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. This study investigated the \celationship detween a
reader's level of soral development and his )
response to literature. It was prospted by a cigacn conce:nf high
school English teafhers: the difficulty experienced by many .

. adolescent readers in résponding to the secordagf literatuze
curriculus through an interpretive mode. The study hypoth

" adolescent readers operating at the principled level of soral .
development as tested by James Rest's Reteraining Issugs Test (DIT)
would prefer the interpretive mode. Reader

’
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eferred mode of

at ievels below the

principled would more frequently choose any of siz other'lqdes of.
Tesponse to the same three short stories. Sulbjects were 78 caucasian,
siddle-class, adoBescent boys fros a suburba)
Prancisco Bay Area. They completed Rest's DIT
N results and respondents® ages and reading abilities vere asalyzed
statistically. The safor hypothesis was borne out at the .05 level of
significance. The principled thinkers as defined by! the DI?
~significantly more often chose intetprqﬁiv.étezponsés. (Author) ¢
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. N When students reach.their adolescence their concerns .
® ’ ,’i 7 , increasingly switch from pleasing their teachers, their . .
- parents and concentrating on the ills‘5Aught in the classf
Toom to pleasing theSr peérs and developihg an identity and '
a facility in what they perceive to be the 'real world"

. English teachers and secondary literature curriculum
developers have tried to take this into account vhen choos-
ing selections for high school readers. - Historically, ° '

* literature has been, among other things, a vehicle'through\
which educators have attempted to make students more

' '~'human.' Literature can,proVide a mirror'throughxwhich;the'“

. human race can examine itself and perhaps learn les;ons -
ahout’lifelunahle to be learned in‘any.other way. But,

_many who have worked with young péople‘know'that,the
effects of literature and even carefu'.];ly' thought out ‘.

) literature programs are of ten negliéible fS} many students.

‘ However unt{1l. recently, Ag has been extremely diffi-
“eult for researchers ‘to look at both the cognitive and

Affective aspects of response to literature at the same

- . -

) time.‘ In much of the previous research, either readiné
u‘:h ’ D - .'- ) ! ‘ . ! ’
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ability or emotional components were looked'at.in one way

br'another But:rarel§,‘if ever, together Nevertheless,
. when - one of ghe two components was ndssing, it begbame
apparent that the full impact of the reading .program’ was
*"diluted.  On the other hand,,developmental theory has much
to say about the growth of.the.child 8 abilities to‘ﬁugction
”fat various levels in a variety of envisduments and sifua.
"tions, and moral development theory, in particular, offers
additional 'tool to the researcher attempting to look at
v lcogni:ive abilities from a new perspective Precisely, it
S i' is the interaction between an adolescent reader®s level of
- moral deévelopment and response to literature that this a
g study examines. . o - ' 3
co. « Previous response to literature researeh has identi-
' fied six inclusive modes of reépons; The.mOst common, apd
usually the most desired is the intifpretive mode. In
adolescent readers one can expect this kind of response
approximately 40% .to 60% of ‘the time The other modes

none expected.more than 20% of. the time include narrative,

L when the resder retells the story without attempting to
derive meaning, associational .when fhe reader relrtes an
aspect of the story to an‘irr!levant past experience. s’
preacriptive ‘when the- reader ‘blames a cﬁA&acter for an '..;

_ outcome- without attempting to. understand motivation liter-

szl ary judgment when the reader Qipregards intent and only -

- . L
P B . i
. . - .
N . . -
¢ ’
.
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“stages of moral development. As Kohlberg ‘emphasizes, each

. "developmental stage is qualitatively different from each

/ : S

A v " Reiatiogahip ?etween Adoldscents’ ‘,
remarka on his/her opinibn of the story's: quality, self-. ¢ )

inyolvemént wheqf a reader overempathizes with a character Lo

and disregards other aspects of the work, and miscellanepus ot

-

which dccﬁrs less than 2% of the time. Interestingly, the

preferred mode of literary response is not highiy correlated.

)

-~

. with 1.Q., sex, reading ability, etc. (Squire 1965;. ’
y ..

Wilaon 1963). :
It is this author's contention that some oF the skills
demanded for properly grasping the concepts and intents of

1lterature are the same skills which correapond to different .
’

-

previous atage (Kohlberg, 1973). It is not that ‘the devel-

. opmental process is simply.cumulative but that it- repre-

.aents a structural change in the individual' s_problem‘aolvipg 5
strategies and offers that'indﬁvidual a different way of ~. ..
looking at hia/her’;orld. Therefore, this study was

designed to examipe: whether the qualitatively different
perapective of studehts operaling at ‘the highest. 1eve1 of PA/7//// .
moral development,.that is, the Poat -conventional, would —

he1p~them(to approach ahort‘atoriea,through the interpre

tive mode.
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N ' To research this,question, 1 testea in six secondary - i Q;V .

Engfish classrooms in :a public high school’in the San

. Iy
Francisco Bay Area in. spring of 1977. The school is located .
in ad u?per -middle-class suburb with very £ew minority
families « For this stud/ﬁ I limited the analysis to white,, _ .

male 8tudents to limit the number of variables to be con-

~

R sidered Altogether, 1 ended up with camplete protocols
for 94 subjectsf’ages 14 through 18. '

-

: o . To test for the studénts' devels of moral development,

-

a~group test developed by James Rest at the University pf
Minnesota was admipistered. Thds test, the Détermining . ///i(

lesues Test or DIT includes six Kohlbergian moral dilemmas ..
each followed by twelve statemeg;slftwo representing each ' :
. stage of moral development. Howeuer since when pxesented
with logical arguments, persons will often prefer a state- \
.ment one stage above their operational stagev on the DIT, i
S stage one responses are eliminated. Instead, nonsensical
t ' ;‘ . statements are included tossee if respondents are trying .
. to gscore 'high by choosing what sound like the most '
- sophisticated answers Additionally, Rest . includes some.
v . 'Anti- establishment responses. Although these are dis- .
reghrded in stage~typing, Rest sees them as evidence of a S
- N transition betyeen stages four and five. (Rest, 972)
' After.theystudent has reacyed on paper to eath statev'

.
1] r' . I3 - .
» " . ]

. ‘ . . -
. .

3
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'ment from strongly agree to 'strongly disagree or don't
understand, he then ranks the fol® statements which best °
describe his p’eferences for solving the moral dilemma.

Since)there are great differences between the interview

technique used by Kohlberg and forced—choice measures Rest
snggests against stage-typing. Instead, his measure allows

the résearcher to arrive at a 'P' or Principled score.
o | . . . -
This score is the'percentage of 4‘respondent‘s,prefErences R

t ;\ trfor statenents !épresenting Post-Conventional thin&ing.
- A week after testing the-students' levels of moral

. developmen; I randomly, gave them three short stories which
they simultaneously read and heard on tape. After each

story, the students were given a .rksgponse sheet of 12 items -

that they ranked .from most descriptive ta not at a11 de-
scriptive pertaining to their initial reactions to ‘each
story. Of the 12 statements, two represented éach mode of
literéry response with\the exceéeption of miscellaneoud which
«was used for cases of no response .to a particular item.

* Then participants chose and ranked\yhe-three statements that
' ¢ « (4 » -

best described their -rea ions,' fhese rankings were ana~ ..

t

_ lyzed to arrive at an 'l' score (Interpretive) , Any student
. with a weighted score of ten (10) of a possible fifteen (15)

was classified as an interpreter L }‘ - ’ ..;fr.:..,
. Following this participants were’asked to, answer foh&

L4

questions: What was the ,story about? Who did they likeqthe
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‘ ' .most and least gf thezchfracte;s‘in the slo}y? What were
;héif'feésdns fé} thg}r preferences? ’Thése_response; were
o . ;haly;ed.as uniEs of thdughé and related tbibhé students’
' .'p}gfegrgd modg of response and level of toral devélopment. 2
. fiﬁally, afté; all the stofi;s,had been completéd,.the par-
. ,'jf ) ticiLants were asked to rank their three.féyorité chgrac;ers“
B N . . The stories, "The Young Man ;n& the\Mouse".by.\f‘filli:
Sa?oyan (Saroyan, 1958); "After Twenty Yéar;" b;cg'Henry
. .. . (1906); "All the Years of Her L}fé” by Morley Cgliaghan.
(1936),/a11 had ce#fral male‘chqfacters, p;esenéed a moral

. dilemma, gnd provided a number of pers ectives on loyaity,
o xap

the law, and propenty. ' « 0
Results )
. ‘ \ . . ’ - ’ -
L As shown on the following table, some significant

results were found. Usigg a chi-squafe test, it.was veti-

[ ]
fied fhat readers opegating at the principled level of
LA . L ]

moraﬂ development did, in this sample, choose qpé interpre-

tive mode of‘fesponse'more freduenFly than students at ‘
\  lower levels at the .05 level oi s;atiséical sigqifiéé§§e<

Furthe;m;re, the iﬁﬁer the raw 'P’ sc;;e, the smgller thé'

pércentagé'of interpretive responses. '

e %

Insert Table ;boutlhere . ¢
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- 'A'secon‘ea of reader respgnse which provided inter- . ~* )
est wasiwheth;r students would cheose ‘as their preferred'-- - 'j
chéracter those who seemed most.iike the reader: Aithough{‘ |
there was no apparent reiationship between leuei of‘morsl‘__7
development and character preference regardless of 'P', -
"three- quarters of all the respond’nts chose as their
favorite, a character which had been betrayed or‘victimized
as opposed to a character than had not. However the three .

LY

characters most chosen were also most unlike the readers.

e
One was a mouse one was a middleeaged woman; one was a

. notorious gangster. One of the‘ndings of previous .; ,&

response to literature studies is that students, especially

boys, prefer reading about ‘characters like themselves

(Loban, 1954). In this study, students at all reading ' T

levels overwhelmingly identified tbe mouse,.woman, and :.
gangster to be ”Ieast like themselves,” albeit on super-

ficial criteria, but chose them as their favorites.

Finaliy, reading level did not correlate with 'I' ‘or

L

.

highly with 'P'. And, the numbers of free responses did not

correlate with 'P' or highly with *I'. L
N )
Discussion : ~ ' : -

L]

The implications of tHis study could ‘be of ‘use to both s
researchers and practitioners. ?Fiupt, ways of looking at =
’ moral development on a group basis rather than an individual

basis need to be refined. As‘is.true with any paper'and
' !
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pencil measure respondents are limited by their reading and

.L}' ) ¥ "test taking" abilities Eurthermor if‘this sample is an . ’
’ ' indication the group means were fhe same aa Rest's statis-

tically ~but the means within, the sample were different
’ which 1is why principled thinkers w;re ‘those scoring .40 - .

: stead of Rest 8 suggested .43,

~Second educators need to recognize that not only does

L 4

the literary selection bring ‘'something to ihe reader but
that the reader brings something to the_work. (Rosénblatt
g ’ 1971) . Mot only ‘does the reader contribute his/her decod-
SV N ing, encoding,.comprehension skills, experiencesl prefer-
ences, .attitudes and valuesy but_ also certain problem--
solving gkills ‘heretofore unexamined--that is, those skills

. Vd
. correlating to a student's level and stage of moral dev!lopw

lment 1f, after replication we find this to- be true, both’

4iiiterature curriculum developers and clagsroom teachers can

'iake these.variables into aiipunt .when making decisions

y about what to introduce to a class and how to' organize -
instruction. This 18 not to say that teachers should be-
‘ come involved in_evaluating and typing their stidents, but,
¥

fhat educators need to be aware of gn additional, significant °

-

aspect of human thinking--moral development--before making ’ ’

P &ssumptions about the appropriateness of materials. For

/! . . ’

example it umy be, as has been indicated by the present -

study, that the addition’ of moral questions bzoadens ‘a

A
#

r , - . 1() .. 3




. tiong with a moral dilemma inhibit interpretive responses
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4

.story's:appeal to a wider,variety of student reading'abili-

ties Or, with funther research we may 1earn that s€lec-
.

T e v

* ) l‘
| If nothing else, teachers must ask themselves if ?erhaéé a ’

tudent 8 difficulty with a selection is a fumction of yet‘.

to be developed skills in problem-solving rather than 'an

inability to correctly comprehend, thé purpose of a piece of )

literature. Clearly,-nore research is needed on all these‘

“«

questions. g 2 “' ' o C

In conclusion, it seems evident thht a relat®onship

ment and his preferred mode of literary response Those
students with sophisticated strategies‘for approaching
moral dilemmas also, m:}é frequently, chose to.approaeh.

literature through interpretation.n : .

~-
]

exists between an adolescent boy.s level of moral develop-
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ot Number- of Raw 'P% , -
~j - ;Respon&eﬁts : Score'Range Ea
' 30 ‘/\‘kf less than .26
34 begween .26 and .40 ‘
\ 10 - .40 or greater ‘ ; (
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