writings describing moral behavior as an autonomous individual journey, 

related more to personal choice than educational intervention. This view contrasts with some of 

his fellow philosophers (Fowers, 2012).  
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Even today, a rift of sorts exists among educational theorists regarding the basis for or the 

utility of moral education. A lack of consistent measurable relationships between educational 

intervention and moral development continues to confound theorists and researchers. Attempts to 

develop clear connections between the progression of morality and cognitive growth have 

consumed the lives of researchers (Silverstein & Trombetti, 2013), including Lawrence Kohlberg 

and James Rest. The answer to questions about moral development and effective character 

education remains both controversial and elusive 2,300 years after Aristotle’s time. 

Theoretical Models of Moral Development 

A number of theoretical models or paradigms have emerged attempting to explain the 

development of morality in humans. Aristotle and John Locke wrote that moral development was 

an important part of a child’s education. Aristotle focused on experiences and good habits. Locke 

espoused the importance of the instructor having Christian ideals, which would provide a model 

for appropriate behavior (Yolton, 1971).  

Often the perception of and resolution to moral problems is determined by concepts of 

fairness and justice (Kohlberg, 1981; Rest, 1979; Piaget, 1932; Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 1997). 

Charles Darwin wondered about the relationship between the evolution of man and moral 

behavior. He inferred that the development of morality was a biological adaptation (Joyce, 

2014). Freud, along with B. F. Skinner, described moral development as both conscious and 

unconscious with rules governing the former and contingency-based behavior central to the latter 

(Overskied, 2007). Although subsets exist within the two, generally the models refer to moral 

development as mechanistic or organismic (Looft, 1973).  
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The mechanistic developmental model describes the process as a reaction to external 

stimuli (Passini & Villano, 2013). Educational intervention may fit within the mechanistic 

model. The other, addressed more by Piagetian theory, is the organismic model. Piaget suggested 

that development occurs because of changes from within and referred to the innate need for 

balance between the organism and its environment as equilibrium (Looft, 1973; Swenson, 1980).  

Jean Piaget focused much of his work on the development of children. He wrote 

extensively on the construction of knowledge. His research spanned five decades and left lasting 

contributions to developmental psychology. Since his death in 1980, Piaget’s work continues to 

inform psychologists about the constructivist view of development (Beilin, 1992; Lourenco & 

Machado, 1996). One of his most important works, The Moral Judgement of the Child, was a 

pioneering manuscript intended to “provide a cognitive-developmental account of moral 

reasoning and judgement” (Carr, 2007). As Piaget’s work centered on children, he was keenly 

interested in the formation of their sense of justice and the assemblage of rules that guide 

behavior and interaction (Piaget, 1932). He ultimately wrote that children were capable of 

constructing unique, ordered internal processes used as frameworks for morality and ethical 

behavior.  

Development, according to Piaget, appears to happen suddenly. A child’s accumulation 

of experiences results in the apparent sudden ability to recognize and solve problems. To the 

onlooker, the capacity to do so appears to be an epiphany on the part of the child, when in fact 

the ability comes from experience (Hayes, 1978; Marx, 1970). Swenson (1980) summarized 

Piaget’s views on moral development as a set of rules governing interpersonal behavior as 

consistently reciprocal. When a child moves from preoperational, concrete operational, and 

formal operational stages, the perspectives used for moral judgement change. Preoperational 
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resolutions to moral dilemmas are egocentric, assuming actions of others are similar to their own. 

Concrete operational behavior focuses on peer and group norms, called conventional moral 

judgement. Finally, formal operational thinking allows for “multidimensional moral judgements 

based on abstract principles [such as social justice] …which may not conform to group norms” 

(p. 334). The Piagetian constructivist developmental theory inspired Lawrence Kohlberg’s work 

on moral development. 

Kohlberg wrote and researched extensively on moral development as discussed in 

Piaget’s Discussions on Child Development (1960), and incorporated those ideas when he wrote 

of moral development and attributes of moral stages.  He saw morality “as a general or global 

cognitive system that undergoes a series of transformations in development characterized by 

progressive differentiation and integration of social knowledge” (Passini & Villano, 2013, p. 

235). He wrote extensively on the matter, including a series of thoughts on stages as applicable 

to moral development. 

1. Stages imply distinct or qualitative differences in structures (modes 

of thinking) which still serve the basic function (e.g. intelligence) 

at various points in development. The different structures form an 

invariant sequence, or succession in individual development. 

While cultural factors may speed up, slow down, or stop 

development, they do not change its sequence. 

2. Each of these different and sequential modes of thought forms a 

structured whole. A given stage- response on a task does not 

represent a specific response determined by knowledge and 

familiarity with that task or tasks similar to it; rather, it represents 

an underlying thought-organization. The implication is that various 

aspects of stage structures should appear as a consistent cluster of 

responses in development. 

3. Stages are hierarchical integrations. As noted, stages form an order 

of increasingly differentiated and integrated structures to fulfill a 

common function. Accordingly, higher stages displace (or, rather, 

reintegrate) the structures found at lower stages (Kohlberg, 1973, 

pp. 181-182). 
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Kohlberg was not always convinced of Piaget’s assertion that developmental process 

occurred in stages. In his early years, he investigated the development of moral judgement of 

children using Piaget’s premise of development through an unconscious structural framework. 

Ultimately, however, he did not connect moral development to childhood experiences and play 

(Davis & Bergen, 2014). What he found was less instinctual behavior but evidence of 

constructivist processes. He wrote of this in his forward to Rest’s (1979) book Development in 

Judging Moral Issues.  

Kohlberg’s (1973) change to focus on the concept of stage may have been partly due to 

the lack of research in this area. His increasing interest in the idea of stage-wise moral 

development as a result of social learning constructs consumed much of his life, although his 

early work received little notice (Rest, 1979). Despite holding a constructivist view on moral 

development, Kohlberg also espoused a universal construction of morality independent of 

external influence, which conflicts with the Piagetian view (Kavathatzopoulos, 1991; Weinstock, 

Assor, & Broide, 2009). This apparent change in perspective was the source of later criticism. 

His detractors saw him as overreacting to opposing viewpoints by modifying some of his 

suppositions. Others simply saw him as open-minded (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). 

Another important facet of Kohlberg’s work pertained to the goals of education. In line 

with his view of the constructivist nature of moral development, Kohlberg viewed education as a 

catalyst for stage-wise increases in the ability to resolve moral issues. He asserted that 

conventional educational processes must enable lifelong developmental capability (Higgins-

D'Alessandro, 2015). He described development as integral to educational outcomes and felt that 

character education should be delivered in a way that does not require behavior. Instead, his view 

was that schools must develop and integrate pedagogy that references morality without insisting 
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upon it. In essence, he said, “all education was moral education” (Higgins-D'Alessandro, 2015, 

p. 28).  

James Rest, another developmental theorist and researcher, was very interested in 

Kohlberg’s ideas and spent much of his life developing instruments to test them more precisely 

(Rest, Cooper, Coder, Masanz, & Anderson, 1974; Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 1997). Other 

influential theorists offered perspectives that were similar to Kohlberg’s earlier views on the 

construction of morality and others did not (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). James Rest 

embraced Kohlberg’s view generally, although he differed with him regarding the rigid stair-step 

model of moral development (Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 2000), and worked to refine 

both theoretical models of moral development and methods to assess it.  

Nietzsche, influenced by Arthur Schopenhauer and the German Materialists, wrote that 

actions, and the construction of ideals that drive them, are wholly borne of insentient 

psychological methods unconscious to the actor (Leiter, 2015). Unlike Rest and Kohlberg, he 

viewed societal cooperation as a foolish endeavor (Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 1997). He denied 

the possibility that there are internal processes that can modify motive for actions. In other 

words, he proposed, it is unlikely that human beings’ response to events can be driven by 

anything other than the unconscious desire to inflict suffering. As a result, no person can be held 

responsible for his or her response to circumstances requiring the resolution to a moral dilemma.  

Nietzsche believed goodness and evil were constructs meant to appease the weak 

(powerless) by offering salvation through the afterlife and punish the wicked (powerful) through 

the possibility of damnation. He posits that this behavior is not because the weak refuse to be 

evil, but only because they did not have the capacity to inflict pain on those more powerful. His 
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view is that our ethical perspectives are driven by self-interest, despite experiences or 

intervention. 

Carol Gilligan offers a unique perspective on moral development and often was critical of 

Kohlberg’s work. Moral development, in her view, is more aptly called “care development,” a 

mechanism for dealing with the sexist character of today’s society (Puka, 1990). Her views are 

said to reflect a rejection of the patriarchal majority of developmental models such as Kohlberg’s 

cognitive-developmental theory. Gilligan proposed significant feminist-centered alternatives to 

the moral development perspectives as offered by Kohlberg and others (Sherblom, 2008). 

Gilligan noted that Kohlberg omitted women from his research, and considered doing so a major 

impediment to the development of a universally applicable theory. Her own studies allowed for 

the identification of a moral perspective that involved recognition of human interconnectedness, 

and empathy (Simola, 2015). Her theory was applicable to all sexes although it had clear 

feminist origins. She wrote that a “paradigm shift” was needed because previous views of 

development told “a false story about ourselves, falsely gendered and false in its representation 

about human nature” (Gilligan, 2014, p. 90). The differing and at times conflicting perspectives 

of Gilligan and Kohlberg began with her review and criticisms of an early work by Kohlberg 

(1969), describing Cognitive Moral Development (CMD). He described moral evolution in terms 

of six stages, such as avoiding punishment, seeking rewards, need for belonging, 

utilitarianism/social contractarianism, and finally a deontological position similar to the Kantian 

position of morality. Gilligan, however, rejected Kohlberg’s taxonomy as focused on the male 

perspective and contrasted his justice-oriented perspective with her care-oriented views. She 

asserted that the moral development of men centered on individuality, which contrasted with the 

connectedness focused moral development of women (Donleavy, 2008). Despite her assertions, 
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there remains little empirical evidence that confirms her view of separate moral perspective for 

males and females and some authors have difficulty with the contrast (Kyte, 1996; Donleavy, 

2008).  

Kohlberg’s Model of Moral Development 

Lawrence Kohlberg’s model of moral development seeks to measure an individual’s 

construction of morality, especially beyond adolescence (Kohlberg & Kramer, 1969). He 

referred to the process as “a continual process of matching a moral view to one’s experience of 

life in a social world” (p. 118). In essence Kohlberg sought to explain the process of developing 

the ability for doing the morally correct thing and the steps taken to do so; the cognitive 

development of moral judgement.  

Kohlberg (1976) notes the utility of passing through stages of intellectual growth as 

described by Piaget, particularly formal operational thinking. Kohlberg suggests, as do others 

(Smith, 1986), that the capacity to test moral hypotheses and their implications is useful when 

moving through the stages of moral development. The capability for formal operational thinking 

begins to develop during the adolescent years. Cognitive development resulting from 

experiences, which support new learning, are inherently part of cognitive models (Cooper, 2007). 

However, movement beyond the lower stages of moral development can be hindered by 

weakness in constructivist abilities. Lack of interest and developmental readiness among other 

attributes may affect student receptivity to curriculum focusing on development (Cooper, 2007), 

including that intended to promote moral development. Kohlberg’s (1969) cognitive-

developmental theories require the following suppositions: 

1. Basic development involves…transformations of cognitive 

structure which cannot be defined or explained 

by…associationistic learning (contiguity, repetition, reinforcement, 
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etc.), and which must be explained by parameters of organizational 

wholes or systems of internal relations.  

 

2. Development of cognitive structure is the result of processes of 

interaction between the structure of the organism and the structure 

of the environment, rather than being a direct result of maturation 

or the direct result of learning….  

 

3. Cognitive structures are always structures (schemata) of action. 

While cognitive activities move from the sensorimotor to the 

symbolic to verbal-propositional modes, the organization of these 

modes is an organization of actions upon objects.  

 

4. The direction of development of cognitive structure is toward 

greater equilibrium in this organism-environment interaction… (p. 

348). 

 

Kohlberg is saying that, similar to Piagetian ideas, moral development is stimulated 

through attempts to make sense of the world and that development has a step-wise structure 

(Kohlberg, 1969; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). Moral judgement, then, requires the 

identification of the issue at hand, the construction of alternative resolution strategies, and the 

choice of an act to resolve the dilemma (Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 1997). The approach to 

resolving conflict, according to Kohlberg’s early work, occurs in six sequential stages, subsumed 

within three major levels (Kohlberg, 1969; Kohlberg, 1973; Lickona, 1976). The resolution 

process focuses on ethical principles, which may vary depending on the stage and perspective 

used by the agent. Stages 1 and 2 are under the Pre-conventional Level I. Kohlberg (1969) 

describes the basis of moral judgement as “…resid[ing] in external quasi-physical happenings, in 

bad acts, or in quasi-physical needs rather than in persons and standards” (p. 376). Stages 3 and 4 

are under the Conventional Level II.  Kohlberg (1969) describes the basis of moral judgement as 

“resid[ing] in performing good or right roles, in maintaining the conventional order and the 

expectations of others” (p. 376).  Stages 5 and 6 are under the Post-Conventional Level III. 
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Kohlberg (1969) describes the basis of moral judgement as “resid[ing] in conformity by the self 

to shared and sharable standards, rights, and duties” (p. 376).  

Kohlberg also groups the three major stages (pre-conventional, conventional, and post-

conventional) of moral judgement with three associated social perspectives, or role taking. Role 

taking describes how an agent views and assimilates the judgements and feelings of others into 

personal attitudes and behavior (Kohlberg, 1976; Lickona, 1976). Although role taking is similar 

to moral stages, its relationship and function is somewhat different.  

According to Kohlberg (1979), role taking begins with the assumption that all societies or 

cultures have similar foundations that organize and administer processes. Laws or strong 

traditions that inform societal behavior exist across nations and cultures. Despite variations in 

structure or symbolic source, a common structure driving behavioral expectations exists 

universally. This structure, then, provides a moral viewpoint that embodies learned behavior and 

attitudes. The act of role taking allows for modeling empathy, guilt, disapproval and other ideals 

as part of cognitive growth associated with moral development (Kohlberg, 1984). Fairness and 

choices of right or wrong are more complex ideas unrelated to social perspectives. Even though 

there are relationships between role taking (resulting from cognitive growth) and moral 

development, determination of the stage of moral development can be done through moral 

reasoning assessment such as the Defining Issues Test (Crowson, DeBacker, & Thoma, 2007). 

Kohlberg developed and used the Moral Judgement Interview almost exclusively to perform 

research about stages of moral development. His work bolstered the view that moral 

development occurred over time and that certain influences such as experience and education 

were associated with developmental gains (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). 
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Criticisms of the Kohlbergian View of Moral Development 

Although Lawrence Kohlberg is given a great deal of credit for his work to identify 

stages of moral development and developing methods for studying the idea, his detractors cite a 

number of flaws with the process and products of his work. Kohlberg recognized these 

limitations and worked to examine his ideas. As a result, he modified some of his views based on 

the empirical evidence presented by Rest (1997), Gilligan (1982), and others. During Lawrence 

Kohlberg’s lifetime, hundreds of studies were done each year as researchers used his stage 

models as the premise for study.  During the 1970s, Kohlberg’s ideas were widely recognized 

despite a relative lack of research. Since then, empirical studies continue to support his ideas on 

moral development. Nevertheless, concerns about sexism in his work and movement away from 

social justice ideals that he embraced, have lessened the appeal of his approaches (Rest, Thoma, 

& Edwards, 1997). 

The result was both support for and criticisms of his theory on moral development. He 

frequently responded to his detractors by making modifications to his methodology (Rest, 

Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). Power (2012) states that stage six is a philosophical position 

rather that a psychological stage and Kohlberg’s later work indicated as much.  

Kohlberg also modified the definitions of moral stages and the way assessments of 

development were scored (Kohlberg, 1984). He refined the parameters of his six-stage theory, 

reducing it from universal moral thought to the “rationale ontogenesis of justice thinking” (p. 

176). The result of the changes was seen by some as creating far more complexity out of a 

simple premise (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). 

Criticisms of Kohlberg’s concept of moral development are often centered on his initial 

use of the MJI to produce conclusions. One speaks to the view that he ignores other processes 
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that are seen as ingrained in morality, specifically “moral motivation, moral sensitivity, and 

follow through behavior” and religious influences (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009, p. 

33), limiting the application of his theories. Verbal response-based assessment mechanisms such 

as the MJI are seen as relying too heavily on the capacity of the interviewee’s ability to convey 

complex ideas explaining priorities used in the resolution of dilemmas (Nisbett & Wilson, 1977). 

The suggestion then is that interview results are not as useful as recognition data such as from 

the DIT. Still other critics suggest that it is a mistake to underestimate the capability of children 

to respond to inquiry about difficult scenarios (Damon, 1988). A common criticism of 

Kohlberg’s model is the rigidity of the staircase-stage idea. Kohlberg (1984) wrote that higher 

moral stages dislodge lower constructs and individuals, upon recognizing the utility of upper 

level resolution processes, discard lower level constructs. Rest (1979) offers alternative views 

that suggest individuals move between stages as need requires. Some dilemmas can be resolved 

through, for example, Personal Interest references, despite the individual’s primarily reliance on 

Post-conventional reasoning. One consistent problem that has been identified by a number of 

critics is the absence of Post-conventional thinking in the results of his studies. In fact, Kohlberg 

removed Stage 6 from his scoring method for lack of empirical evidence of its existence. Many 

consider this omission a “fatal flaw” (Rest et al., 2009, p. 24). However, the discussions between 

moral philosophers aside, there remains strong evidence that moral development and measures to 

assess progress are important. Tools such as the MJI and, most recently, the DIT-2 are important 

steps toward a fuller understanding of how development occurs and why it does so. 

Neo-Kohlbergian Approach to Moral Thinking 

James Rest’s University of Chicago dissertation, according to Lawrence Kohlberg (1979)  

was “the first clear evidence of internal order supporting the [developmental] stage hierarchy 
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hypothesis” (pp. viii-ix). The result of Rest’s dissertation was a flurry of activity to determine 

whether education that focuses on moral issues and decision-making affected students’ 

progression toward higher levels of moral thinking in stages. Rest spent the majority of his life 

both validating and refining his theories while working to produce a reliable mechanism for 

assessing patterns of moral judgement.  

Rest considered moral development an integration of social and cognitive processes, 

influenced by age, education, and experience. Rest described his assumptions in a number of 

publications (1974; 1975; 1997; 2005).  

 Beginning at a very young age, a child’s decision-making is biased toward self-interest.  

This phase of moral development is referred to as stage 2/3 or Personal Interest (PI). Individuals 

then move through group centered moral constructs focused on maintaining social and societal 

norms. These constructs are most apparent in the later years of high school and the early years of 

college. This stage is referred to as 4P or Maintaining Norms. Finally, the hallmark of the last 

stage is making decisions based on sharable ideals for establishing societal cooperation that are 

open to debate.  Considerations are biased toward intuitively appealing ideals of rightness. This 

perspective is most prominent in the late twenties (college seniors) and continues through 

adulthood.  Both Rest and Kohlberg referred to the final stages as Post-conventional reasoning 

(Thoma & Dong, 2014; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). Despite what critics of the 

Kohlbergian approach to assessing moral judgement say, Rest felt Kohlberg’s beliefs were 

generally correct. He describes four key elements of Kohlberg’s work that guided his own: 

1. Emphasizing cognition, Kohlberg’s view was that the effort to make theoretical 

sense of experiences is an important part of moral development. 
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2. Justice, duty, rights, and social order, the basic components of morality, are self-

made. This idea supports constructivists’ views and minimizes the idea that 

individuals are simply mirroring cultural influences. 

3. The general notion that people move from simple constructs to more complex 

ones, and that some are better equipped to do so, is an essential part of 

development. 

4. Despite Kohlberg’s lack of evidence suggesting the common use of Post-

conventional thinking, he felt that the process of moving to higher order 

constructs from lower levels of thinking seemed logical.   

The Neo-Kohlbergian approach is based on Kohlberg’s research. There is an acceptance 

of certain elements as postulated by Kohlberg and deference to concerns voiced by other 

researchers. The first and most important aspect of the Neo-Kohlbergian approach is the 

acceptance of the shift from Conventional to Post-conventional thinking. Rest accepted that the 

Piagetian and Kohlbergian cognitive constructivist perspective on moral development had merit. 

However, there were, in his view, weaknesses in the six stage theory.  

As a result, Rest and others (2009) adopted the use of the three schemas (Personal 

Interest, Maintaining Norms, and Post-conventional) to better describe moral development while 

remaining true to Kohlberg’s views on developmental stages. The Personal Interest schema 

contains elements of Kohlberg’s stages 2 and 3. The Maintaining Norms schema contains 

elements of Kohlberg’s stage 4. Finally, the Post-conventional schema contains elements of stage 

5 and 6. Rest’s use of the term schema allows him to integrate descriptions about stages used by 

Kohlberg in a condensed more coherent manner (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). 
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The Neo-Kohlbergian, while respectful of Kohlberg’s research and views, is not satisfied 

with the limitations imposed on moral development. The most important aspect of the Neo-

Kohlbergian approach, according to Rest and others (2009), is the “structure-content distinction” 

(p. 44). Kohlberg (1969; 1976; 1979) consistently favored moral development as having a 

structural component related to cognitive processes. The Neo-Kohlbergian suggests there are 

additional influences, including contextual elements. 

Differentiating structure from content has a broad range of implications, including: 1) the 

identification of underlying structure versus surface content, 2) providing constitutionally 

defendable methods for teaching morality in schools, and 3) allowing for cross-cultural 

comparisons of “values, customs, and practices” (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009, p. 46). 

Kohlberg’s work was influenced by his belief that content and structure were distinct. His 

scoring structure for the MJI was modified to accommodate this conviction, and he believed that 

the DIT was flawed because it intermingled the two (Kohlberg, 1984). Nonetheless, as he refined 

the scoring system for his assessments of moral development over the years (often based on 

criticism from other researchers), the distinction between content and structure showed evidence 

of movement toward the now Neo-Kohlbergian based DIT-2. Rest argued that the distinction is 

less an issue than that of assuring assessment mechanisms produce results that shed light on 

moral development (validity) and do so in a consistently reliable fashion. He suggested that, 

instead of forcing the strict stage-wise moral development model into assessment, it is more 

useful to find another place to determine if the distinction is applicable.  

Rest and others (Bebeau & Thoma, 1999; Rest, Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau, 2000) 

identified other constraints in Kohlberg’s stage-wise theory on moral development. They felt he 

should have included other psychological influences on general moral development and that his 
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rigidity regarding stages did not account for “intermediate-level components…needed for a full 

decision-making model” (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009, p. 57). Other limitations 

included his focus on superficial or political aspects of morality to the exclusion of the influence 

of relationships. Finally, they felt that the dilemmas he used for his MJI were inadequate to 

encompass the entire sphere of morality.  

Kohlberg’s work was seen as a great beginning. Yet, for the Neo-Kohlbergian, there was 

more to moral development and associated research that could add to his theories. The research 

findings supporting an expansion of Kohlberg’s early work was an accomplishment waiting to 

happen. For example, Kohlberg’s work contributed a great deal to theories about the psychology 

of moral development and the philosophy of normative ethics (Brook, 1987).  However, his 

focus on the Rawlsian and Kantian-based utilitarian view of justice is seen as biased to the 

exclusion of other Post-conventional ideals (Harvard Educational Review, 2016; Aron, 1977). 

Neo-Kohlbergian views also use schemas and add complexity to Post-conventional thinking 

instead of adopting Kohlberg’s description of stages using the staircase representation. Finally, 

interview assessments, such as in the MJI, are dependent on the verbal abilities of the 

interviewee. The result may provide an inaccurate measure of Post-conventional thinking, which 

is the primary index of the Defining Issues Test (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). As a 

result, the Neo-Kohlbergian perspective on moral development begins with a set of assumptions 

about assessment mechanisms, especially the Defining Issues Test. The success of the instrument 

should allow for a number of validity criteria, including: 

 Evidence of moral development in longitudinal studies 
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 The ability to identify those whose education give them a differentiating 

advantage in the DIT, such as doctoral candidates in philosophy or political 

science 

 A sensitivity to educational interventions related to morality 

 Relationship with moral comprehension 

 Predictability to stances on political issues (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 

2009). 

To address the issue of validity and reliability of DIT research, Rest and others (2009) 

compiled a series of independent studies that support the Neo-Kohlbergian approach. They found 

consistent, mutually reinforcing results that deflect the notion that DIT research is lacking, old, 

disorganized, and limited by the use of recognition data instead of verbal production data. A 

comparison of the Neo-Kohlberg schemas, Kohlberg’s stages, and the DIT-2 sub-score 

descriptions related to moral development are found in Table 1. 

 

Table 1 

Kohlberg and Neo-Kohlberg Perspectives 

Neo-Kohlbergian Schema Kohlberg’s Stages 
DIT-2 Descriptor & Sub-

score 

Pre-conventional 

Stage 1: Avoiding punishment 

Stage 2: “Getting what you 

want” by  reciprocity 

Personal Interest  

(2/3) 

Conventional 

Stage 3: Meeting the 

expectations of others 

Stage 4: Fulfilling duties and 

upholding laws 

Maintaining Norms  

(4P) 

Post-conventional 

Stage 5: Sensing the democracy 

and relativity of rules 

Stage 6: Self-selecting universal 

principles 

Post-conventional  

(P & N2)  



33 

 

 

Moral Schema as Cognitive Strategy 

The six stages of moral development as described by Kohlberg are arranged in a step-

wise fashion. According to Kohlberg’s earlier models, moral development occurs in a set 

sequence, moving from lower order thinking to higher more complex stages as individuals 

acquire a predisposition for advanced perspectives (Kohlberg, 1976). One model first proposed 

by Ferrell and Gresham (1985) was specific to business and marketing, but had broad 

implications for moral development. They described a contingency-based model of decision-

making, which used consequentialist and non-consequentialist frameworks in association with 

personal factors such as membership in social groups, family, formal education, and 

organizational factors such as superior influence. They also posited that group norms and 

exposure to ethical and unethical behaviors are factors as well. Ultimately, their view was that 

the resolution of moral dilemmas was contingent upon “first order interaction between the nature 

of the ethical situation, characteristics of the individual (cognitive factor), significant others, and 

opportunity” (p. 95). 

Kohlberg (1984; 1969) recognized the effect of external factors and felt the true nature of 

moral development, especially the early stages, were in line with the Piagetian stage-wise 

constructivist view. External factors such as context are more likely integrated into convoluted 

circumstances requiring higher order thinking. It is not until the later stages of moral 

development that these circumstances may exist. 

In his book Development in Judging Moral Issues, Rest (1979) introduced a number of 

concepts that began to redefine moral development. He started by considering weaknesses in 

models of moral development. Specifically he considered the future of research on the topic and 
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whether an expansion of current (1979) assumptions about moral development was needed. He 

began by considering alternatives to the Piagetian model of stage-wise moral development. He 

suggested that models based on the idea that an individual uses only one type of thinking (such 

as personal interest) may not take into account the possibility of overlap. It is reasonable, he 

wrote, that more than one perspective could be used at any one point to resolve a moral dilemma 

(Rest, 1979; Rest, Thoma, & Edwards, 1997). Using only the stage-wise development 

assumption, especially in research, ignores other possibilities, and at worse significantly flaws 

studies on moral development. He recognized that research is certainly made more complex by 

allowing for “various organizations of thinking” (Rest, 1979, p. 252), but that should not 

dissuade researchers from delving in to the hypothesis.  

Rest then requires that the stage-wise model be abandoned as the basis for studies of 

moral development. It is logical, he says, that at times individuals consolidate stages. At some 

points in moral development, a single stage has meaning and utility. For example, a person may 

see that the best solution is one that results in a pleasurable experience (stage 2), and that is 

enough to decide. During transition from one stage to another some confusion might exist 

regarding the best possible resolution to dilemmas. For example, a person may struggle with a 

resolution that focuses on either the rule of law (stage 4), or what is truly right (stage 6). Dr. 

Martin Luther King is an example of someone who, when confronted with choices about 

protesting civil rights, undoubtedly wrestled with similar options. Rest, then, compelled 

researchers to develop hypotheses that test moral development while assuming stages may co-

exist and are influenced by other factors such as context, task, and performance at all points in 

the development process.   
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Rest (1979) and Thoma and Dong (2014) asserted that Kohlberg’s model is an 

incomplete picture of the reality of moral development. Since 1979, DIT research data confirm a 

developmental model instead of Kohlberg’s rigid step-wise interpretation. Data from Defining 

Issues Test analysis support moral growth as an ongoing movement from simplistic to more 

complex views of “social/moral cooperation” (Thoma & Dong, 2014, p. 56) with evidence of 

backward movement and blurred stage lines. As a result, in the last part of the 20
th

 century, 

developmental theorists adopted a schema-based interpretation of moral development. The 

cognitive operations model, which was key to Kohlberg’s theory, evolved to embrace a 

“developmentally ordered set of schemas which define the network of knowledge that is 

organized around particular life events and exist to help individuals understand new information 

based on prior experiences” (p. 56). Later, Rest (1984, 1979) provided researchers with his four-

stage model of moral development. He described schemas as a more accurate depiction of what 

the DIT was measuring. The key difference was associated with cognition. 

The neo-Kohlbergian perspective of schemas refers to a term first used by Bartlett in 

1932, referring to social cognition theory (as cited in Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009). 

Schemas are preconceptions or the application of prior experiences and knowledge to new 

circumstances. They tend to be general guidelines for responding to new situations through 

experience with previous similar stimuli. The result is the use of analogies to develop solutions 

that can often be innovative (Bingham & Kahl, 2013). Schemas, therefore, depict implied 

unconscious moral understanding (Myyrya, Juujarvi, & Pesso, 2010). Rest (2009) describes a 

schema as “a general knowledge structure, residing in long term memory…invoked…by current 

stimulus…that resemble[s] previous stimuli” (p. 136). Rest goes on to apply it to the encounters 
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with moral dilemmas.  He considers schemas as unconscious reference material used to “simplify 

reality” and resolve difficulties (p. 136).  

James Rest (2009) was quick to note that his use of the term schema was somewhat 

different from its use in cognitive research. Moral schema descriptions are more abstract. 

Another important distinction was that moral schemas deal with movement from the simple pre-

conventional moral constructs to more complex postconventional perspectives, whereas 

cognitive research focuses on memory. Nonetheless, Rest borrowed language from Taylor and 

Crocker’s (as cited in Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009, pp. 139-141) major ideas on 

schemas and applies them to DIT research. Schemas: 

1. Lend structure to experience 

2. Determine what information will be encoded or retrieved from memory 

3. Affect processing time, speed of information flow, and speed of problem solving 

4. Enable the social perceiver to fill in data missing from an input stimulus 

configuration 

5. Provide bases for solving problems 

6. Provide a basis for evaluating experience, and 

7. Provide a basis for anticipating the future, setting goals, making pans, and developing 

behavioral routines to deal with them. 

Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, and Thoma (2009)  proposed, as a viable alternative to 

Kohlberg’s six-stage model, three schemas from factor analyzing DIT-2 items: the Personal 

Interest schema (combining Kohlberg’s stages 2 and 3), the Maintaining Norms schema 

(Kohlberg’s stage 4), and the Post-conventional schema, (stages 5 and 6) . Rest also employed an 

expansion of Kohlberg’s definition of post-conventional morality, avoiding any association with 
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prior theories and providing more general definitions (Myyrya, 2010; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & 

Thoma, 2009; Rest, 2005).  

Rest (2009), in support of his use of the term schema, described differences in his 

approach to moral development compared to Kohlberg. Rest did not use the term operations to 

describe cognitive structure. Inspired by Piaget, Kohlberg considered justice operations, 

specifically reciprocity and equality, an essential cognitive element in moral development 

(Kohlberg, 1984). Rest also rejected the rigid step-wise process of moral development ascribed 

to Kohlberg and felt that cultural differences would not allow for universal application of moral 

schemas. Finally, he had concerns that prior processes for scoring of assessments were modified 

to eliminate responses indicating the presence of multi-stage perspectives. Rest (1979) noted this 

issue in previous works. To separate himself from Kohlberg and others that embraced these 

assumptions, Rest adopted the term schema. However, he was quick to say that some 

conventions related to assessment of moral development remained intact. Two key ideas 

remained part of the change to schematic representation of moral development: moral judgement 

structures are constructed individually and they follow a developmental sequence. Rest’s view 

that the DIT was an excellent tool to assess moral development continued despite his adoption of 

schemas over stages. 

The Defining Issues Test 

In 1979, James Rest offered a number of refinements to the ideas of Kohlberg and 

affirmed many of his original theories on moral development. His book, Development in Judging 

Moral Issues, contained discussions of studies affirming the validity of the Defining Issues Test, 

the relationship between developmental stages and “age-education” (p. 247), and suggestions for 

refinements in assessing moral development (Rest, 1979). Rest’s theories were integrated into 
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the “Neo-Kohlbergian” approach to moral development, including the schema-based sub-scores 

from the DIT-2 (Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009).  

Seven criteria, supported by many studies, established evidence of DIT-2 validity and 

reliability. The criteria are unique to and strongly support Rest’s Neo-Kohlbergian approach. 

They are: differentiation of educational groups (including age and socio-economic status), intra-

individual upward movement  in moral development over time, relationships to interventions, 

association of moral comprehension with post-conventional thinking, corroboration with 

behavior, connection with political views, and the strength of internal reliability of the 

instrument (Power, 2012; Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thoma, 2009).  

The Defining Issues Test is made up of six moral dilemmas. They are referred to as 

stories in the instrument. Once the story is read, the participant is asked to assume the role of the 

protagonist and consider how best to resolve the dilemma. Then, the participant reviews 12 

questions that may be germane to the problem. The questions and their wording introduce a 

variety of interpretations of the moral dilemma. Some of the questions are actually irrelevant. 

The participant is asked to rate and rank 12 items based on their importance in interpreting the 

story. 

The moral judgement scores from the DIT-2 are clustered around three moral schemas as 

described by Rest (1997). The key scores from the DIT-2 are the Personal Interest (2/3) score 

(arguments appealing to Personal Interest), the Maintaining Norms (4P) score (maintaining 

social norms and laws), and the Post-conventional (P) score (appealing to moral ideas and/or 

framework used to resolve complex moral dilemmas). The Weighted Post-conventional (N2) 

score is a new, improved indicator.  Two other rankings are reported. The P score is calculated 

from ranking data and is associated with Kohlberg’s stages 5 and 6. The N2 score emerged after 
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an examination of results from a large study by Bebeau and Thoma (1994) where the instrument 

was used in a pre-test post-test fashion to evaluate moral development in professional students. 

The observation of effects from educational intervention, specifically acquisition of new thinking 

and systematic rejection of irrelevant personal interest items, was groundbreaking from an 

educational perspective. 

Outcome Based Educational Intervention 

Colleges and Universities have a continuing responsibility to provide evidence that the 

education provided is worth the investment. Economic value and clear evidence of student 

learning are but two elements that can differentiate an institution from its competitors (Mayhew, 

Pascarella, Trolian, & Selznick, 2015).  

Findings from studies of the Lind’s Moral Judgement Test, which is similar to the MJI, 

and the DIT-2 show that moral development can be ascribed to Higher Education, rather than 

simply as a result of  age and experience (Lind, 2000). As a result, many institutions of higher 

education have taken on the task of developing curricula focusing on ethical development 

(Bebeau, 2002). Identification of competencies and proficiency assessment are integral to 

outcomes based curricular models (Kim, 2012). The efforts and attempts to assess the moral 

development outcomes, however, yield inconsistent data (King & Mayhew, 2002). One difficulty 

of outcomes based intervention is the development of formative assessment mechanisms. These 

instruments strengthen instructional practice by reducing the competitive nature of summative 

assessment and allowing for positive improvements in learning processes and self-assessment 

(Black & Wiliam, 2012). A common and effective solution is the use of consistent, regular 

feedback through assessment, often including the use of rubrics, sometimes called criterion 

referenced assessments (CRA), which measure performance criteria against levels of quality or 
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competency (Alderson & Martin, 2007; Christie, et al., 2015; Rogers, 2002; Shaftel & Shaftel, 

2007). Criterion referenced assessment (CRA), allowing for evaluations of progress through 

formative and summative assessment, are seen as imperatives. 

A number of studies indicate the benefit of educational or psychological interventions on 

moral development. Yeager, Walton, and Cohen (2013) proposed that carefully constructed, 

thoughtfully developed interventions can “…improve students’ relationships, experiences, and 

performance at a critical stage…” (p. 64). One type of intervention that was directly associated 

with moral development is social role-playing. Conditions for moral development exist through 

the assumption of others’ perspectives, or role-playing (Comunian & Gielen, 2006; Kohlberg, 

1984).  

The Effect of Demographic Affiliation on Moral Development 

Currently, there remains some debate about the influence of attribute variables such as 

sex, socio-economic status, age, and culture, on DIT-2 results.  Some of these data, including sex 

and political alignment, are collected as part of the demographic information section on the DIT-

2 scoring sheet. King and Mayhew (2002) described the variety of ways the DIT-2 is used to 

assess moral development in undergraduate college students. Their review of over 500 works led 

them to believe that attribute variables, including ethnicity, may affect moral development in 

college. However, there is a need for additional studies on moral development and ethnicity 

(Gongre, 1981). Studies that focused on religious schools were able to identify variances in 

moral tendencies based on the religious ideology predominant in the school. Liberal religious 

beliefs were associated with higher Post-conventional scores and conservative religions, which 

emphasize “unquestioning obedience to external authority,” were biased toward the conventional 

stages 2 and 4 (Markoulis & Valanides, 1997, p. 310).   
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Another study investigated short version DIT-2 scores of 90 Muslim male students at 

Kuwait University. The short version contains three dilemmas instead of five. Nather’s (2013) 

examination of the results found a predominant reliance on Stage 4 Conventional methods 

(Maintaining Norms) for resolving moral issues. There was little evidence of Post-conventional 

moral reasoning. Her conclusion was that, for these men, education was less influential than 

religious beliefs. The requirement of adherence to the principles of the Muslim faith appeared to 

reduce the influence of education and use of Post-conventional reasoning to resolve moral 

dilemmas. Nather’s study highlights the moral intractability that may exist because of cultural 

influence. However, claims that the DIT-2 reflects cultural, political, or even general/verbal 

abilities have been refuted through a number of studies (Thoma, Narvaez, Rest, & Derryberry, 

1999). Still, Nather’s work compels consideration of muted moral development that is a result of 

strict adherence to political or religious dogma. Concerns about the proliferation of parochial 

schools may be warranted if further evidence suggests graduates from these institutions lack the 

capacity for principled moral reasoning. Conversely, evidence suggests that liberal arts colleges 

tend to be the best environment for producing significant gains in moral development (King & 

Mayhew, 2002). In addition, there has been some inconsistency regarding the results of scores 

when accounting sex.  

Generally, higher P scores are attributed to females (Abdolmohammadi, Gabhart, & 

Reeves, 1997; White, Jr., 1999). Another extensive meta-analysis of studies focused on sex 

differences in moral development. Walker (1986) described substantial evidence that “males and 

females are more alike than different in moral reasoning development” (p. 525). Interestingly, 

Brabeck (1989) used Walker’s study to refute other similar assertions.  
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Work by Gilligan (1982) suggested that Kohlberg’s theory (and subsequent use of the 

DIT-2) is insensitive to females. She said that women’s perspectives on moral issues are 

significantly different from males, rendering scores related to lower stages inadequate. These 

variances may be wrought from the “greater orientation toward relationships and 

interdependence” (p. 22) and are often in contrast to young boys who seem to shun or at least 

hide these constructs out of a need for assimilation with male friends (Gilligan, 2014). Sex 

differences are also noted in levels of civic engagement in high school. Females tend to value 

community service more than males, which may result in an ethics of care focus whereas males 

prefer political work, associated with the justice orientation (Malin, Tirri, & Liauw, 2015). Aside 

from sex as an influence on moral development, socio-economic status can be a factor as well. 

Piaget’s work included the exploration of the relationship between moral development 

and socio-economic status (SES). Those studies were done on young children. He found that 

poorer children were often less selfish and usually as generous as rich children (Ugurel-Semin, 

1952). Other studies indicated that parental behavior related to children in low SES communities 

was related to neighborhood quality. Parents who viewed their surroundings as stressful placed a 

greater emphasis on self-efficacy, warmth, and behavioral control (Pinderhughes & Hurley, 

2008). However, whether the weight placed on instilling a sense of independent thought resulted 

in measurable growth in moral development remains, to a great degree, unanswered. 

Nonetheless, the identification of variances in moral development within subsets of college 

populations is intriguing to researchers. A few studies of moral development as part of 

involvement in co-curricular activity such as social clubs and athletics exist. Pascarella and 

Terenzini (1991) described studies examining the contextual influence of co-curricular 

involvement, educational intervention, and sex on moral development. The greatest impact on 
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principled moral reasoning was the result of educational intervention. They also noted that 

studies of other contextual influences on moral development are limited. 

Other research has investigated moral development as a part of athletic involvement. One 

study by Camire and Trudel (2010) indicated that athletes did not seem to understand the concept 

of moral development specifically but expressed the importance of values such as respect and 

honesty as something learned through sports. Nonetheless, formal instruction (and commensurate 

assessment) meant to promote moral development is largely ignored within the context of sports 

and few instructional models exist (Destani, Hannon, Podlog, & Brusseau, 2014). Beyond 

athletics, moral development and moral education were researched within the context of the K 

through 12 experiences on a limited basis.  

High school pedagogical strategies often stress integration of character, citizenship and 

moral development within the context of disciplines such as science and physical education  

(Han & Jeong, 2014; Ng-A-Fook, Radford, Yazdanian, & Norris, 2013), while also relying on 

family to facilitate a child’s moral development. The result of family involvement has been 

described more as modeling and intergenerational copying than development (Barni, Ranieri, & 

Scabini, 2011).  As mentioned earlier, some studies have described play as facilitating moral 

development in younger children, however evidence suggests the influence of games declines in 

older children and may vary based on gender (Davis & Bergen, 2014).  
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CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODS 

This study investigated changes in levels of moral development, measured by the DIT-2, 

which may result from an ethics-focused outcome based undergraduate curriculum. Additionally, 

demographic and attribute variables such as sex, socioeconomic status, and co-curricular 

involvement were investigated for variances beyond those occurring within the overall sample.  

This objective was achieved by analyzing data from students who took the DIT-2 as freshmen 

and again as seniors. This chapter describes the methods, the selection of subjects, 

instrumentation, collection of data, and statistical analyses.  

Research Design 

This investigation of moral development was a case study focused on collection and 

analysis of pre-existing quantitative data. The use of extant data reduced investigation costs and 

minimized timelines related to the analysis of data. Case studies are increasingly used by social 

scientists as the preferred process to break down individual experiences, leading to the 

identification of broad theoretical explanations of human behavior (Kennedy & Luzar, 1999). 

Some view case studies as a poor approach to develop new knowledge (Adams & White, 1994). 

However, the use of case studies can be an important step toward generalization of behavior, 

especially when they are a part of larger meta-analyses (Jensen & Rodgers, 2001).  

A pre-test-post-test design model for administering the DIT-2 at the University of 

Charleston (UC) allowed for extraction of extant data about moral development. At the 

University of Charleston, the pre-test DIT-2 is administered at the onset of the first semester. The 

post-test DIT-2 is taken during the students’ last year. The post-test assessment occurs in either 

the fall or the spring semester as part of students’ capstone course.  
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Population and Sample 

The population for this study consisted of 504 students who took the DIT-2 as freshman 

and again as seniors at the University of Charleston from August 2008 through May 2015 

(n=295). This study focused on a sample of four matched pair cohorts beginning in 2008, which 

were linked to demographic and attribute variables found in the UC Ellucian database. The 

matched pair cohort groups began with 2008 freshmen who were seniors in 2012, 2009 freshmen 

who were seniors in 2013, 2010 freshman who were seniors in 2014, and 2011 freshmen who 

were seniors in 2015. The freshman and senior DIT-2 scores with matched pairs of results (2008-

20012, 2009-2013, 2010-2014, and 2011-2015) and identified Ellucian data were evaluated. 

Data Collection 

Upon receipt of the de-identified DIT-2 results, the difference in entry-level and exit-

level mean Personal Interest Schema (Stage 2/3) sub-scores, Maintaining Norms (Stage 4) sub-

scores, Post-conventional Schema (P) sub-scores, and Weighted Post-conventional (N2) sub-

scores, were calculated. Standard deviations, sub-scores for each cohort and attribute variable 

subcategories were determined. The difference between the mean freshman result and senior 

result allowed for estimation of changes in levels of moral development.  The Weighted Post-

conventional (N2) sub-score differences were used as the primary measure for moral 

development because of its higher construct validity and sensitivity to educational intervention 

(Bebeau & Thoma, Guide for DIT-2, 2003).  

Data used for this study were collected from DIT-2 tests administered from August 2008 

through May 2015 and extant student academic profiles for students entering UC in 2008 

through 2011. The demographic and attribute variable data were contained within the UC 

Ellucian student information database. Individual students’ educational programs were also 
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identified through a review of the UC Ellucian database and added to the matched pairs list of 

DIT-results. The data source for research question one was the entry and exit level DIT-2 results 

from the 2008-2011 cohorts. The data sources for research question 2 were the DIT-2 results 

from the 2008-2011 cohorts and the demographic and attribute variable data from the UC 

Ellucian student information database. 

Individual student data from the DIT-2 results and the Ellucian database were de-

identified and no key code was provided to the principle investigator or the co-principle 

investigator. Both the DIT-2 results and the corresponding academic profiles from Ellucian were 

combined to form one database for analysis with the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences 

19.0 (SPSS). 

Instrumentation 

The DIT-2 questionnaire responses provided data used to determine the Personal Interest 

Schema (2/3) sub-score means, Maintaining Norms (4P) sub-score means, Post-conventional 

Schema (P) sub-score means, and Weighted Post-conventional (N2) sub-score means, along with 

standard deviations. The data were separated by cohort based on the first year at UC. The DIT-2 

is administered during the freshmen and transfer students’ university orientation courses, then 

those remaining same students take it as part of the senior capstone course during their last year 

of study. There were 38 matched pairs in the 2008-2012 cohort sample, 96 matched pairs in 

2009-2013, 87 matched pairs in 2010-2014, 64 matched pairs in 2011-2015, and 10 in the 2012-

2016 cohort as not all scores for the 2012-2016 group were available at the time of this study. 

The instrument used to collect student attribute and demographic variables was the UC 

Ellucian database system. Cross matching capabilities allowed the university to connect DIT-2 
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data with demographic and attribute variables for enrolled UC students taking the DIT-2 at the 

beginning and end of their collegiate experience.  

Data Analysis 

Data allowed for a number of statistical processes including T-tests and analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) for triangulation of findings. To answer research question number one, 

paired samples T-tests were used to determine if statistically significant differences in mean 

DIT-2 sub-scores existed for the entire sample and for each yearly cohort. In addition, an 

ANOVA was used to analyze differences in mean sub-scores changes across cohorts. The 

ANOVA was used to see if any yearly cohort had DIT-2 sub-score changes that were statistically 

different from any other.  

To answer research question two, the differences between and among independent 

variables (student demographics and attributes) and dependent variables (changes in entry and 

exit-level DIT-2 sub-scores) were analyzed with independent samples t-test and ANOVA. 

Statistical analyses was accomplished using Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) 

software. 

Limitations 

The DIT-2 is self-administered and certain safeguards are in place to avoid unreliable 

results. However, a small fraction of student results may be fabricated or unreliable due to 

undetectable bogus responses. DIT-2 scoring done by the Center for the Study of Ethical 

Development includes an analysis which allows for exclusion of more obvious bogus results. In 

some instances, where students took the test as freshman and seniors, it may not be possible to 

connect the two scores to one individual. Those results were not included in the study. The study 
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may also be limited by the possibility that some changes in curriculum or programs have 

occurred during the period where results were obtained.  
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CHAPTER 4: PRESENTATION AND ANALYSIS OF DATA 

The primary purpose of this study was to investigate moral development, as measured by 

the DIT-2, which occurred within four student cohorts completing an undergraduate degree at the 

University of Charleston. The study sought to investigate the institution’s belief that outcomes 

based ethics education positively influences their graduates’ capacity for resolving moral 

dilemmas using post-conventional thinking.  This chapter presents data collected for the study 

and provides statistical analyses. The chapter is divided into five sections: 1) population and 

sample; 2) data sources; 3) cohort and individual characteristics; 4) major findings for each of 

the two research questions posed in this study; and 5) a summary of the chapter. 

Population and Sample 

The population for this study included 504 students who entered UC as freshman in 2008, 

2009, 2010, and 2011, and completed an undergraduate degree by the end of the spring semester 

of 2015. Of this population, the study examined the results from students who took the DIT-2 

during their first year and again during their last year, typically during the senior capstone 

course. DIT-2 results from students who took the initial assessment as freshmen during the 2008-

2011 years were matched with their exit level assessment. The exit level scores are from the fall 

and spring semesters of 2012, fall and spring semesters of 2013, fall, spring and summer 

semesters of 2014, and fall and spring semesters of 2015. From the total population of 504 

students, entry and exit DIT-2 scores were available for 295 students. The sample used in the 

data analysis represents 58.5% of students who began their undergraduate degree between 2008 

and 2011 and successfully graduated by the end of the 2016 academic year.  
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Data Sources 

Two data sources were used for this study. All data obtained from the University of 

Charleston DIT-2 reports were matched with student information from the University of 

Charleston Ellucian database. The first data source was the pre and post undergraduate education 

DIT-2 scores for students entering UC during the 2008-2011 academic years. The Center for the 

Study of Ethical Development provides materials for administering the DIT-2. Once students 

complete the DIT-2, forms are returned to the Center and scanned. Detailed results are then 

returned to UC. 

The second data source was the Ellucian database. The Ellucian database houses all 

student demographic information for use by UC. Data collected include sex, residency status, 

high school GPA, undergraduate GPA, ACT and SAT scores, athletic participation, degree 

program, admission status, expected family contribution, and many other details of utility to the 

institution. Some of the Ellucian data are self-reported by students or parents on a voluntary 

basis. The University of Charleston Office of Institutional Research and Assessment matched 

scores from individual DIT-2 scores to the Ellucian data. Once the data were combined, all 

student specific details were de-identified with no key code provided to the principal investigator 

or co-principal investigator. 

Population Characteristics 

The sample (n=295) contained 62.7% (n=185) females and 37.3% (n=110) males. One 

hundred sixty-seven (56.6%) of the students listed West Virginia as their home state. One 

hundred fourteen (38.6%) were from outside of West Virginia and 14 (4.7%) were from outside 

the United States. Countries of origin for students from outside the United States were Canada (n 

= 6), United Kingdom (n = 3) and one each from Australia, Nepal, Nigeria, Vietnam and 
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Zambia. The largest group of students from outside West Virginia came from Ohio (n=44; 

14.9%). One hundred twenty-four (42%) of sampled students participated in collegiate athletics 

while at UC and 171 (58%) did not. 

Thirty-eight (12.9%) students took the initial DIT-2 as freshmen in the fall 2008 semester 

and 96 (32.5%) took the DIT-2 as freshmen in the fall 2009 semester. Eighty-seven (29.5%) took 

the DIT-2 as freshmen in the fall 2010 semester and 64 (21.7%) took the DIT-2 as freshmen in 

the fall 2011 semester. Ten (3.4%) matched pair scores from freshmen taking the DIT-2 in the 

fall 2012 semester were available at the time of this study.  

Students from the sample obtained degrees from 13 different degree programs. For the 

purposes of analysis, the principal investigator and co-principal investigator sorted students into 

four academic disciplines based on their degree program: Humanities, Business, Science, and 

Health Sciences. Thirteen students (4.4%) obtained a general studies degree and were not 

categorized. Each of the four categories contained two or more degree programs. The 

Humanities group contained 89 students (30.1%) who obtained degrees in Art, Interior Design, 

Communication, Education, Political Science, and History. The Science group contained 80 

students (27.1%) who obtained degrees in Biology or Chemistry. The Business group contained 

63 students (21.4%) who obtained degrees in Business or Sports Administration. The Health 

Sciences group contained 50 students (17%) who obtained degrees in Athletic Training, Nursing 

(Bachelor’s degree), Psychology and Radiologic Science.   

The expected family contribution (EFC) was reported for 270 students. The mean EFC 

was $16,424 (SD=22,327.2). The federal loan debt (FLD) upon graduation was reported for 295 

students. The mean was $14,323 (SD=11,441.6). The sample demographic and attribute data are 

summarized in Table 2. 
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Table 2 

Sample Demographics and Attributes 

Characteristic n % 

Sex   

 Female 185 62.7 

 Male 110 37.3 

State of Residence   

 West Virginia 167 56.6 

 Other 114 38.6 

 Foreign 14 4.7 

Athletic Participation   

 No 171 58 

 Yes 124 42 

Semester and Year of Initial DIT-2 Assessment   

 Fall 2008 38 12.9 

 Fall 2009 96 32.5 

 Fall 2010 87 29.5 

 Fall 2011 64 21.7 

 Fall 2012 10 3.4 

Academic Discipline   

 Humanities 89 30.1 

 Science 80 27.1 

 Business 63 21.4 

 Health Sciences 50 17 

 General Studies 13 4.4 

n=295 
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 Student Performance Characteristics 

Two hundred seventy-eight students reported their high school grade point averages 

(HSGPA). The mean HSGPA for the study sample was 3.68 (SD = .56). For the purposes of 

analysis, students’ HSGPA were divided into quartiles. There were 69 students (24.8%) whose 

HSGPA was between 2.18 and 3.26, 70 students (25.2%) whose HSGPA was between 3.27 and 

3.76, 72 students (25.9%) whose HSGPA was between 3.77 and 4.07, and 67 (24.1%) students 

whose HSGPA was between 4.08 and 4.94.  

Two hundred eighty-five students in the study sample reported ACT scores. Incoming 

ACT scores ranged from 15 to 35. The mean ACT score was 23.4 (SD = 3.71). Eighty-five 

students in the sample study reported SAT scores.  

Seventy-seven students (26.1%) graduated with an undergraduate degree in 3.5 years or 

less. One hundred eighty-eight students (63.7%) met undergraduate degree requirements in four 

years. Thirty students (10.2%) graduated in 4.5 to 6 years. 

Two hundred eighty-six final undergraduate grade point averages (UGGPA) were 

reported for the sample population. The mean UGGPA was 3.47 (SD = .38). For the purposes of 

analysis, students’ UGGPA were divided into quartiles. There were 73 students (25.5%) with a 

UGGPA between 2.37 and 3.21, 72 students (25.2%)  with a UGGPA between 3.22 and 3.25, 70 

students (24.5%) with a UGGPA between 3.56 and 3.78, and 71 students (24.8%) whose 

UGGPA was between 4.08 and 4.94. The sample student performance characteristics data are 

summarized in Table 3. 
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Table 3 

Sample Student Performance Characteristics 

Characteristic n % 

HSGPA   

 2.18-3.26 69 24.8 

 3.27-3.76 70 25.2 

 3.77-4.07 72 25.9 

 4.08-4.94 67 24.1 

Years to Degree   

 Three and one-half or less 77 26.1 

 Four 188 63.7 

 Four + 30 10.2 

UGGPA   

 2.37-3.21 73 25.5 

 3.22-3.55 72 25.2 

 3.56-3.78 70 24.5 

 3.79-4.00 71 24.8 

n=295 

Major Findings 

The major findings for each research question are discussed in the following sections. 

The analysis of overall sub-score differences and specific sub-score differences among cohorts 

are used to answer research question one. Research question two is answered through the 

analysis of sub-scores differences based on demographic and attribute variables. 
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Overall Differences in Moral Development. Paired sample t-tests were performed on 

the sub-score means of DIT-2 results obtained during the freshman and senior years for the 

sample. The mean entry and exit level sub-scores represent changes in moral development within 

the sample. The sub-scores consisted of Personal Interest (2/3) scores, Maintaining Norms (4P) 

scores, Post-conventional (P) scores and Weighted Post-conventional (N2) scores. Additionally, 

an analysis of variance (ANOVA) test was performed to determine if differences existed in the 

entry and exit level sub-scores across the five yearly cohorts that took entry level DIT-2 in the 

fall 2008, 2009, 2010, 2011 and 2012 semesters then again at exit. The mean differences from 

the freshman to senior DIT-2 sub-scores for each yearly cohort are found in Table 3. Results are 

discussed in the following section and supporting data are provided in Tables 4-8. 

A paired sample t-test was used to analyze changes in mean sub-scores for the entire 

sample. There was a statistically significant difference in the mean freshman Personal Interest 

(2/3) sub-scores (M = 29.64, SD = 12.23) when compared to the mean senior Personal Interest 

sub-scores (M = 25.42, SD = 12.43), t (294) = 4.91, p < .05. The mean difference in Personal 

Interest sub-scores was 4.21 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 2.53 to 5.91. The eta-

squared statistic (.08) indicates a moderate to large effect size. 

There was a statistically significant difference in the mean freshman Maintaining Norms 

(4P) sub-scores (M = 36.16, SD = 12.13) when compared to the mean senior Maintaining Norms 

sub-scores (M = 33.40, SD = 13.85), t (294) = 3.12, p < .05. The mean difference in Maintaining 

Norms sub- scores was 2.73 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 1.02 to 4.52. The eta-

squared statistic (.03) indicates a small effect size. 

There was a statistically significant difference in the mean freshman Post-conventional 

(P) sub-scores (M = 29.56, SD = 12.96) when compared to the mean senior Post-conventional 
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sub-scores (M = 36.34, SD = 14.67), t (294) = -7.95, p < .05. The mean difference in Post-

conventional sub-scores was 6.78 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from -8.46 to -5.10. 

The eta-squared statistic (.18) indicates a large effect size. 

There was a statistically significant difference in the mean freshman Weighted Post-

conventional (N2) sub-scores (M = 27.97, SD = 13.98) when compared to the mean senior 

Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 36.43, SD = 14.83), t (294) = -9.74, p < .05. The 

mean difference in Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores was 8.46 with a 95% confidence 

interval ranging from -10.17 to –6.75. The eta-squared statistic (.24) indicates a large effect size. 

Data analysis for the total sample is summarized in Table 4. 

Table 4 

DIT -2 Sub-Scores for Total Sample 

 Freshman Scores  Senior Scores    

Sub-

scores 
M SD 

 
M SD M Diff t-value P 

2/3 29.64 12.23  25.42 12.43 -4.22 4.91 .00 

4P 36.16 12.13  33.40 13.85 -2.73 3.12 .00 

P  29.56 12.96  36.34 14.67 6.78 -7.95 .00 

N2 27.97 13.98  36.43 14.83 8.46 -9.74 .00 

n=295 

Sub-Score Differences by Cohort  

Further analysis of the mean sub-score changes for each yearly cohort was performed to 

identify the presence of statistically significant differences. The Personal Interest (2/3), 

Maintaining Norms (4P), Post-conventional (P), and Weighted Post-conventional (N2) sub-

scores for each yearly cohort were examined.  
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Personal Interest (2/3) Sub-score Analysis by Cohort. A paired samples t-test was 

conducted to evaluate changes in the Personal Interest (2/3) sub-score for each cohort. In the 

2008 cohort (n = 38), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean freshman 2/3 

sub-scores (M = 30.32, SD = 12.64) when compared to the mean senior 2/3 sub-scores (M = 

25.21, SD = 10.18), t (37) = 2.10, p < .05. The mean difference in 2/3 sub-scores was 5.11 with a 

95% confidence interval ranging from 0.19 to 10.03. The eta-squared statistic (.10) indicates a 

moderate effect size. 

In the 2009 cohort (n = 96), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Personal Interest sub-scores (M = 29.47, SD = 11.64) when compared to the mean 

senior Personal Interest sub-scores (M = 22.98, SD = 12.12), t (95) = 4.72, p < .05. The mean 

difference in Personal Interest sub-scores was 6.49 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 

3.76 to 9.23. The eta-squared statistic (.19) indicates a large effect size. 

In the 2010 cohort (n = 87), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Personal Interest sub-scores (M = 28.46, SD = 12.73) when compared to the mean 

senior Personal Interest sub-scores (M = 25.27, SD = 11.82), t (86) = 2.36, p < .05. The mean 

difference in Personal Interest sub-scores was 3.19 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 

0.50 to 5.87. The eta-squared statistic (.06) indicates a moderate effect size. 

In the 2011 cohort (n = 64), there was no statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Personal Interest sub-scores (M = 30.55, SD = 12.09) when compared to the mean 

senior Personal Interest sub-scores (M = 28.97, SD = 14.02), t (63) = .72, p = .48. In the 2012 

cohort (n = 10), there was no statistically significant difference in the mean freshman Personal 

Interest sub-scores (M = 33.00, SD = 13.93) when compared to the mean senior Personal Interest 
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sub-scores (M = 28.20, SD = 14.19), t (9) = .72, p = .49.  Data analysis for Personal Interest sub-

score differences by cohort are summarized in Table 5. 

Table 5 

Personal Interest (2/3) Sub-score Difference Analysis by Cohort 

  Freshman Score  Senior Score    

DIT-2 Cohort n M SD  M SD M Diff t-value P 

2008 38 30.32 12.64  25.21 10.18 -5.11 2.10 .04 

2009 96 29.47 11.64  22.98 12.12 -6.49 4.72 .00 

2010 87 28.46 12.73  25.27 11.82 -3.12 2.36 .02 

2011 64 30.55 12.09  28.97 14.02 -1.59 .72 .48 

2012 10 33.00 13.93  28.20 14.19 -4.80 .72 .49 

n = 295 

Maintaining Norms (4P) Sub-score Analysis by Cohort. A paired samples T-test was 

conducted to evaluate changes in the Maintaining Norms (4P) sub-score for each cohort. In the 

2011 cohort (n = 64), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean freshman 

Maintaining Norms sub-scores (M = 38.13, SD = 12.97) when compared to the mean senior 

Maintaining Norms sub-scores (M = 32.06, SD = 12.04), t (63) = 3.51, p < .05. The mean 

difference in Maintaining Norms sub-scores was 6.06 with a 95% confidence interval ranging 

from 2.62 to 9.51. The eta-squared statistic (.16) indicates a large effect size. 

In the 2008 cohort (n = 38), there was no statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Maintaining Norms sub-scores (M = 35.47, SD = 10.82) when compared to the mean 

senior Maintaining Norms sub-scores (M = 36.37, SD = 16.20), t (37) = -.37, p = .72. In the 2009 

cohort (n = 96), there was no statistically significant difference in the mean freshman 

Maintaining Norms sub-scores (M = 35.36, SD = 11.93) when compared to the mean senior 

Maintaining Norms sub-scores (M = 34.40, SD = 14.06), t (95) = 0.62, p = .53. In the 2010 
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cohort (n=87), there was no statistically significant difference in the mean freshman Maintaining 

Norms sub-scores (M = 35.50, SD = 12.15) when compared to the mean senior Maintaining 

Norms sub-scores (M = 32.21, SD = 13.74), t (86) = 1.93, p = .06. In the 2012 cohort (n = 10), 

there was no statistically significant difference in the mean freshman Maintaining Norms sub-

scores (M = 39.80, SD = 13.31) when compared to the mean senior Maintaining Norms sub-

scores (M = 31.40, SD = 14.24), t (9) = 1.51, p = .17. Data analysis is summarized in Table 6. 

Table 6 

Maintaining Norms (4P) Sub-score Analysis by Cohort 

  Freshman Score  Senior Score    

DIT-2 Cohort n M SD  M SD M Diff t-value P 

2008 38 35.47 10.82  36.37 16.20 .89 -.37 .72 

2009 96 35.36 11.93  34.40 14.06 -.96 .62 .53 

2010 87 35.50 12.15  32.21 13.74 -3.28 1.93 .06 

2011 64 38.13 12.97  32.06 12.04 -6.06 3.51 .00 

2012 10 39.80 13.31  31.40 14.24 -8.40 1.51 .17 

n = 295 

Post-conventional (P) Sub-score Analysis by Cohort. A paired samples T-test was 

conducted to evaluate changes in the Postconventional (P) sub-score for each cohort. In the 2009 

cohort (n = 96), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean freshman 

Postconventional sub-scores (M = 30.74, SD = 11.79) when compared to the mean senior 

Postconventional sub-scores (M = 38.25, SD = 15.18), t (95) = -5.09, p < .05. The mean 

difference in Postconventional sub-scores was 7.51 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 

-10.43 to -4.58. The eta-squared statistic (.21) indicates a large effect size. 

In the 2010 cohort (n = 87), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Postconventional sub-scores (M = 31.10, SD = 14.09) when compared to the mean 
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senior Postconventional sub-scores (M = 37.60, SD = 14.37), t (86) = -4.41, p < .05. The mean 

difference in Postconventional sub-scores was 6.60 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 

-9.56 to -3.62. The eta-squared statistic (.18) indicates a large effect size. 

In the 2011 cohort (n = 64), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Postconventional sub-scores (M = 26.91, SD = 12.20) when compared to the mean 

senior Postconventional sub-scores (M = 34.13, SD = 14.31), t (63) = -3.68, p < .05. The mean 

difference in Postconventional sub-scores was 7.22 with a 95% confidence interval ranging from 

-11.14 to -3.30. The eta-squared statistic (.18) indicates a large effect size. 

In the 2012 cohort (n = 10), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Postconventional sub-scores (M = 21.40, SD = 15.00) when compared to the mean 

senior Postconventional sub-scores (M = 33.40, SD = 13.23), t (9) = -2.81, p <.05 (two-tailed). 

The mean difference in Post-conventional sub-scores was 12.00 with a 95% confidence interval 

ranging from -21.66 to -2.34. The eta-squared statistic (.46) indicates a large effect size.  

In the 2008 cohort (n = 38), there was no statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Postconventional sub-scores (M = 29.84, SD = 13.00) when compared to the mean 

senior Postconventional sub-scores (M = 33.11, SD = 14.58), t (37) = -1.33, p = .19. Despite the 

lack of statistical significance, the Post-conventional scores for the 2008 cohort increased as 

well. Data analyses are summarized in Table 7. 
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Table 7 

Post-conventional (P) Sub-score Analysis by Cohort 

  
Freshman 

Score 
 Senior Score    

DIT-2 

Cohort 
n M SD  M SD M Diff t-value P 

2008 38 29.84 13.00  33.11 14.58 3.27 -1.33 .19 

2009 96 30.74 11.79  38.25 15.18 7.50 -5.09 .00 

2010 87 31.01 14.09  37.60 14.37 6.59 -4.41 .00 

2011 64 26.91 12.20  34.13 14.31 7.22 -3.68 .00 

2012 10 21.40 15.00  33.40 13.23 12.00 -2.81 .02 

n = 295 

Weighted Post-conventional (N2) Sub-score Analysis by Cohort. A paired samples T-

test was conducted to evaluate changes in the Weighted Post-conventional (N2) sub-score for 

each cohort. In the 2009 cohort (n=96), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 29.00, SD = 13.28) when compared to 

the mean senior Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 38.62, SD = 15.84), t (95) = -6.49, 

p < .05. The mean difference in Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores was 9.62 with a 95% 

confidence interval ranging from -12.57 to -6.68. The eta-squared statistic (.30) indicates a large 

effect size. 

In the 2010 cohort (n=87), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 29.63, SD = 14.80) when compared to 

the mean senior Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 37.77, SD = 13.67), t (86) = -5.70, 

p < .05. The mean difference in Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores was 8.13 with a 95% 

confidence interval ranging from -10.97 to -5.30. The eta-squared statistic (.27) indicates a large 

effect size. 
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In the 2011 cohort (n=64), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 24.08, SD = 12.78) when compared to 

the mean senior Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 33.16, SD = 14.47), t (63) = -4.14, 

p < .05. The mean difference in Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores was 9.08 with a 95% 

confidence interval ranging from -13.46 to -4.69. The eta-squared statistic (.21) indicates a large 

effect size. 

In the 2012 cohort (n=10), there was a statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 21.06, SD = 15.54) when compared to 

the mean senior Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 36.01, SD = 14.11), t (9) = -3.79, p 

<.05. The mean difference in N2 sub-scores was 14.95 with a 95% confidence interval ranging 

from -23.87 to -6.04. The eta-squared statistic (.61) indicates a large effect size.  

In the 2008 cohort (n=38), there was no statistically significant difference in the mean 

freshman Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 29.93, SD = 14.23) when compared to 

the mean senior Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores (M = 33.46, SD = 14.87), t (37) = -1.50, 

p = .14. Data analyses are summarized in Table 8. 
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Table 8 

Weighted Post-conventional (N2) Sub-score Analysis by Cohort 

  Freshman Score  Senior Score    

DIT-2 

Cohort 
n M SD  M SD M Diff t-value P 

2008 38 29.93 14.23  33.46 14.87 3.53 -1.50 .14 

2009 96 29.00 13.28  38.62 15.84 9.62 -6.49 .00 

2010 87 29.63 14.80  37.77 13.67 8.13 -5.70 .00 

2011 64 24.08 12.78  33.16 14.47 9.08 -4.14 .00 

2012 10 21.06 15.54  36.01 14.11 14.95 -3.79 .00 

n = 295 

Sub-Score Differences Among Cohorts. A one-way between cohorts ANOVA was 

conducted, comparing the DIT-2 sub-scores by students’ cohort group. The sample was divided 

into cohorts based on the students’ first DIT-2 assessment, done in the first year at UC. The 

cohort groups were 2008 (n=38), 2009 (n=96), 2010 (n=87), 2011 (n=64), and 2012 (n=10). 

There were no statistically significant differences in the mean entry and exit level 

Personal Interest (2/3) sub-scores across all cohorts [F (4, 290) = 1.23, p = .30]. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean entry and exit level Maintaining norms (4P) sub-

scores across all cohorts [F (4, 290) = 2.03, p = .09]. There was no statistically significant 

difference in the mean entry and exit level Post-conventional (P) sub-scores across all cohorts [F 

(4, 290) = .94, p = .44]. There was no statistically significant difference in the mean entry and 

exit level Weighted Post-conventional (N2) sub-scores across all cohorts [F (4, 290) = 1.71, p = 

.15]. Data analysis is summarized in Table 9. 

  



64 

 

Table 9 

Sub-score Difference Analysis among Cohorts 

 2008  2009  2010  2011  2012   

Sub-score 
M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD F P 

2/3 -5.11 14.97  -6.49 13.49  -3.19 12.58  -1.59 17.75 
 

-4.80 21.11 1.23 .30 

4P .89 15.09  -.96 15.08  -3.28 15.83  -6.06 13.80 
 

-8.40 17.63 2.03 .09 

P 3.27 15.22  7.51 14.46  6.59 13.93  7.22 15.68 
 

12.00 13.50 .94 .44 

N2 3.53 14.53  9.62 14.54  8.13 13.30  9.08 17.54 
 

14.95 12.46 1.71 .14 

n = 295 

Moral Development and Demographic and Attribute Variables  

To determine if demographic variables were associated with changes in DIT-2 sub-

scores, independent –samples T-tests and ANOVAs were performed. The goal was to analyze 

the difference, if any, which may exist when comparing mean Personal Interest (2/3), 

Maintaining Norms (4P), Post-conventional (P), and Weighted Post-conventional (N2) sub-

scores between or among independent variables. The independent variables were sex, athletic 

participation, high school grade point average (HSGPA), ACT score, students’ final 

undergraduate grade point average (UGGPA), the time taken to complete the undergraduate 

degree (TTD), Academic Discipline, expected family contribution to college tuition (EFC), and 

federal loan debt (FLD). Results are discussed in the following sections and supporting data are 

provided in Tables 10 – 20.  



65 

 

Sex. An independent samples T-test was conducted comparing the DIT-2 sub-scores for 

males and females. There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest 

sub-score decreases between the freshman and senior DIT-2 results for males (M = -4.12, SD = 

13.51) or females (M = -4.27, SD = 15.50; t (293) = .09, p = .93. There was no statistically 

significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-score decreases between the freshman 

and senior DIT-2 results for males (M = -4.50, SD = 16.78) or females (M = -1.74, SD = 14.19; t 

(293) = -150, p = .13. There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Post-

conventional sub-score increases between the freshman and senior DIT-2 results for males (M = 

7.73, SD = 14.73) or females (M = -6.22, SD = 14.61; t (293) = .88, p = .39. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-score increases 

between the freshman and senior DIT-2 results for males (M = 9.85, SD = 13.96) or females (M 

= -7.64, SD = 15.43; t (293) = 1.23, p = .22. Data analysis is summarized in Table 10. 

Table 10 

Mean Sub-score Difference by Sex 

 Male  Female   

Sub-score M Diff SD  M Diff SD t-value P 

2/3 -4.12 13.51  -4.27 15.50 .085 .93 

4P -4.50 16.78  -1.74 14.19 -1.51 .13 

P 7.73 14.73  6.22 14.61 .86 .39 

N2 9.85 13.96  7.64 15.43 1.23 .22 

n = 295, n = female (185), male (110) 
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Athletic Participation. An independent samples T-test was conducted comparing the 

DIT-2 sub-scores for students participating as athletes compared to those who did not during 

their undergraduate experience. There was no statistically significant difference in mean Personal 

Interest sub-score decreases between the freshman and senior DIT-2 results for non-athletes (M 

= -4.31, SD = 13.31) and athletes (M = -4.09, SD = 16.62; t (293) = -.12, p = .90.  There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-score decreases between 

the freshman and senior DIT-2 results for non-athletes (M = -3.99, SD = 14.97) and athletes (M 

= -1.07, SD = 15.50; t (293) = -0.12, p = .10. There was no statistically significant difference in 

the mean Post-conventional sub-score increases between the freshman and senior DIT-2 results 

for non-athletes (M = 7.90, SD = 14.69) and athletes (M = 5.23, SD = 14.50; t (293) = 1.54, p = 

.12. There was no statistically significant difference in mean N2 sub-score increases between the 

freshman and senior DIT-2 results for non-athletes (M = 9.78, SD = 14.38) and athletes (M = 

6.64, SD = 15.50; t (293) = 1.78, p = .08.  Data analyses are summarized in Table 11. 

Table 11 

Mean Sub-score Difference by Athletic Participation 

 Non-Athlete  Athlete   

Sub-score M Diff SD  M Diff SD t-value P 

2/3 -4.31 13.31  -4.09 16.62 -0.12 .90 

4P -3.99 14.97  -1.07 15.50 -1.63 .10 

P 7.90 14.69  5.23 14.50 1.54 .12 

N2 9.78 14.38  6.64 15.50 1.78 .08 

n = 295, n = non-athlete (171), athlete (124) 

For the purposes of detailed analysis, examinations of sub-score changes based on 

HSGPA, ACT scores, and UGGPA were conducted in two ways. First HSGPA and UGGPA 

were separated into quartiles and analyzed using a one-way between groups analysis of variance 
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(ANOVA). ACT score analysis was conducted the same way. The separation into quartiles was 

done to assure sufficient sample size within each group. Additionally, a one-way between groups 

ANOVA was conducted using HSGPA and UGGPA with groups divided by traditional grade 

point average scales. Some students in the sample did not report HSGPA and were excluded 

from the analysis. The results are described in the following sections with summary tables 

following each narrative. 

HSGPA by Quartile. A one-way between groups analysis of variance was conducted to 

explore the impact of HSGPA, divided into quartiles, on mean DIT-2 sub-scores. The HSGPA 

range for Group 1(n = 69) was 2.18-3.26. The HSGPA range for group 2 (n = 70) was 3.27-3.76. 

The HSGPA range for Group 3 (n = 72) was 3.77-4.07. The HSGPA range for Group 4 (n=67) 

was 4.08-4.94.  

There was a statistically significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores 

based on HSGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 274) = 4.18, p = .01]. Post hoc 

comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean Post-conventional sub-score 

difference for Group 1 (M = 5.48, SD = 13.97) was not significantly different from Group 2 (M 

= 5.95, SD = 14.36), or Group 3 (M = 4.67, SD = 15.13). However the mean Post-conventional 

sub-score of Group 4 (M = 12.29, SD = 12.83) was significantly different from the other three 

groups. The effect size, using eta-squared, was .04 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on HSGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 274) = 0.87, p = .46]. There was 

no statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based on 

HSGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 274) = 1.99, p = .12]. There was no 

statistically significant effect of HSGPA on the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-score 
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increases at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 274) = 2.49, p = .07]. Data analyses are 

summarized in Table 12. 

 

Table 12 

Mean Sub-score Difference by HSGPA Quartiles 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3  Group 4    

Sub-score 
M 

Diff 
SD  M Diff SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  F P 

2/3 -2.39 14.98  -3.15 13.97  -5.00 15.64  -5.91 12.81  .867 .46 

4P -2.07 16.07  -3.50 13.24  -0.22 16.79  -6.35 14.56  1.99 .12 

P 5.48 13.97  5.95 14.36  4.67 15.13  12.29 12.83  4.18 .01 

N2 7.01 15.13  8.37 12.92  6.26 17.41  12.41 11.73  2.44 .07 

Note: n = 295, Group 1: 2.18-3.26 (n = 69), Group 2: 3.27-3.76 (n = 70), Group 3: 3.77-4.07 (n = 

72), Group 4: 4.08-4.94 (n = 67) 

 

Traditional HSGPA. A one-way between subjects ANOVA was used to examine the 

impact of students’ traditional HSGPA scale on mean DIT-2 sub-scores. In this case, the sample 

was divided into three groups according to typical delineations of the HSGPA scale. The grade 

point average (GPA) for Group 1(n=38) was 2.00-2.99. The GPA for group 2 (n=149) was 3.00-

3.99. The GPA for Group 3 (n=91) was 4.00-4.99.  

There was a statistically significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores 

based on traditional HSGPA at the p <.05 level for the three groups [F (2, 275) = 4.19, p = .02]. 

Post hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean Post-conventional sub-

score increase for Group 1 (M = 8.47, SD = 11.95) was not statistically significantly different 

from Group 2 (M = 4.78, SD = 15.00) nor Group 3 (M = 10.10, SD = 13.70). However, the Post-

conventional sub-score increase of Group 3 was significantly different from Group 2, although 
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they were not statistically significantly different from Group 1.  The effect size, using eta-

squared, was .02. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on traditional HSGPA at the p <.05 level for the three groups [F (2, 275) = 0.49, p = .61]. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based 

on traditional HSGPA at the p <.05 level for the three groups [F (2, 275) = 2.24, p = .11]. There 

was no statistically significant difference in the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores 

based on traditional HSGPA at the p <.05 level for the three groups [F (2, 275) = 2.88, p = .06]. 

Data analyses are summarized in Table 13. 

Table 13 

Mean Sub-score Difference by Standard HSGPA 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3    

Sub-score 
M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  M Diff SD  F P 

2/3 -2.32 15.17  -3.99 14.48  -5.05 14.03  .49 .61 

4P -4.26 16.39  -1.21 14.53  -5.36 15.92  2.24 .11 

P 8.47 11.95  4.78 15.00  10.10 13.70  4.19 .02 

N2 10.07 14.53  6.53 15.40  10.95 12.95  2.88 .06 

Note: n = 295, Group 1: 2.0-2.99 (n = 38), Group 2: 3.0-3.99 (n = 149), Group 3: 4.0-5.0 (n = 91) 
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Time to Degree. A one-way between subjects ANOVA examining the length of time to 

complete the undergraduate degree and DIT-2 sub-scores was conducted. In this case, the sample 

was divided into three groups according the length of the undergraduate experience. The time to 

degree (TTD) in years for Group 1 (n = 77) was three and one-half years. The TTD in years for 

Group 2 (n = 188) was four years. The TTD in years for Group 3 (n = 30) was four and one-half 

years.  

There was a statistically significant difference in the mean Weighted Post-conventional 

(N2) sub-scores based on TTD at the p <.05 level for the three groups [F (2, 292) = 3.61, p = 

.03]. Post hoc comparisons using the Tukey HSD test indicated that the mean Weighted Post-

conventional sub-score increase for Group 1 (M = 11.48, SD = 14.93) was significantly different 

from Group 2 (M = 6.72, SD = 14.33), but was not significantly different from Group 3 (M = 

11.64, SD = 17.09). Effect size, calculated using eta-squared, was .02. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on TTD at the p <.05 level for the three groups [F (2, 292) = .22, p = .80]. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based on TTD at 

the p <.05 level for the three groups [F (2, 292) = 2.36, p = .10]. There was no statistically 

significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores based on TTD at the p <.05 level 

for the three groups [F (2, 292) = 1.81, p = .17]. Data analyses are summarized in Table 14. 
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Table 14 

Mean Sub-score Difference by Time to Degree (years) 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3    

Sub-score 
M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  M Diff SD  F P 

2/3 -5.11 15.31  -3.81 14.68  -4.50 14.77  .22 .80 

4P -5.87 15.18  -1.42 14.81  -3.23 17.23  2.36 .10 

P 8.93 15.91  5.56 14.10  8.93 14.24  1.81 .17 

N2 11.48 14.93  6.72 14.33  11.64 17.09  3.61 .03 

 Note: n = 295, Group 1: 3.5 (n = 77), Group 2: 4 (n = 188), Group 3: 4.5 (n = 30) 

ACT Scores. A one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted to explore the impact 

of ACT results on DIT-2 sub-scores. For purposes of analysis, the sample was divided into 

quartiles based on the highest reported ACT score by each student in the sample. The ACT score 

range for Group 1 (n=85) was 15-21. The ACT score range for group 2 (n=60) was 22-23. The 

ACT score range for Group 3 (n=63) was 24-25. The ACT score range for Group 4 (n=77) was 

26-35. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on ACT scores at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 281) = 1.18, p = .32]. There 

was no statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based on 

ACT scores at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 281) = 1.64, p = .92]. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores based on ACT scores 

at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 281) = .21, p = .89]. There was no statistically 

significant difference in the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores based on ACT scores 

at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 281) = .93, p = .25]. Data analyses are summarized 

in Table 15. 
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Table 15 

Mean Sub-score Difference by ACT Score 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3  Group 4    

Sub-score M Diff SD  M Diff SD  M Diff SD  M Diff SD 
 

F P 

2/3 -2.39 15.85  -6.37 16.26  -3.30 12.68  -5.56 13.13 
 

.15 .32 

4P -2.67 15.03  -2.86 16.36  -3.84 14.66  -2.02 15.47 
 

1.18 .92 

P 6.24 13.65  7.85 16.85  7.58 14.90  6.41 14.13 
 

.16 .89 

N2 8.43 15.37  9.05 18.20  8.97 13.80  7.57 12.58 
 

.21 .93 

Note: n = 295, Group 1: 15-21 (n = 85), Group 2: 22-23 (n = 60), Group 3: 24-25 (n = 63), Group 

4: 26-35 (n = 77) 

 

The protocol for analysis of HSGPA was also used for examination of the effect of 

undergraduate grade point average reported upon graduation (UGGPA) on DIT-2 sub-scores. 

UGGPA data were separated into quartiles and analyzed using a one-way between subjects 

ANOVA. Additionally, a one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted using UGGPA 

groups that were divided by traditional grade point averages. The results are described in the 

following sections with summary tables following each narrative. 

UGGPA by Quartile. A one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted to explore 

the impact of UGGPA on DIT-2 sub-scores. For purposes of analysis, the sample was divided 

into quartiles. The UGGPA Group 1 (n = 73) was 2.37-3.21. The UGGPA for group 2 (n = 72) 

was 3.22-3.55. The UGGPA for Group 3 (n = 70) was 3.56-3.78. The UGGPA for Group 4 (n = 

71) was 3.79-4.0.  

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on quartiled UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 282) = .42, p = .74]. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based 

on quartiled UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 282) = 1.10, p = .35]. There 
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was no statistically significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores based on 

quartiled UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 282) = .83, p = .48]. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores based on 

quartiled UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 282) = .83, p = .48]. Data 

analyses are summarized in Table 16. 

Table 16 

Mean Sub-score Difference by UGGPA Quartiles 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3  Group 4    

Sub-score M Diff SD  M Diff SD  M Diff SD  M Diff SD 
 

F P 

2/3 -5.59 11.57  -4.94 15.79  -3.02 15.67  -5.09 14.94 
 

.42 .74 

4P -1.35 14.20  -0.59 15.07  -2.88 16.41  -4.82 14.53 
 

1.10 .35 

P 6.87 13.75  5.55 13.48  6.08 17.30  9.13 13.64 
 

.83 .48 

N2 8.97 14.43  7.31 15.08  7.69 15.80  10.87 14.09 
 

.83 .48 

Note: n = 295, Group 1: 2.37-3.21 (n = 73), Group 2: 3.22-3.55 (n = 72), Group 3: 3.56-3.78 (n = 

70), Group 4: 3.79-4.0 (n = 71) 

 

Traditional UGGPA. A one-way between subjects ANOVA examining the impact of 

traditional UGGPA in DIT-2 sub-scores was also conducted. In this case, the sample was divided 

into four groups according to typical delineations of the grade point average scale. The UGGPA 

for Group 1 (n = 3) was 2.00-2.49. The UGGPA for Group 2 (n = 34) was 2.50-2.99. The 

UGGPA for Group 3 (n = 95) was 3.00-3.49. The UGGPA for Group 4 (n=160) was 3.50-4.00. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on traditional UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 288) = 1.07, p = .25]. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based 

on traditional UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 282) = 1.35, p = .36]. There 

was no statistically significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores based on 
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traditional UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 282) = 1.36, p = .26]. There was 

no statistically significant difference in the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores based 

on traditional UGGPA at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 282) = 1.37, p = .25]. Data 

analyses are summarized in Table 17. 

Table 17 

Mean Sub-score Difference by Traditional UGGPA 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3  Group 4    

Sub-score M Diff SD  M Diff SD  M Diff SD  M Diff SD 
 

F P 

2/3 8.66 25.32  -3.58 13.09  -5.54 14.01  -3.80 15.39 
 

1.37 .25 

4P 4.67 25.00  -5.32 15.13  -0.67 14.51  -3.71 15.57 
 

1.07 .36 

P -8.67 13.32  8.56 14.16  6.19 13.51  7.17 15.42 
 

1.35 .26 

N2 -6.20 13.60  11.06 15.25  7.86 14.51  8.70 15.08 
 

1.36 .25 

Note: n = 295, Group 1: 2.0-2.49 (n = 3), Group 2: 2.50-2.99 (n = 34), Group 3: 3.00-3.49 (n = 

95), Group 4: 3.50-4.0 (n = 160) 

 

Academic Discipline. Exploring the relationships between educational intervention and 

moral development requires analyses of the impact of academic discipline on DIT-2 sub-scores. 

Although UC embedded ethics education throughout its curriculum, some programs in Science 

and Health Science, have a specific course focusing on ethics. 

For the purposes of analysis, the sample was divided into four academic disciplines (AD), 

Humanities, Science, Business, and Health Science. Humanities, Group 1 (n = 89) included Art, 

Interior Design, Communication, Education, Political Science and History graduates. Science, 

Group 2 (n = 80) included Biology and Chemistry graduates. Business, Group 3 (n=63) included 

Business and Sports Administration graduates. Health Science, Group 4 (n=50) included Athletic 

Training, Bachelors in Nursing, Psychology and Radiologic Technology graduates. A one-way 

between subjects ANOVA was conducted, exploring the impact of participating in an AD in 
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DIT-2 sub-scores. The results are described in the following sections with a summary table 

following the narrative. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on AD at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 278) = 1.60, p = .19]. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based on AD at the 

p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 278) = .16, p = .92]. There was no statistically significant 

difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores based on AD at the p <.05 level for the four 

groups [F (3, 278) = 1.14, p = .33]. There was no statistically significant difference in the mean 

Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores based on AD at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 

278) = .69, p = .56]. Data analyses are summarized in Table 18. 

Table 18 

Mean Sub-score Difference by Academic Discipline 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3  Group 4    

Sub-score M Diff SD  M Diff SD  
M 

Diff 
SD  M Diff SD 

 
F P 

2/3 -2.95 15.65  -7.25 12.91  -2.60 16.40  -4.36 13.41 
 

1.60 .19 

4P -2.38 13.41  -2.87 16.82  -3.22 16.53  -1.36 13.30 
 

.16 .92 

P 5.06 13.97  9.02 14.78  5.94 15.56  6.32 12.90 
 

1.14 .33 

N2 6.94 15.22  10.00 12.78  8.04 15.84  7.43 13.91 
 

.69 .56 

Note: n = 295, Group 1: Humanities (n = 89), Group 2: Science (n = 80), Group 3: Business (n = 

63), Group 4: Health Science (n = 50) 

 

Expected Family Contribution. For purposes of analysis, the relationship, if any 

existed, between the amount of money families are expected to contribute to the undergraduate 

degree and moral development was examined. Ellucian uses the term Expected Family 

Contribution (EFC). Exploring the relationship between EFC and moral development allows for 

analyses of the effect of income on DIT-2 sub-scores. A reported EFC of $5,000 or less indicates 
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Pell grant eligibility. A total of 270 EFC reports were submitted using the Free Application for 

Federal Student Aid (FAFSA) process. For the purposes of analysis, the sample was divided into 

quartiles.  Group 1 reported an EFC of 0-2,015 dollars (n = 67). Group 2 reported an EFC of 

2,034-8,240 dollars (n = 68). Group 3 reported an EFC of 8,407-19,070 dollars (n = 68). Group 4 

reported an EFC of 19,091-99,999 dollars (n = 67). A one-way between subjects ANOVA was 

conducted, examining the relationship between EFC and DIT-2 sub-scores. The results are 

described in the following sections with a summary table following the narrative. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on EFC at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 266) = .21, p = .89]. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based on EFC at 

the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 266) = .59, p = .62]. There was no statistically 

significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores based on EFC at the p <.05 level 

for the four groups [F (3, 266) = .13, p = .99]. There was no statistically significant difference in 

the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores based on EFC at the p <.05 level for the four 

groups [F (3, 266) = .29, p = .83]. Data analyses are summarized in Table 19. 

Table 19 

Mean Sub-score Difference by EFC 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3  Group 4    

Sub-score 
M 

Diff 
SD  M Diff SD  

M 
Diff 

SD  M Diff SD 
 

F P 

2/3 -4.11 12.76  -3.82 15.97  -3.06 14.98  -5.04 14.89 
 

.21 .89 

4P -2.23 16.01  -2.94 15.40  -5.08 14.82  -1.79 15.89 
 

.59 .62 

P 7.10 14.85  7.12 14.84  6.85 13.70  6.69 15.16 
 

.13 .99 

N2 8.18 16.00  7.46 16.33  9.75 12.13  8.15 14.48 
 

.29 .83 

Note: n = 295, Group 1: 0-2015 (n = 67), Group 2: 2034-8240 (n = 68), Group 3: 8407-19070 (n 

= 68), Group 4: 19,091-99,999 (n = 67) 



77 

 

Federal Loan Debt. Finally, the relationship between the amount of federal student loan 

debt upon graduation and moral development was examined. Ellucian uses the term Federal 

Loan Debt (FLD) to describe any outstanding federal student loans present upon graduation. 

Exploring the relationship between FLD and moral development allows for further analyses of 

the effect of income on DIT-2 sub-scores. Two hundred ninety-five FLD reports were produced 

by the Ellucian database. For the purposes of analysis, the sample was divided into quartiles.  

Group 1 was identified as having a FLD of 0 dollars (n = 81). Group 2 was identified as having a 

FLD of 915-17,000 dollars (n = 65). Group 3 was identified as having a FLD of 17,500-20,818 

dollars (n = 76). Group 4 was identified as having a FLD of 21,000-48,750 dollars (n = 73). A 

one-way between subjects ANOVA was conducted, examining the impact of students’ FLD on 

DIT-2 sub-scores. The results are described in the following sections with a summary table 

following the narrative. 

There was no statistically significant difference in the mean Personal Interest sub-scores 

based on FLD at the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 291) = .83, p = .48]. There was no 

statistically significant difference in the mean Maintaining Norms sub-scores based on FLD at 

the p <.05 level for the four groups [F (3, 291) = .14, p = .94]. There was no statistically 

significant difference in the mean Post-conventional sub-scores based on FLD at the p <.05 level 

for the four groups [F (3, 291) = .05, p = .99]. There was no statistically significant difference in 

the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores based on FLD at the p <.05 level for the four 

groups [F (3, 291) = 1.04, p = .37]. Data analyses are summarized in Table 20. 
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Table 20 

Mean Sub-score Difference by Federal Loan Debt (U. S. Dollars) 

 Group 1  Group 2  Group 3  Group 4    

Sub-score 
M 

Diff 
SD  

M 

Diff 
SD  M Diff SD  M Diff SD 

 
F P 

2/3 -4.85 16.53  -4.73 13.53  -1.96 15.06  -5.41 13.42 
 

.83 .48 

4P -2.80 15.23  -2.52 16.93  -3.63 15.30  -2.05 13.78 
 

.14 .94 

P 6.80 14.81  6.30 15.11  6.73 15.34  7.25 13.56 
 

.05 .99 

N2 8.22 14.66  8.41 15.50  6.51 15.92  10.80 13.50 
 

1.04 .37 

Note:  n = 295, Group 1: 0 (n = 81), Group 2: 915-17,000 (n = 65), Group 3: 17,500-20,818 (n = 

76), Group 4: 21,000-48,750 (n = 73) 

 

Chapter Summary  

Five student cohorts’ DIT-2 results, taken in the first and last year of their undergraduate 

experience were assessed to determine if their outcomes based education, resulted in moral 

development. The total sample mean sub-scores clearly indicate movement away from lower 

level schema (Personal Interest and Maintaining Norms) in favor of Post-conventional methods 

to resolve moral dilemmas. In one case, the 2008 cohort showed decreases in Personal Interest 

(2/3) sub-scores and increases in Post-conventional (P) and Weighted Post-conventional (N2) 

sub-scores similar to the other cohorts but the differences were not statistically significant. 

The three largest cohorts (2009, 2010, and 2011), representing 84% (n=247) of the 

sample showed statistically significant increases in mean Post-conventional and Weighted Post-

conventional sub-scores. The eta-squared calculations for those sub-score changes revealed large 

effect sizes.  

For purposes of further analysis, independent samples T-tests and one way between 

groups ANOVA were performed to determine if demographic and other attribute variables 

influenced changes in DIT-2 sub-score changes. The independent variables were sex, athletic 



79 

 

participation, HSGPA, ACT score, UGGPA, AD, EFC, TTD, and FLD. Of the 11 independent 

variables, two (HSGPA, and TTD) had a statistically significant impact on mean DIT-2 sub-

score differences. When results based on quartiled HSGPA were analyzed, students with the 

highest grade point averages (4.08-4.94) demonstrated statistically significant increases in mean 

Post-conventional sub-scores compared to all other groups. When results based on traditional 

HSGPA (divided into three groups) were analyzed, students with the highest grade point 

averages (4.0-5.0) and the lowest (2.0-2.99) had statistically significant increases in mean Post-

conventional sub-scores compared to the middle HSGPA group (3.0-3.99).  The analysis of sub-

score differences based on TTD revealed statistically significant differences in Weighted Post-

conventional sub-scores for students graduating in 3.5 years and for students graduating in 4.5 

years compared to students graduating in 4 years. The effect sizes for the impact of HSGPA and 

TTD on sub-scores were consistently small.  
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Chapter 5: CONCLUSIONS, IMPLICATIONS, AND 

RECOMMENDATIONS 

This chapter provides the purpose of the study and summarizes the methods and findings. 

The chapter ends by presenting the study conclusions, a discussion of implications, and 

recommendations for further study. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to determine if significant changes in moral development 

occurred in students participating in an outcomes based undergraduate education. This study also 

focused on the influences outcomes based education and individual variables had on the 

movement away from simplistic methods to resolve moral dilemmas such as personal interest 

and maintaining norms, and toward post-conventional processes. Furthermore, the study 

investigated the possibility that certain demographic or attribute variables influenced moral 

development. 

RQ1.  What are the differences, if any, in the entry and exit levels of moral 

development of undergraduate college students who have participated in an 

outcome based ethics-focused curriculum? 

RQ2. What are the differences, if any, in the entry and exit levels of moral 

development in undergraduate college students who have participated in an 

outcome based ethics-focused curriculum, based on selected demographic and 

attribute variables such as, sex, athletic participation, high school grade point 

average, time to complete undergraduate degree, ACT score, final undergraduate 

grade point average, and socio-economic status? 
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Methods 

This case study employed descriptive research to determine if there were significant 

differences in the entry and exit level DIT-2 sub-scores measuring moral development of 

students at the University of Charleston. Changes in DIT-2 sub-scores for Personal Interest, 

Maintaining Norms, Post-conventional Thinking, and Weighted Post-conventional Thinking 

were used to determine if statistically significant differences in sub-scores existed when entry-

level (freshman) and exit-level (senior) sub-scores were compared. Additionally, DIT-2 sub-

scores changes based on demographic and attribute variables such as sex, socio-economic status, 

HSGPA, TTD, ACT scores, academic discipline, and final were analyzed.  

The population for the study was 509 students who entered UC in 2008, 2009, 2010, 

2011, and 2012 and graduated between 2012 and 2016. Sources were DIT-2 scores at entry and 

exit for 295 students in the sample and the University of Charleston Ellucian database that 

houses the student demographic and attribute data. Paired samples t-tests and analysis of 

variance (ANOVA) were performed to determine if statistically significant changes occurred in 

DIT-2 sub-scores, and if membership in certain demographic or attribute groups made a 

statistically significant impact on sub-scores.  De-identified data were provided by the University 

of Charleston Office of Institutional Research. No key code was provided to the researcher. 

Summary of Findings 

The sample consisted of 295 students for whom entry and exit-level DIT-2 results and 

commensurate Ellucian descriptive data were available. The sample used for the study was 

57.9% of the total population. Examination of the paired samples t-test for the entire sample for 

each DIT-2 sub-score resulted in statistically significant decreases in Personal Interest and 

Maintaining Norms sub-scores and statistically significant increases in Post-conventional and 
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Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores at the p < .05 level. The eta-squared calculation revealed 

small to moderate effect sizes for the decreases in Personal Interest and Maintaining Norm 

decreases and large effect sizes for increases in Post-conventional and Weighted Post-

conventional sub-scores. 

Paired sample T-tests were performed for mean sub-scores for each yearly cohort. The 

mean decreases in Personal Interest sub-scores were statistically significant for the 2008, 2009, 

and 2010 cohorts. The mean decrease in Maintaining Norms sub-scores was statistically 

significant for the 2011 cohorts.  

The mean increases in the Post-conventional and Weighted post-conventional mean sub-

scores for the 2009, 2010, 2011, and 2012 were statistically significant. The eta-square 

calculated effect size was large for these increases, ranging from .18 to .61. Similar differences 

were also evident in the 2008 cohort although the mean increases were not statistically 

significant. A one way between subjects ANOVA comparing mean DIT-2 sub-score differences 

among all cohorts revealed no statistically significant differences.  

Independent samples t-tests and one-way between subjects ANOVA resulted in 

significant findings for three independent variables’ relationship to DIT-2 sub-score changes. 

However, DIT-2 sub-scores were not influenced by membership in most demographic and 

attribute variable groups.  

Using a one-way between subjects ANOVA, a statistically significant relationship at the 

p <.05 level was identified when examining the mean Post-conventional sub-score differences 

associated with Quartiled and Traditional HSGPA. The mean increases for the Post-conventional 

sub-scores in Group 3 (3.77 - 4.07) and Group 4 (4.08 - 4.94) of the Quartiled HSGPA were 

most pronounced. The differences in mean Post-conventional Group 3 were statistically 
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significant at the p < .05) level. The eta-squared calculated effect size was moderate at .04.  The 

mean differences for the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores for Group 4 approached 

significance (p = .07). 

Using a one way between subjects ANOVA and traditional HSGPA demarcations, the 

Mean Post-conventional sub-score increases were statistically significant at the p < .05 level. 

Group 3 (4.0 – 5.0) mean differences were statistically significant when compared to Group 2 

(3.00-3.99) and Group 1 (2.00-2.99). The eta-squared calculated effect size was small at .02. The 

mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-score differences among the three groups approached 

significance (p = .06). The means differences were higher for Groups 1 and 3.  

Using a one-way between subjects ANOVA, a statistically significant relationship at the 

p <.05 level was identified when examining the mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-score 

differences associated with Time to Degree. The mean increases for the Weighted Post-

conventional sub-scores in Group 2 (4 years) were significantly less than Groups 1 (3.5 years) 

and 3 (4.5 years). The eta-squared calculated effect size was small at .02.   

Conclusions 

 Data gathered as part of this study were sufficient to support the following conclusions.  

RQ1: Entry and Exit levels of moral development for the total sample 

The increase in Post-conventional and Weighted Post-conventional sub-scores and 

commensurate decreases in Personal Interest and Maintaining Norms sub-scores for all cohorts 

indicate that at the end of the undergraduate experience students were more likely to rely on 

sophisticated moral reasoning while rejecting, irrelevant, or simplistic choices to resolve moral 

dilemmas. The large effect sizes for the changes in the mean sub-scores provide further evidence 

of the strength of the differences.  
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RQ2: Influence of demographic and attribute variables on sub-score 

 differences 

Students with higher HSGPA are more likely to resolve moral dilemmas using 

sophisticated Post-conventional thought processes than students with lower HSGPA. Students 

who took 3.5 years and 4.5 years to complete their undergraduate degree showed greater 

differences in moral development than those graduating in the typical period of four years. There 

were no statistically significant differences in changes of moral reasoning based on sex, ACT 

scores, final UGGPA, Academic Discipline, Expected Family Contribution, and Federal Loan 

Debt.  

Discussions and Implications 

This study clearly supports the supposition that growth in the capacity for moral 

reasoning occurs in undergraduate students over the course of their educational experience.  

Individuals seeking higher education are often interested in learning, personal intellectual 

growth, and seek stimulating social environments. Moreover, they are motivated by societal and 

community issues (Rest, 1994). The significant relationship that exists between formal learning 

and moral development supports the proposition that education is a precursor to higher levels of 

moral reasoning, particularly in the resolution of dilemmas. Since the introduction of the DIT-2, 

studies have affirmed the view that formal post-secondary education is associated with 

movement from conventional to post-conventional reasoning (Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991; 

Bebeau & Thoma, 1994; Mayhew, Pascarella, Trolian, & Selznick, 2015).  

The entry and exit level DIT-2 results from this study show a reduction in the use of 

Personal Interest and Maintaining Norms schemas and increases in Post-conventional schemas as 

a frame of reference when rating and ranking elements associated with moral dilemmas. 
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Increases in Post-conventional (P) sub-scores and, in particular, Weighted Post-conventional 

(N2) sub-scores reinforce the preference for using sophisticated reasoning to resolve moral 

dilemmas. The results mirror expectations of education related moral development as described 

by Kohlberg (1973, 1976, 1979, 1981), Rest (2005, 2009), and Schaefli, Rest, and Thoma 

(1985).  

Some of the largest effect sizes present in the study were associated with increases in 

Post-conventional and Weighted Post-conventional sub-score increases. The effect sizes for the 

Weighted Post-conventional sub-score changes (as high as .61), suggest that the increases are 

likely the result of educational intervention. The consistent and pervasive use of assessment tied 

to outcomes suggest that students benefit broadly from the practice (Gardner, 2012), and 

specifically become more capable of principled moral reasoning because of the regular exposure 

to experiences tied to ethical practice. 

The use of outcomes based education practices and its assessment focus are tied to 

principled moral reasoning.  The increases in Post-conventional (P) and weighted Post-

conventional (N2) sub-scores found in this study mirror results from several larger scale 

analyses. Rogers (2002) examined a number of assessment mechanisms used at Alverno College, 

a school known for its extensive use of assessment. Rogers found the DIT-2 to be superior with 

regard to administration, normative parallels, and capacity to identify moral development 

changes over time. Rogers describes one study of Alverno’s DIT-2 scores where effects sizes 

from entrance to near graduation were as high as .79 with other sub-scores effect sizes as high 

.57. He demonstrated relationships between curricula intended to affect moral development and 

movement toward post-conventional reasoning. 
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Rogers (2002) used statistical modeling software called Linear Structural Relations 

(LISREL) to explore relationships between the DIT-2 and aspect of Alverno’s curriculum. 

LISREL suggested strong links between DIT-2 results and Alverno’s ability-based curriculum, 

which is similar to UC’s outcomes based model. Alverno employs educational interventions 

regarding ethics intended to enhance students’ capacity for “using moral reasoning” and “using 

moral sensitivity” (p. 326) and uses the DIT-2 to assess the efficacy of those interventions. AT 

UC and Alverno, student learning is often assessed using rubrics. The large DIT-2 sub-scores 

effect sizes that exist at both Alverno and within this study appear to validate both the efficacy of 

intentional interventions focusing on morality and the utility of formative and summative 

assessment.  

Schaefli, Rest, and Thoma (1985) performed a meta-analysis of studies that evaluated 

educational interventions using the DIT. Broad ranges of students were involved in the studies. 

Some participants were in junior high school. Other participants included graduate students and 

adults. About half of the educational interventions reviewed were seen as effectively contributing 

to the moral development of students. The common theme of those interventions was the length 

and content of the intervention. If the instructional program lasted more than two weeks and  

included respectful debate of controversial moral dilemmas, the results were more likely to effect 

the students’ moral development positively. Some of the largest effects sizes were interventions 

that discussed moral dilemmas and were focused on personal development. Traditional academic 

courses in the humanities and social studies and short-term training produced smaller effect 

sizes. Specifically, as supported by this study, the collegiate experience stimulates movement 

away from Conventional toward Post-conventional moral reasoning.  
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The influence of DIT-2 sub-scores based on other attribute variables was performed. The 

results of the study suggest that membership in certain demographic groups or having certain 

attributes as described in previous discussions has an impact on moral development. Attributes 

such as sex, athletic participation, HSGPA and TTD influenced one or more mean sub-score 

changes in a statistically significant way, but were not separated from others within the group 

sample in a way that demonstrated attribute related changes in moral development.  

When examining the influence of sex on DIT-2 sub-scores, no statistically significant 

differences were identified. Other research showed similar results. When comparing sub-score 

differences between men and women, Rest (1979) did not find statistically significant 

correlations between sex and Post-conventional scores. Dunleavy (2008) affirmed Rest’s 

conclusions that men and women might have differing social encounters, but development and 

moral reasoning is similar.  

There is evidence from this study suggesting that students with the highest HSGPA 

showed greater gains in post-conventional and weighted post-conventional results. The post-

conventional (P) and weighted post-conventional (N2) sub-scores differences for that group 

either approached or were statistically significant. For example, students from the upper level of 

HSGPA in the quartiled groupings had significantly different post-conventional sub-scores when 

compared the mid and low-range group.  

The quartiled results suggest students with high HSGPA demonstrate greater capacity 

moral development than students that perform at lower levels. However, the traditional 

groupings of HSGPA do not completely support that conclusion. Those data suggest that the 

moral development of both lower level and upper level students is greater.  The lack of 

consistency found in the analysis coupled with low effect sizes weakens the conclusions further.  



88 

 

It is incongruous with logic to infer that students who perform the poorest academically 

and students who perform the best academically would show the greatest movement toward post-

conventional reasoning after the undergraduate experience. However, it is possible that the low 

HSGPA students began college with diminished capacity for Post-conventional thinking, and 

higher performing students were more capable of actively responding to educational 

intervention. If the collegiate experience entails both groups working and socializing together, it 

is likely that one group influences the other. There is evidence suggesting that peers who may be 

predisposed to Post-conventional behavior by virtue of advanced academic standing may affect 

students whose moral acumen develops at a slower pace. Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) suggest 

peer influence could be responsible for higher P scores in individuals who were normally 

expected to score lower, but attended church affiliated liberal arts colleges. If the inference is 

that moral growth is likely to occur as a result of peer influence, increases in Post-conventional 

reasoning may be accelerated within a group with a bias toward lower levels of moral reasoning. 

Rest (1975) concluded, after a study of 88 individuals that college bound individuals, 

those with adequate HSGPA allowing for admission, showed greater gains in moral development 

than non-college students. The findings mirror those in this study that demonstrated significant 

gains for the sample overall and greater gains for high performing students. This study also 

suggests the time to degree (TTD) may influence moral development. 

Mean Weighted Post-conventional sub-score differences were statistically significant 

when accounting for the time taken to complete an undergraduate degree (TTD). The difference 

was evident when comparing students that graduated in either 3.5 years or 4.5 years to students 

graduating in 4 years. However, it is difficult to draw conclusions for those data. The mean 

increases in the N2 sub-scores were virtually the same for students graduating in 3.5 years when 
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compared to students graduating in 4.5 years and were significantly different from students 

graduating in 4 years. Although the effect size was small, this finding may be related to academic 

standing or the length of exposure to educational interventions. 

The study, along with Rogers (2002), Davis and Bergen (2014), found that students who 

were well prepared for college show some of the greatest gains in Post-conventional reasoning 

skills. Many high achieving students arrive to college with college course credit. As a result, 

these students often graduate early. These same students (high achievers) consistently 

demonstrated an increased capacity to improve moral reasoning skills (Mayhew, Seifert, 

Pascarella, Nelson Laird, & Blaich, 2012; Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). It is possible to infer, 

therefore, that students taking a shorter time to graduate were the same students that entered 

college with the highest HSGPA. Therefore, it appears that the findings suggesting students with 

the higher HSGPA and students taking the shortest time to graduate are consistently pointing to 

similar groups of students. Conversely, those students taking the longest time to graduate may 

have greater gains in moral development for another reason altogether.  

Rest (1975) and others suggest that the length of exposure to educational interevention 

may influence the degree to which moral devleopment occurs. It is possible, then, to associate 

extended exposure to college, especially one with an ethics-focused curriculum, with greater 

gains in moral development. This connection is a difficult one to make, especially if students in 

this cluster struggled to graduate within the typical four year period.  The make-up of this 

population may consist of students requiring remediation and/or repeated exposure to faculty, 

counselors, advisors, and other intervention specialists. If the student ulitmately persisted to 

graduation, it is possible that the extended experience affected moral reasoning in a positive 

manner.   
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Finally, the study indicated that ACT scores, final undergraduate GPA, academic 

discipline, economic status (as defined by the expected family contribution to college expenses), 

and federal loan debt at the end of the undergraduate experience did not influence changes in 

mean DIT-2 sub-scores. 

Although ACT scores are generally indicative of future academic success in college, and 

HSGPA appears to influence differences in DIT-2 scores, this study cannot support the 

supposition that higher ACT sores are associated with significant gains in moral development. 

Even accounting for data suggesting students with higher HSGPA report statistically significant 

gains in moral development, the same cannot be said for students doing well on the ACT test. 

There is limited work on this relationship. One, a secondary analysis of James Rest’s (1979) 

study by Pascarella and Terenzini (1991) was able to identify a significant partial correlation 

between higher ACT and SAT scores and Post-conventional score increases.  

This study was also unable to identify any influences between UGGPA or academic 

discipline and differences in DIT-2 sub-scores. Research in this area suggests that higher DIT-2 

Post-conventional scores are associated with collegiate involvement in political, intellectual and 

academic experiences in college, but identification of specific causal relationships are lacking 

(Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). 

Consistent with Kohlberg (1973; 1969) and Rest’s (1975; 1979; 2000) findings, this 

study supports the view that college and associated social, cultural, and intellectual experiences 

may be the primary impetus for moral development. Additional reinforcing mechanisms may 

also exist, including educational interventions focusing on ethical practice (Rogers, 2002; 

Pascarella & Terenzini, 1991). Students who seek out opportunities for intellectual growth and 

are energized by pursuit of rigorous coursework may see the greatest benefit from experiences 
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focusing on principled moral reasoning. Moreover, just as college influences a student’s ability 

to think critically and creatively, it is very likely that the cumulative effect from four years of 

education has a positive effect on ethical practice. 

Recommendations for Further Research 

Although a number of studies exist that provide snapshots of undergraduate cohorts’ 

assessment of moral development, there are far less longitudinal studies that evaluate changes 

over time. Even fewer concentrate on undergraduate populations using the N2 sub-score to 

identify changes in moral development that occur as a direct result of educational intervention, 

consequently, recommendations for future research include:  

1. Identify cohorts that had educational intervention that lasted more than two weeks 

and included discussion of complex moral dilemmas and compare DIT-2 sub-score 

changes to a cohort that did not. 

2. Explore the DIT-2 results of students entering college with below and above average 

high school academic performance to determine, on a larger scale, if mean changes in 

P and N2 scores are associated with high achieving students. 

3. Examine relationships between TTD and high school performance measures to 

determine if a relationship exists between the two and DIT-2 scores. 

4. Obtain additional matched pairs DIT-2 scores from the University to increase samples 

sizes of students from individual programs to determine programmatic influences on 

moral development. 
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