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First, why values education? It hardly needs to be said that
education cannot be just about imparting knowledge. The
possession of knowledge by itself can be inert, bringing no
benefit to its possessor, let alone anyone else. The lack is not
supplied simply by stressing skills. A skill, once acquired,
may be left unused, or may be used to undesirable ends (as
social skills can be used to manipulate, or debating skills
used to dominate). What determines the way knowledge and
skills are used is a person’s values and attitudes.
Development education, then (like any education worth the
name) has to pay attention to values and attitudes.

These terms, values and attitudes, are not technical ones
but part of our everyday language. It is not surprising if they
convey rather different things to
different people. For practical purposes
it would probably be unhelpful to
attempt a definition or any precise
demarcations of the terms. What is
more important, when we are thinking
about values education, is to recognise
the variety of approaches that can be
covered by that phrase. 

One idea worth mentioning only to put it on one side is
the transmission of values. This idea has a place within a
sociological perspective: any society, any culture, is
constantly engaged in transmitting at least some of its values
across generations, or it would not retain its identity beyond
one generation. In modern societies, formal education
(schooling) is one of the means through which this happens.
It does not follow that teachers should be passive channels
for the transmission of values, or students passive recipients.
Many of the values of developed societies have proved
inadequate for an era of globalisation; there is a place for
challenging, as well as for transmitting, values.

At the opposite extreme, in the sense of emphasising the
individual rather than social basis of values, there is the idea
of values clarification (a term perhaps first used in the USA
in the seventies). An article in a recent issue of this journal
(Dillon et al 2004 p. 4), in the context of science education,
agreed with Joan Solomon that discussion, rather than
argument and debate, ‘is more likely to lead to self-reflection
and a clarification of values’. It should be uncontroversial
that people need clarity about their own values – what they
care about, what really matters to them, where their priorities
lie. In schools in England this is, or should be, an important
concern of Personal, Social and Health Education. But
clarity is not enough. Suppose a student finds on reflection

that her values are egoistic, materialistic and racist. The
educator’s responsibility – which is never solely to the
individual student – cannot stop there.

Teachers inevitably have some influence over their
students’ values, and should accept responsibility for making
that influence a positive one to the best of their ability and
their judgement. The important question is, what kind of
influence? 

Since development educators may need to challenge the
values, or at least the complacency, of developed societies,
they cannot want their students to accept values uncritically.
So their approach to values education will certainly want to
avoid imposition or indoctrination. In that they share the

concern of the American psychologist
Lawrence Kohlberg, whose research
was dominant in academic debate about
values education for several decades of
the late twentieth century. On the basis
of empirical research Kohlberg claimed
to have found a cross-culturally
invariant pattern of development in

people’s thinking about moral issues. Very roughly, the
development went from self-concern, through a desire to
please parents and other adults, through support of the norms
that kept one’s society going, to a final stage that perhaps
few people fully achieve. At this final stage people conduct
their moral thinking by asking themselves whether they can
hold to their principles consistently even when they are on
the receiving end, and through thinking this way they come
to recognise universal principles of justice and respect for
persons, not bound by family, nation, or culture. Kohlberg
thought that teachers could help people to move from one
stage to another. Since they would only be moving their
students more quickly or further along a developmental route
that they would be following anyway, there would be no
imposition of particular cultural values. 

The universality in Kohlberg’s scheme is one that should
appeal to development educators. Essentially he is talking
about people gradually becoming more rational in their
thinking, to the point where they recognise that it is not
rational to give special favour to oneself or to one’s
compatriots. But this emphasis on rationality gave rise to
criticisms that development education also needs to take
seriously. There have been challenges to the empirical basis
on which Kohlberg rested his claim to cross-cultural validity,
and claims that it is gender-biased, reflecting a masculine
way of thinking. Perhaps most seriously, because it said very
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little about feeling and motivation, it failed to show how
moral thinking, even at the supposed highest level, would be
translated into action. 

One reaction to Kohlberg, from feminist writers among
others, was to stress that morality was rooted in caring about
other persons, rather than thinking about abstract principles,
and that this caring itself was rooted in close interpersonal
relationships (Gilligan 1982; Noddings 1984). This gave
feeling and motivation a central place, but raised another
problem: if caring was learned within person-to-person
encounters, how far could it transfer into the wider world?
Could people really care about those on the other side of the
world whom they would never meet? And could the ways in
which individuals resolved their personal and relationship
problems do much to illuminate issues of human rights and
global justice?

To some degree the idea of an
ethic of care was subsumed within
the idea of virtue ethics, itself a
reaction against over-rationalistic
views about values. On this view,
the most important question about
any individual’s values is not ‘What
principles does she subscribe to?’ or
even ‘What does she think she ought to do in such-and-such
a situation?’ but ‘What sort of person is she? What virtues
does she have?’ This term virtues may sound old-fashioned
but has made a comeback in recent moral philosophy. A
virtue is a complex personal quality that involves perception,
feeling and motivation. The compassionate person, for
instance – a person who has developed the virtue of
compassion – will notice when someone else is suffering,
will respond emotionally to this, and will be moved to help. 

By referring to such qualities, rather than just to thinking
and rational principles, we get a richer and fuller picture of
what is involved in a person having values that she puts into
practice. Think of justice. We tend today to see justice as a
value that applies on a large scale: we may think that a
whole society, or the whole global order, is deficient in
justice. But there is an older tradition that sees justice as a
personal virtue; to capture this sense we might now need to
speak of a person having a sense of justice. Such a person is
not just aware of an abstract principle; she is sensitive to the
justice or injustice of situations, from the local to the global,
and she has the motivation to do something about injustice.
In short, she is a person who cares about justice.

So should we think of values education essentially as the
fostering of virtues? Again there is a possible drawback from
the perspective of development education. To stay with the
example of justice, when this is more than an abstract
principle it has to be interpreted for specific situations. But
several theorists (notably MacIntyre 1981; 1988) have
argued that any interpretation of a virtue such as justice must
always be rooted in some particular tradition of thought.
Christian justice will be different from Islamic justice,
capitalist justice different from socialist justice. If such a

view (controversial among philosophers) is correct, there is
no objective standpoint from which we can judge one
interpretation to be more valid than another. It would follow
that bringing a person up to have certain virtues will always
be bringing them up as a member of some specific tradition.

Such a view poses a challenge to those who look to
universal values as a basis for global citizenship. When
Bernard Crick (a sceptic about global citizenship) says that
‘toleration, love and concern for others are imperative moral
values’ (Crick 2004 p. 9) we have to agree, while
recognising that the scope and limits of toleration, love and
concern can always be contested. 

Where do these different approaches leave values
education from the perspective of development education?
Some factors seem clear at least in outline. First, as an ethic

of care emphasises, values education
does have to be rooted in the
personal and local, where, if all goes
well, love and concern will begin to
develop before school age. It is vital
that a school, in taking a larger view
as it must, does not lose sight of the
importance of the local and personal
context. The broader values of

toleration, respect and justice will not be learned as
principles if they are not put into practice within a school, by
teachers towards students and by students towards each
other. 

Second, education cannot wait for the conclusion to
debates about the universality or otherwise of values. For
every philosopher who argues that virtues can only be
understood within their cultural context, there is another who
will claim that they provide a cross-cultural currency: ‘The
Moslem [sic] shopkeeper down the road has different beliefs
from me, but I am well able to appreciate his honesty,
integrity, courage and industry; on the other hand, I may
have no trouble recognizing the racist bigots who persecute
him – albeit in the name of my own culture – for the liars
and cowards that they are’ (Carr 2003 p. 231). The point for
values education is that the actual extent of cross-cultural
agreement, rather than being taken for granted, can only be
worked out through actual dialogue. 

Where is that dialogue to take place? There can be many
forums, some of them national or international. An example
at national level in England was the National Forum for
Values in Education and the Community, which through a
process of discussion between groups representing a wide
variety of faiths and interests, formulated a Statement of
Values which has since been incorporated into National
Curriculum documents. (For the Statement see
http://www.nc.uk.net/nc_resources/html/values.shtml; for the
process by which it was arrived at see Talbot and Tate 1997.)
Such a statement may be useful as a reference point for
teachers, but it has been criticised on several grounds: it can
after a few years have the appearance of something set in
stone rather than emerging through dialogue, and in any case
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it only sets out broad considerations that (as the Preamble to
the Statement acknowledges) have to be interpreted in
practice.

If it is to be of continuing value to education, dialogue
has to be ongoing, not once-for-all. Schools, if they are
inclusive of a variety of communities, should provide one of
society’s best forums for sustained, open-minded and critical
dialogue. Sometimes, this may lead to the participants within
a classroom or a school agreeing on certain values and their
interpretation, and this in turn may give those participants
greater confidence in their efforts to put those values into
practice in the world outside the school. Where dialogue
does not lead to agreement, it may still promote the
willingness to listen, respect for others (not just toleration),
and an understanding both of what is held in common and
why in some ways people differ.

Finally, while there is much to learn from criticism of
Kohlberg’s approach, we should not forget the point of
asking people to reflect on whether they can universalise
their values. For many people, a vital part of the move
towards a more global outlook is to realise that there is
simply no good reason why an attitude of concern for others
should be restricted to those in one’s own familiar context.
But that realisation, rational though it may be, will not come
from nowhere. The ability to take a global perspective
depends on knowledge about the wider state of the world.
This shows that values education is not something that can
go on as a separate part of the curriculum. There is a need,

as students get older, for conscious reflection on what it is
that justice demands from us; but there is also a need,
throughout the curriculum, for laying the foundations of
knowledge that can give content to that reflection. In a good
values education the explicit discussion of values will be the
visible tip of the iceberg that is the whole of the curriculum
and practice of the school. 
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