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Although whether a teacher of philosophical ethics should explicitly endorse any theory or position has been
a topic of decades-long debate, there is little empirical analysis of the effects of instructor advocacy or neu-
trality on students’ moral development. Our study represents a step toward closing that gap. Using a
quasi-experimental design, we found several pretest-posttest differences between students whose instructor
strongly advocated a theory/position and those whose instructor was more neutral. Compared to students of
neutral instructors, advocates’ students showed a more pronounced decrease in preference for less-defensible
ethical theories. Additionally, students of advocates reported an increase in several virtuous qualities, while
students of neutral instructors reported a decrease. Finally, students of neutral instructors—but not students of
advocates—reported a decrease in their ethically good behaviors. The results will be discussed in light of rel-
evant literature regarding pedagogical college-level ethics instruction as well as broader approaches to moral

education.

Neutrality or Advocacy in Teaching
an Ethics Course? An Empirical Study

Consider the following situation: Dr. Bonitas
decides to discuss euthanasia in his
college-level ethics course. He is obligated to
discuss multiple perspectives on the issue but
is not required to remain neutral. Despite his
own strong position, he decides to take on a
completely neutral stance in the classroom to
encourage students’ independent thinking.
During class discussion, he refrains from

disclosing his own position and attempts to
give equal time and treatment to every per-
spective on the issue. The discussion among
students is lively and respectful, and Dr. Boni-
tas covers all of the relevant arguments and
perspectives. However, after class, Dr. Bonitas
questions whether he should have placed more
emphasis on perspectives and arguments that
are more logical and coherent. He also won-
ders whether his own position on the issue was
in any way obvious to the students. Was he

* Correspondence concerning this article should be addressed to: Tonia Bock, tsbock@stthomas.edu

Journal of Character Education, Volume 17(1), 2021, pp. 37-58

Copyright © 2021 Information Age Publishing, Inc.

ISSN 1543-1223
All rights of reproduction in any form reserved.

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jced/article-pdf/17/1/37/11629185/jced-06-2021-0004en.pdf by guest on 10 October 2026



38

completely neutral? And how did this discus-
sion influence students’ moral development?

The next time Dr. Bonitas teaches his ethics
course, he decides to not remain neutral in his
class discussion of euthanasia so he can model
good, logical reasoning for the students. He
describes the issue generally and then presents
multiple perspectives, emphasizing arguments
that are more logical and coherent. He then
fully discloses his own perspective before
facilitating a class discussion that includes him
trying to persuade his students of the strengths
of his position. After class is over, he reflects
on what happened. Were students too influ-
enced by his own position in that they accepted
his position before weighing all other argu-
ments and counterarguments? Did he provide
adequate coverage of other logical, coherent
perspectives? How did this approach influence
students’ moral development?

Dr. Bonitas, in these situations, captures the
essence of both neutrality and advocacy in
teaching. First, he uses a classic neutrality
model whereby he does not disclose his own
position or preferences and provides equal
treatment to every perspective, encouraging
students to consider all options relative to the
evidence (Markie, 1994). The intention of such
an instructional strategy is to promote the
rational autonomy of students (Basinger &
Basinger, 1989; Baumgarten, 1980; Bomstad,
1995; Kupperman, 1996) as well as the civil
discourse skills of evaluating multiple argu-
ments and evidence, which students will need
when entering the larger community (Tom-
have, 2015). Many scholars, though, have
argued against this strategy. For example,
according to Goldman (1981), remaining com-
pletely neutral is “an exercise in self-decep-
tion” because the instructor’s own position
will implicitly emerge in a more manipulative
manner (p. 9). O’Neil (1991) argues that
instructors having a neutral discussion of a
topic (like racism) would merely confirm the
students’ preexisting views and biases. In
another line of criticism, scholars (Ammon,
1992; Hanson, 1996) have argued that the neu-
tral instructor stimulates moral relativism
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whereby students walk away with the impres-
sion that all values and arguments are of equal
worth and hence become moral agnostics.
Heybach (2014) claims that teacher neutrality
can have an unethical dimension of sacrificing
one’s freedom insofar as teachers becoming
overly neutral bystanders that fail to question
unethical policies and practices (e.g., geno-
cide). Ultimately, according to neutrality crit-
ics, this instructional strategy encourages
dishonesty, moral relativism, and lack of com-
mitment to values instead of promoting ratio-
nal autonomy (Bomstad, 1995).

The advocacy model, illustrated by Dr.
Bonitas in the latter situation, is at the opposite
end of the continuum from neutrality. In the
hypothetical scenario, Dr. Bonitas not only
fully discloses his own position but also
spends more time discussing it in order to
actively persuade students of his own view.
Those in favor of the advocacy model have
argued that students need a model of how to
commit to a position that is intellectually and
rationally compelling (Ammon, 1992; Gold-
man, 1981; Hanson, 1996; O’Neil, 1991;
Parkyn, 1991; Warnock, 1975a, 1975b).
According to Warnock (1975a, 1975b), stu-
dents need a leader in moral argument, not a
fence sitter. Kunkel and Radford-Hill (2011)
define advocacy as “the passionate engage-
ment of ideas leading to a principled stance”
(p. 97); they argue that advocacy is pedagogi-
cally superior because it fosters student
engagement and promotes student learning. A
common criticism of this model is that the
teaching essentially becomes indoctrination
and violates student autonomy (Kupperman,
1996). Goldman (1981), however, argues that
advocacy is not synonymous with indoctrina-
tion—to advocate is to “offer the most intellec-
tually and rationally compelling reasons one
can” (p. 8). Bomstad (1995) offers a more
nuanced critique of the advocacy model: advo-
cacy that involves a persuasive element does
not require a full and fair hearing of all rele-
vant opposing views and thus aims to convince
others rather than to discover or to learn.
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Other scholars have proposed alternative
models that lie along the continuum. One
example that Bomstad (1995) and Kelly
(1986) have advocated is procedural or com-
mitted neutrality. Instructors adopting this
model disclose their own position while also
providing full and fair treatment of all perspec-
tives. Proponents explain that this approach
allows the instructor to model a commitment
to a position that is well-informed, logical, and
coherent. Instructors using procedural neutral-
ity can also show students how to withhold
judgment until all the facts and best evidence
are in and the need to critically examine all
perspectives in a fair-minded manner. O’Neill
(1991) calls this latter modeling a sign of
reflective virtue. Moral educational philoso-
pher Nel Noddings (2013) has also supported
pedagogical neutrality, defining it as the “will-
ingness to consider all reasonable points of
view without endorsing one as the absolute
truth” (p. 63). She, in fact, stated that it is an
“ethically and strategically effective way” to
discuss controversial issues with students. Of
course, this model is not without its critics. The
arguments against this model are similar to
those on the extreme ends. For example, the
impartiality aspect may be undermined by the
instructor’s self-disclosure, such that students
feel pressured to adopt the instructor’s position
or choose to take the cognitively easier route of
focusing only on the instructor’s reasoning for
her position.

INSTRUCTOR NEUTRALITY/
ADVOCACY IN MORAL
EDUCATION APPROACHES

The neutrality/advocacy debate pervades all
disciplines in education and at every level,
from kindergarten through graduate school and
within the classroom as well as in broad curric-
ulum decisions. Nonetheless, the issue is par-
ticularly relevant in moral education, for
values and ethics! are the “stuff” of moral edu-
cation. Not everyone agrees that the teacher
should “impose her own values and ethics”

upon her students. To see how moral educators
have dealt with this issue, we briefly review
neutrality/advocacy  positions in  three
well-known moral education approaches.

In the last fifty years, Kohlberg’s (1984)
stage theory of moral reasoning2 has become a
foundation for a large contingency of moral
development researchers and educators. The
most common educational approach directly
tied to his theory is the moral dilemma discus-
sion method. Its objectives are to (1) expose
students to the next higher stage of Kohlber-
gian moral reasoning, (2) expose students to
contradictions of their current moral stage,
which should lead to student dissatisfaction
with their current level, and (3) create an atmo-
sphere of dialogue that is open and reflective
(Kohlberg, 1976). In achieving these objec-
tives, the teacher should not stress a right or
wrong answer; rather, the teacher should pose
nonthreatening, open-ended questions and
keep the students focused on the moral
dilemma at hand (Galbraith & Jones, 1976).
Though the goal of the moral education strat-
egy is to have students move to a higher stage
of reasoning, the student should do so without
any explicit advocacy on the teacher’s part: the
teacher does not expressly advocate for any
position or reason but only exposes students to
higher stages through the use of open-ended
questions to allow them to construct their own
new reasons of a higher stage. Thus, teachers
using the moral dilemma discussion method
would be on the neutral end of the neutrality/
advocacy continuum.

Values clarification has been another pop-
ular moral education approach in the last 5
decades. The intention of this program is to
clarify students’ own values. Importantly, the
teacher’s role is not to advance any particular
values (Simon, 1976) but to respond to the stu-
dent’s words or actions, resulting in the stu-
dent’s thinking about what he has chosen, what
he prizes, and what he is doing (Raths et al.,
1976). Clearly, then, the teacher is more neu-
trality—than advocacy-oriented. However, the
neutrality of the teacher, according to the val-
ues clarification approach, “does not mean that
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the teacher should not maintain or even
express his/her own values; rather, it means
that the personal values held by the teacher
should not interfere with the more basic func-
tion of developing the valuing process”
(Chazan, 1985, p. 61). Thus, this approach
allows the teacher to use the procedural neu-
trality model rather than requiring the classic
neutrality one.

Traditional character education, following
Wynne and Ryan (1993), has explicitly criti-
cized both values clarification and the moral
dilemma discussion method for having teach-
ers as neutral “moral bystanders” (p. 121),
arguing instead for direct moral instruction.
Their approach calls for teachers to use expla-
nation and exhortation, among other strategies,
for authentic character education (Ryan &
Bohlin, 1999). The teacher’s use of explana-
tion requires describing to students what good
habits are and why they are important. Exhor-
tation by teachers is needed to inspire, or per-
suade, students to be moral. This approach to
character education is clearly more oriented
toward the advocacy model. The proponents of
this approach, though, do qualify the extent to
which teachers should use advocacy. Accord-
ing to Ryan and Bohlin (1999), teachers should
advocate for their larger community’s
agreed-upon core values—not for their own
particular view on a highly controversial issue.
Thus, they argue for an advocacy model but
with some limitations.

The teacher’s stance of neutrality/advocacy
within these three popular moral education
approaches shows a broad range on the contin-
uum. The moral dilemma discussion and val-
ues clarification methods fall on the more
neutral end of the continuum, while the tradi-
tional education approach is more advo-
cacy-oriented. Regarding more modern moral
education approaches, it is quite frankly
unclear exactly where they lie on the neutral-
ity/advocacy  continuum. Most current
approaches (e.g., Child Development Project,
Smart & Good Schools, integrative ethical
education model, domain theory applications
to moral education, the PRIMED model, all
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described in Nucci et al., 2014) have a much
wider scope for moral education that includes
aspects like classroom climate, school atmo-
sphere, student-teacher relationships, student
discipline, and motivation. With such
all-encompassing approaches, moral education
scholars of the current programs seldom offer
explicit information about the teacher’s role in
classroom.  Nonetheless, most modern
approaches assume or encourage the teacher to
have a primarily constructivist classroom
whereby the teachers act as guides, facilitators,
and models and provide activities and create
environments conducive to self-analysis and
metacognition. In doing such, constructivist
educators require students to become active
learners, with students (and the teacher)
coconstructing new understandings and ulti-
mately becoming more critically aware and
ethically agentic (Gordon, 2009). Constructiv-
ist educators, then, would probably take on a
more procedurally neutral role in classroom
discussions. However, they could also be said
to participate in advocacy of a sort, insofar as
they promote the goals and values inherent in
the program as a whole.

Philosophical education in particular has
often emphasized the Socratic method of
teaching through questions designed to
improve critical thinking and encourage stu-
dents to make their knowledge and assump-
tions explicit. While at first glance it may seem
that such an approach lends itself primarily to
neutral methods such as dilemma discussions
and values clarification, it can also—depend-
ing upon the nature of the questions—be used
to advocate particular virtues or values. In fact,
Socrates’ own discussions (e.g., Plato, n.d.-b,
n.d.-c) were often centered around virtues and
values such as justice, wisdom, and love.

INSTRUCTOR NEUTRALITY/
ADVOCACY IN ETHICS COURSES

The neutrality/advocacy debate has flourished
most predominantly in the domain of philoso-
phy, more specifically in the teaching of philo-
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sophical ethics. On the one hand, Baumgarten
(1980) has argued that philosophy teachers
should adopt the classic neutrality model in the
classroom. Schaupp (2015) also argues for a
classically neutral approach in teaching ethics,
especially when disciplinary experts have
rational yet conflicting views on an issue.
From her perspective, instructors’ commit-
ment to intellectual humility and rational
inquiry necessitates presenting conflicting per-
spectives as fairly as possible—even when it
might result in students’ adopting beliefs that
the instructor deems incorrect. Goldman
(1981) and others (e.g., Brod, 1986), on the
other hand, have asserted that philosophy
teachers should use a more advocacy-oriented
approach, promoting particular values and
positions as traditional character education
endorses. Others, like Bomstad (1995), have
promoted a model that combines elements of
the two endpoints: the procedural neutrality
approach, which is similar to Besong’s (2016)
argument that instructors should engage in eth-
ical debates while teaching them—in contrast
to classical neutrality, he argues, this approach
“can effectively avoid eliciting skeptical atti-
tudes among students without sacrificing
desirable pedagogical outcomes” (p. 401).
Cooper (2009) interviewed 40 instructors of
ethics at six leading English-speaking univer-
sities. He found that instructors were evenly
divided on their advocacy/neutrality attitude,
with nearly the same percentage of faculty
believing that instructors should be neutral
(35%) and should take a stand and reveal their
personal dispositions (33%). It seems that con-
sensus has not been reached among ethics
teachers; thus the debate continues.

RESEARCH IN INSTRUCTOR
NEUTRALITY/ADVOCACY

Throughout the years, scholars such as Wilson
(1975) and Bomstad (1995) have expressed the
need for empirical investigations of whether
neutrality or advocacy has any effect and the
extent to which criticisms against the models

are warranted. Unfortunately, little work has
been done here. Research most relevant to
instructor/advocacy effects comes from three
very different projects: one from Britain in the
1960s and 70s, another from the Netherlands
within the last 2 decades, and a third more
recent British study.

The Humanities Curriculum Project was
developed in Great Britain in the late 1960s
with the goal of raising the school leaving age
(Stenhouse, 1975) by bringing more relevant
and engaging topics into the classroom. More
specifically, teachers facilitated student dis-
cussions of human issues of universal concern,
such as poverty, law and order, war and soci-
ety. The issues were controversial in that they
were laden with divergent sets of values. The
teacher, in discussing these issues, acted as a
neutral chairman, similar to the classic neutral-
ity stance. Research from the project showed
that teachers had a difficult time adopting the
neutral chairman role and found it extremely
demanding. Despite this, a large number of
teachers found learning and using the role to be
a rewarding skill. Students’ preferences for
teachers’ use of the neutral chairman role were
mixed, with some having high regard for it and
others being skeptical. In terms of student out-
come effects, research showed an increase in
students’ verbal achievement scores.

In a more recent project, Veugelers (2000)
examined the teaching of values in secondary
schools in the Netherlands. The researcher
asked both teachers and students about specific
instructional strategies that are either used or
preferred when teaching value-relevant topics.
When teachers were asked about which
instructional strategies they used in the class-
room, for the most part they initially stressed
differences in values without expressing their
own preferred values, and then ended by
expressing the values they find important.
When students were asked which instructional
strategies they preferred, they most strongly
endorsed teachers’ using or modeling critical
thinking by explicitly pointing out differences
in values. Of the critical thinking strategies,
students were asked to rank two: they showed
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a slightly strong preference for the teacher
expressing the values he/she finds important
(similar to advocacy) compared to the teacher
refraining from expressing their value prefer-
ences (akin to neutrality).

Cotton (2006) investigated the beliefs and
practices of three secondary-level geography
instructors teaching controversial environmen-
tal issues over a 2-year period in England. She
used data from interviews as well as classroom
transcripts. All three instructors favored taking
a neutral or procedurally neutral approach.
Cotton’s findings, though, revealed that the
instructors encountered significant challenges
in maintaining a neutral approach. An analysis
of classroom interactions “suggest that the
influence of the teachers’ own environmental
attitudes was greater than they intended, or in
all probability, realized” (p. 237). Thus, the
study’s results support Goldman’s (1981) cri-
tique that remaining neutral is “an exercise in
self-deception.”

Though each of these projects offer inter-
esting empirical results related to neutrality/
advocacy, we are still lacking empirical
research that directly compares student effects
with a teacher who adopts a more neutral
approach to student effects with a teacher who
uses a more advocacy-oriented model. Our
research project examined exactly this ques-
tion. More specifically, the class setting of our
research was a college-level philosophical eth-
ics course, and our outcome was student moral
development.3 We focused on two specific
variables of student moral development: stu-
dents’ judgments of ethical theories and their
moral self-perceptions. Our choice of these
two variables was rooted in the course catalog
description of the ethics class, which empha-
sized learning ethical theories and “application
of ethical principles to areas of personal con-
duct.” We employed a pre—post design, assess-
ing the student outcome variables both before
the ethics course began and after it was com-
pleted.

The first of our two research questions
focused on comparing student outcomes from
instructors who used a more neutral approach

Journal of Character Education Vol. 17, No. 1, 2021

to instructors who adopted more of an advo-
cacy model. Thus, our first research question
was: to what extent does an instructor’s posi-
tion of neutrality/advocacy influence students’
judgments of ethical theories, moral self-per-
ceptions, and ethical and unethical behaviors?
Our other research question focused on the
possibility that neutrality/advocacy may not
have any effect at all and that maybe students’
moral development occurs for a/l students tak-
ing the ethics course. Our second research
question, then, was: to what extent do stu-
dents’ judgments of ethical theories, moral
self-perceptions, and ethical and unethical
behaviors change, regardless of their ethics
instructor’s position of neutrality/advocacy? In
other words, we examined whether students
had sizeable increases in the two outcome vari-
ables as a result of simply completing the eth-
ics course.

METHOD

Participants

A total of 232 students participated in the
study. The participants were enrolled in 11
sections of PHIL 214 Introductory Ethics
courses at a midsize Midwestern Catholic uni-
versity. Students ranged in age from 18 to 37
(mean = 20.5, SD = 1.8). Most participants,
66%, were in their second or third year of col-
lege, with 7% in their first and 27% in their last
year. The majority of participants, 88%, were
Caucasian. Ethnicity of the remaining 12%
was African American (4%), Asian (5%),
Latino/a (2%), and other (1%). The number of
males and females was approximately equal
(47% male, 53% female). The students’ field
of major study varied, but all of the partici-
pants had taken at least one previous philoso-
phy course.

Of all the students (n = 339) in the 11 sec-
tions of PHIL 214 that we invited to participate
in our study, 68% agreed. The demographic
make-up of our sample, in terms of age, gen-
der, ethnicity, and college major, are the same
as all of whom registered for the 11 sections of
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PHIL 214, suggesting no selection effects for
those who elected to participate in our study.

Six introductory ethics instructors were also
participants in our study. With the exception of
one instructor, all were male. Every participat-
ing instructor had a PhD in philosophy. Five of
the six were full-time tenured or tenure-track
faculty; one was a long-time adjunct instruc-
tor. All instructors were in good standing with
the philosophy department, with no outstand-
ing concerns regarding the quality of their
teaching. Additional characteristics of the par-
ticipating instructors will be described more
fully in the Results section.

Setting

The introductory ethics course is required
for all students at the university. It is the sec-
ond of two philosophy courses they must com-
plete in order to graduate. Because
introductory ethics is a required course, one to
two dozen sections of it are offered during
each term or semester, with about a dozen dif-
ferent instructors. For our study, we collected
data in the introductory ethics course during
either an intensive 3-and-a-half week term or a
more traditional 14-week term. Student partic-
ipants were enrolled in one of 11 different sec-
tions of introductory ethics, which were taught
by one of our six participating instructors.
Class size ranged from 20 to 60 students.

Instructors have a fair amount of autonomy
in what and how to teach introductory ethics.
They have the course description from the uni-
versity’s course catalog as their most basic
guide:

An inquiry into the rational foundations and meth-
ods of ethics, with attention to the application of
ethical principles to areas of personal conduct,
institutional behavior and public policy, and diver-
sity within and across cultures. The Aristote-
lian-Thomistic ~ tradition  receives  special
consideration. (p. 240)

The philosophy department also has a set of
criteria (a combination of student learning out-
comes and general course content) giving fur-

ther specification to the requirements of the
catalog description and applying to all instruc-
tors. For example, the course will emphasize
logical analysis of ethical arguments and
avoidance of fallacious reasoning; that it “is
concerned with such fundamental ethical con-
cepts as happiness, pleasure, virtue, moral
development, love and friendship, contempla-
tion, the common good, social justice, human
rights and obligations”; and that students will
read significant primary texts from different
ethical traditions, including substantial read-
ings from the work of Aristotle and Thomas
Aquinas as well as from other foundational
approaches such as utilitarianism and deontol-
ogy. To gauge how our participating instruc-
tors taught their sections, we asked them, using
a short written questionnaire, about their
instructional goals, what readings they
required, and types of methods they used in
class. Information from this questionnaire will
be described more fully in the Results section.

Study Design

We employed a quasi-experimental pre-
test-posttest design. Student participants com-
pleted the same set of measures at two
different times: before the course started (pre-
test) and after the course was completed
(posttest).

Our independent variable of interest was
the extent to which instructors used neutrality
or advocacy in the classroom. To measure this,
we provided a short written questionnaire to
the instructor toward the end of the semester
asking several questions, including their
course goals, readings, and assignments;
self-described teaching style; number of times
having taught the course; number of years
teaching; their rating of their class’s academic
strength, talkativeness, and interest in subject
matter; and number of students in their class.
The question that determined the independent
variable was, “Where would you place your
teaching on the continuum between neutrality
and advocacy regarding particular ethical theo-
ries and/or positions (mark the appropriate
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place on the line with an ‘x’)?” Below this
question, we had a dotted line across the page
with “Neutrality” on the far left-hand side and
“Advocacy” on the far right-hand side. After
they marked an “x” on the dotted line, we
asked three follow-up questions: what theories
and/or positions they advocate if not com-
pletely neutral, what methods they use to advo-
cate these theories and/or positions (if not
entirely neutral), and what methods they use to
maintain neutrality if they marked the far
left-hand side of the continuum. Our construc-
tion of the neutrality and advocacy groups,
using this assessment, will be described in
detail in the Results section.

Materials

Student participants completed a packet
that contained several different questionnaires
along with a number of demographic questions
(e.g., age, year of study, sex, major area of
concentration). We deem the measures
described below to be more psychological than
educational in nature. Thus, these measures
should not be considered educational out-
comes.

Moral Self-Perception. We had two
paper-pencil measures of moral self-percep-
tion: one assessing specific virtuous qualities
and another measuring moral self-concept. In
the virtuous qualities measure, we asked par-
ticipants to respond to several statements char-
acteristic of one of seven different virtues*:
courage, kindness, honesty, good temper,
patience, perseverance, and lack of envy. Each
of these qualities is considered morally virtu-
ous under typical accounts of philosophical
virtue ethics, including the Aristotelian-Thom-
istic tradition, which receives special consider-
ation in the introductory ethics course.
Participants rated each statement on a 5-point
scale (1 = almost always false of me, 2 = usu-
ally false of me, 3 = true of me about half the
time, 4 = usually true of me, 5 = almost always
true of me). Statements were in random order
and were not labeled according to virtue in the
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questionnaire; sample statements of each vir-
tue included:

* Courage: I stand up for what I believe,
even when others are against it.

* Kindness: I am too busy to help others
much. (reverse scored)

* Honesty: I admit my mistakes, even
when it would be easy to hide them.

* Good temper: I rarely raise my voice,
even when [ am angry.

o Patience: I become frustrated when I
have to wait for other people. (reverse
scored)

* Perseverance: If I don’t succeed at
something the first time, I keep trying.

* Lack of envy: I envy people who are
smarter or more talented than I am.
(reverse scored)

For each virtue, we averaged participants’
responses, creating a mean score with a range
of 1 to 5. Each virtue scale showed good to
very good internal consistency, with coeffi-
cient alphas ranging from .67 to .85 on the pre-
test and posttests.

Our moral self-concept measure was based
on Arnold’s (1993) good-self assessment. Par-
ticipants were presented with three concentric
circles (similar to a target board), with each
ring corresponding to a different degree of
centrality to the self. Above the circles were
five columns of personality-related adjectives
listed in alphabetical order. Examples included
caring, intelligent, joyful, and selfish. The
instructions asked participants to first cross off
the fifteen qualities that least described them.
Next, participants were asked to write the three
adjectives most central to who they are as a
person in the inner circle, write their three next
most central qualities in the middle circle, and
write their four next most central qualities in
the outer-most circle. To score the measure,
we classified each adjective as either: (1) mor-
ally good, worth 2 points (e.g., caring, fair,
generous), (2) usually morally neutral, worth
no points (e.g., health-conscious, popular,
romantic), or (3) morally bad, worth —2 points
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(e.g., impatient, lazy, selfish). The inner circle
had a weight of 3, the middle circle a weight of
2, and the outer-most circle a weight of 1. The
sum of the three circles was calculated to give
an overall score, with possible scores ranging
from —32 to 38. (There were not enough mor-
ally bad adjectives on our list to result in a
score below —32.)

Ethical Theory Judgment. We used eight
ethical theories: skepticism/positivism, ego-
ism, emotivism, subjectivism, cultural relativ-
ism, utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue
ethics. These eight approaches provide broad
coverage of the range of possible positions one
might take regarding ethics, and instructors of
survey courses in philosophical ethics typi-
cally give explicit attention to most or all of the
last three and at least implicit attention to most
or all of the first five, which are often treated as
objections to the last three theories. For each,
we created two to five statements reflecting a
tenet of the theory. Examples include:

» Skepticism/positivism: There are no
right and wrong answers to ethical ques-
tions.

* Egoism: The “right” thing to do is what-
ever is in your best interest.

e Emotivism: Moral arguments are just
ways people express their feelings about
issues.

* Subjectivism: The right thing to do is
whatever you think is right.

e Cultural relativism: What is right and
wrong varies from culture to culture.

« Utilitarianism: We should always do
whatever will bring the best results for
all concerned.

* Deontology: There are universal human
rights that we should always respect and
uphold.

e Virtue ethics: Being ethical means
becoming a good person.

Participants rated each statement on a
5-point scale (1 = strongly disagree, 2 = dis-
agree, 3 = undecided, 4 = agree, 5 = strongly
agree). The statements for all eight ethical the-

ories were randomly ordered within this sec-
tion of the questionnaire. We collapsed the
eight ethical theories into two groups: the less
defensible (skepticism, egoism, emotivism,
subjectivism, and cultural relativism) and the
more defensible (utilitarianism, deontology,
and virtue ethics). The Cronbach alphas for the
less defensible group were .85 pretest and .88
posttest; the alphas for the more defensible
were .62 pretest and .65 posttest.

Ethical and Unethical Behaviors. In this
measure we asked participants to think about
the most recent month during which they were
at school and answer 39 questions regarding
the frequency with which they engaged in
common ethical and unethical behaviors
during that month. Examples of ethical behav-
iors included “Take time to comfort someone
who was having a hard time” and “Clean up
after roommates or family members”; unethi-
cal behaviors included “Break a promise to a
friend or family member” and “Make a rude or
obscene gesture toward someone.” We again
asked participants to use a 5-point scale to
answer each question (1 = never, 2 = once or
twice, 3 = three or four times, 4 = five or six
times, 5 = more than six times). We averaged
participants’ responses to create a mean ethical
behavior score and mean unethical behavior
score, each having a range of 1 to 5.

Social Desirability Bias. Because many of
our questions reflected common, desirable
social norms, we were concerned that partici-
pants would respond as they thought they
should and not as they actually believed or did.
We assessed participants’ tendency to conform
to these pressures, their social desirability bias,
using the Marlowe-Crowne Social Desirability
Short Form (Reynolds, 1982). Participants
rated thirteen different statements related to
social desirability as either “true of me” or
“false of me” (e.g., “I sometimes feel resentful
when I don’t get my way”, and “I am always
courteous, even to people who are disagree-
able”). For each item, the socially desirable but
almost certainly dishonest answer was worth
one point while the socially undesirable
answer was worth zero points; so mean scores
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ranged from 0 (no social desirability bias) to 1
(very strong social desirability bias).

Procedure

Students enrolled in the participating sec-
tions of Introductory Ethics were asked on the
first day of the term to participate in the study
and read a consent form. Those who decided to
participate were given a packet consisting of
the questionnaires and asked to complete it at
that time. Students who did not participate
(approximately three in each section) could
complete other tasks silently at their desks. In
the last week of the term, students were asked
to participate again, and if agreeing to do so,
completed the same packet of questionnaires.

In all sections and in both the pretest and
posttest packets, the questionnaires were com-
pleted in the following order: moral self-con-
cept, self-perceived virtuous qualities, ethical
theory judgments, and demographic-related
questions.

RESULTS

We first report how we determined the inde-
pendent variable for our first research ques-
tion, followed by the results of that first
question and lastly the results of our second
research question. Our first research question
involved the independent variable of the
instructors’ self-assessed neutrality/advocacy.

Determining the Independent Variable:
Instructors’ Self-Assessed
Neutrality/Advocacy

The six participating instructors’ mark on
the Neutrality/Advocacy continuum was mea-
sured in inches. Being that the dotted line of
the continuum was 6 inches long, a “0.0” indi-
cated complete Neutrality, whereas a “6.0”
reflected very strong Advocacy. Table 1 shows
each instructor’s numerical rating in inches,
along with his/her answers to our three fol-
low-up questions.

Journal of Character Education Vol. 17, No. 1, 2021

Instructors’ variability in their self-assessed
neutrality/advocacy showed the entire range,
from 0 to 6. In deciding which instructors to
group together for a neutrality group and advo-
cacy group, we used both their numerical rat-
ing and responses to the follow-up questions.
Instructor A’s responses describe the classic
neutrality model in which the instructor does
not disclose his/her own position and provides
a balanced and impartial treatment of all posi-
tions or theories. Instructor B and D’s
responses closely align with the procedural
neutrality model whereby instructor states his/
her position while providing full and fair criti-
cal treatment of all positions. Instructor C’s
responses, though brief and somewhat vague,
hint at using such a model as well. On the other
side of the continuum, Instructors E and F
demonstrate strong advocacy, stating that they
not only make explicit their specific position
or preference but also spend time actively per-
suading students of the strength of their posi-
tion. With Instructors A through D indicating
classic or procedural neutrality, we aggregated
their students into one “neutrality” group. For
Instructors E and F, we combined their stu-
dents into one “advocacy” group.

The quasi-experimental design of our study
requires assurance that our two instructor
groups were approximately equal. We care-
fully looked for differences between the neu-
trality and advocacy instructors along the
following dimensions: instructional goals,
readings, and assignments; self-described
teaching style; number of times having taught
the course; number of years teaching; instruc-
tor’s rating of students’ academic strength,
talkativeness, and interest in subject matter;
and number of students in their class. There
was strong overlap in instructional goals
between the two groups, which is not surpris-
ing given that instructors, according to speci-
fied course criteria, needed to address
particular learning outcomes and course con-
tent. In addition to departmental criteria such
as “prepare students to reflect critically on eth-
ical questions raised in other courses and in
daily life,” at least one instructor in each group
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TABLE 1
Instructor’s Self-Assessed Neutrality/Advocacy

Scale

Instructor Rating

Instructor Response to What Methods She or He Uses
to Maintain Self-Assessed Advocacy or Neutrality

A 0.0

“I try to make the best possible case for each position we cover in class. If students want to
know my own view of things I tell them to talk to me after the class is done—so they are not
influenced by own particular views.”

“[T advocate] for virtue ethics, against any killing of human beings except in self-defense. I
present multiple views but offer fairly extensive critiques of those I find problematic,
especially utilitarianism, after first letting students give their own critiques.”

“[Iadvocate] for a Platonic/Aristotelian/Thomistic position regarding the nature of ethics. [I]
present the theory; present criticisms; suggest how criticisms can be refuted.”

“I openly advocated against relativism, and I was a mild advocate for an Aristotelian position.
Regardless, we considered arguments for and against various theories. I presented arguments
on both sides, and told my students what I thought.”

“[I advocate the following:] 1. Moral virtue is an essential element of a happy life. 2. Moral
relativism is false. 3. Through repeated choices we form our own moral character. 4. Abortion
is morally wrong. 5. One should reserve sex for marriage. [In terms of methods,] I present
what I take to be a good argument for the position I’m advocating, and invite the students to
raise any and all objections they can think of. I then try to answer those objections. I usually
examine arguments on both sides of an issue. But I critique the arguments I think are bad
(again, I invite objections from the students and try to answer them). I sometimes assign
readings with strong arguments for the positions I advocate. (I also sometimes assign readings
with strong arguments against the positions I advocate.)”

“[T advocate] for Thomism—against euthanasia, against artificial birth control, against
abortion, for the natural duty to honor God, etc. [I place] heavy emphasis on the arguments for
Thomism. [I] encourage students to feel free to say whatever does not make sense to them, but
always present to them arguments about Thomism makes sense.”

Note: A “0.0” indicates complete Neutrality, whereas a “6.0” reflects very strong Advocacy.

mentioned goals of being able to understand
key ethical concept and theories, analyze phil-
osophical texts, apply course content to
real-life issues, construct ethical arguments
that show good reasoning and logic, and grow
as a good, happy moral person. After account-
ing for these goals in each group, the remain-
ing differences between the groups were very
closely related to the previously stated goals
(e.g., valuing place of reasoning in moral life).
For course readings, at least one instructor in
the neutrality and advocacy group primarily
used one text. At least one instructor in each
group, though, also used primary sources as
readings, including Aristotle’s Nicomachean
Ethics. Each group also had the same variation
of teaching methods. The percentage of time
spent on lecture ranged from 40 to 90 for the

neutrality instructors and from 40 to 75 for the
advocacy instructors. Neutrality instructors
reported a range of 10 to 40 percent of their
time using discussion, and advocacy instruc-
tors reported a range of 5 to 35. At least one
instructor in each group described their teach-
ing style as “informal;” additionally, at least
one instructor in each group used “enthusias-
tic” or “energetic” to describe their teaching
style.

The median number of times that neutrality
instructors reported having taught the course
was 22 (with a range from 2 to 75); the median
for advocacy instructors was 12 (ranging from
5 to 18). For number of years having taught at
the college level, the median for the neutrality
instructors was 12 (ranging from 6 to 40); the
advocacy group’s median was 5 (with a range
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from 2 to 8). Thus, the neutrality group seemed
to be slightly more experienced in teaching in
general and the specific course.

Instructors also reported the extent to which
the students in their PHIL 214 classes were
academically strong, talkative, and interested
in the course. The neutrality and advocacy
groups did not differ in any of their ratings.
Instructors in both groups rated their students
on these dimensions as either average or above
average, with only one exception: one instruc-
tor rated his students as below average for talk-
ativeness in one of his classes.

The last variable to examine between the
two groups was class size. The median number
of students that neutrality instructors had was
29 (with a range from 20 to 58). Advocacy
instructors also had a median number of 29
students in their class (ranging from 28 to
33).The neutrality group included a total of
103 students, and the advocacy group was
comprised of 129 students. To make sure that
the two student groups were approximately
equal in ways other than size, we examined
differences in the following: gender, ethnicity,

Journal of Character Education Vol. 17, No. 1, 2021

age, year of study, grade point average, politi-
cally liberal or conservative, religiosity, and
number of ethics-related courses previously or
currently taken. Using logistic regression, we
found that year of study was the only signifi-
cant predictor for group membership (see
Table 2). More specifically, 76% of the advo-
cacy instructors’ students were juniors or
seniors, whereas 48% of the neutrality instruc-
tors’ students were in these 2 years of study.
Interestingly, age was not a significant predic-
tor considering the year-of-study finding.
Nonetheless, we statistically controlled for
year of study in all analyses hereafter.

Research Question 1: To what extent does an
ethics instructor’s position of neutrality/
advocacy influence students’ (a) judgments
of ethical theories, (b) moral self-percep-
tions, and (c) ethical and unethical behav-
iors?

We performed repeated measures analyses
for all variables, focusing specifically on
whether pre—post changes varied by neutrality/
advocacy group for this research question.

TABLE 2
Summary of Logistic Regression Analysis for Variables
Predicting Membership for the Advocacy and Neutrality Group

Estimate Odds

Predictor B SE B Ratio
Gender —-.26 31 71
Ethnicity -.07 .16 93
Age —-.06 .10 .94
Year of study 48* .20 1.61
Grade point average .60 .39 1.82
Political conservatism/liberalism -.01 .10 .99
Religiosity —.08 .14 93
Number of ethics-related courses previously or currently taken 24 21 1.27
Constant -1.01
-2 log likelihood 266.63
df 1
Percent correctly predicted 63.2
*p <.05.
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Responses to the pretest and posttest variables
were the dependent variables of the
within-subjects effect, and neutrality/advocacy
group assignment was the independent vari-
able of the between-subject effect. We also had
two covariates: pretest social desirability bias
and year of study. Per Weinfurt (2000), we
were most interested in the interaction effect
when examining group differences, expecting
groups to be the same at pretest and possibly
differing at posttest.

For students’ judgments of ethical theories,
we examined pre—posttest mean differences in
two different variables: preference for more
defensible ethical theories and for less defensi-
ble ethical theories. Students’ judgments of
more defensible ethical theories showed no
statistically ~ significant pre—post change
between groups. However, change in students’
judgments of less defensible ethical theories
neared statistical significance for the “group x
variable” interaction effect, with students of
advocacy instructors showing a larger decreas-
ing preference for less defensible ethical theo-
ries (see Table 3).

For students’ moral self-perceptions, we
examined group differences in pre—post
change for each of the following eight vari-
ables: courage, kindness, honesty, good tem-
per, patience, perseverance, lack of envy, and
moral self-concept. Of the eight repeated mea-
sures analyses, four produced a statistically
significant “group x variable” interaction
effect, shown in Table 3. As seen in Figure 1,
the interaction effect for all four variables
show a consistent pattern of the neutrality
group having slight pretest-to-posttest
decreases, while the advocacy group had small
pre-to-post increases. We found no interaction
effect for the moral self-concept measure.

The other set of variables was ethical and
unethical behaviors. Changes in students’
self-reported ethical behaviors neared statisti-
cal significance, with students in the neutrality
group reporting a decrease in the frequency of
their ethical behaviors while students in advo-
cacy group showed no pre—post change (see

Table 3). For unethical behaviors, no differ-
ence was shown between the two groups.

Research Question 2: To what extent do stu-
dents’ (a) judgments of ethical theories, (b)
moral self-perceptions, and (c) ethical and
unethical behaviors change, regardless of
their ethics instructor’s position of neutrality/
advocacy?

For our second research question, we exam-
ined whether taking an ethics course has gen-
eral effects on the students regardless of the
neutrality/advocacy of their instructor. Our
statistical analyses for this research question
were the same as our first research question;
the only difference being that we were now
looking for a within-subjects effect (rather
than an interaction effect). Of the ethical judg-
ment variables, both showed statistically sig-
nificant pre—post changes. Students in both
groups had a higher posttest mean for more
defensible ethical theories and a lower posttest
mean for less defensible ethical theories (see
Table 3). We also performed a follow-up anal-
ysis, comparing students’ differences in their
preference for more defensible and less defen-
sible ethical theories, which created two new
scores. We computed the first score by sub-
tracting students’ less-defensible mean score
from their more-defensible mean score for the
pretest only. The second score was the differ-
ence between their less and more defensible
score for the posttest only. We then compared
these two new scores to determine whether the
mean difference was greater for the posttest as
compared to the pretest. Results of the statisti-
cal analysis were statistically significant: F(1,
205)=9.32, p <.01 (partial n2 =.04), whereby
the posttest difference between the two theo-
ries score was greater compared to the pretest
(1.02 posttest mean difference; .72 pretest
mean difference). This finding indicates that
students in both groups had a stronger prefer-
ence for more defensible theories after taking
an ethics course.

For the rest of the variables, only one other
variable showed a within-subjects effect:
unethical behaviors. Students in both groups
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TABLE 3

Means and Standard Deviations of Advocacy and Neutrality Groups’ Pretest and Posttest Variables,
Along With Interaction and Within-Subject Effects

Pretest Mean  Posttest Mean Group x Variable
Variable Group (and SD) (and SD) Interaction Effect Within-Subjects Effect
More Neutrality 3.60 (42) 370 (46)  F(1,208)=.11 F(1,208) = 4.10%
defensible A gyocacy 3.57 (:39) 3.67 (:40) (partial 1> = .01)
ethical theories
Across groups 3.58 (.41) 3.68 (.42)
Less defensible Neutrality 2.83 (.59) 2,66 (.66)  F(1,208)=2.75" F(1,208) = 6.29%
ethical theories 4 4 ocacy 2,90 (48) 267(56) (partial n2=.01) (partial n? = .03)
Across groups 2.87(.53) 2.66 (.61)
Courage Neutrality 3.37 (.56) 331(.59)  F(1,208)=10.14%* F(1,208)=.56
Advocacy 3.2 (.64) 336(56) (partialn’=.05)
Across groups 3.29 (.60) 3.34 (.57)
Kindness Neutrality 3.79 (47) 3.72(49)  F(1,209) = 4.36* F(1,209)=1.16
Advocacy 3.77 (44) 378 (47)  (partialn’=.02)
Across groups 3.78 (.45) 3.76 (.48)
Honesty Neutrality 3.59 (47) 3.58(.51)  F(1,207)=.66 F(1,207)=2.41
Advocacy 3.46 (.61) 3.50 (.52)
Across groups 3.52 (.55) 3.54 (.51)
Good Temper  Neutrality 3.26 (.72) 3.18(.68)  F(1,209)=7.19** F(1,209)=.76
Advocacy 3.33 (.69) 339(69) (partialn®=.03)
Across groups 3.30 (.70) 3.30 (.69)
Patience Neutrality 2.87 (.82) 2.83(87) F(1,212)=3.13" F(1,212)=1.48
Advocacy 2.90 (.75) 3.00(76) (partialn’=.02)
Across groups 2.89 (.78) 2.92 (.81)
Perseverance Neutrality 4.20 (.58) 4.20 (.62) F(1,213)=.74 F(1,213)=.14
Advocacy 4.21(.62) 4.29 (.59)
Across groups 4.20 (.60) 4.25(.61)
Lack of envy Neutrality 3.45 (.65) 3.45 (.65) F(1,211)=.36 F(1,211)=2.29
Advocacy 3.52(.61) 3.57 (.57)
Across groups 3.49 (.63) 3.52 (.61)
Moral Neutrality 17.64 (9.03)  20.18(8.01) F(1,205)=.45 F(1,205)=.86
self-concept A qyocacy 18.21 (8.66)  20.70 (8.08)
Across groups 17.95 (8.81) 20.60 (8.03)
Ethical Neutrality 2.69 (.64) 2.53(.63)  F(1,202)=3.12% F(1,202) = .40
behaviors Advocacy 2.45 (55) 244(53) (partialn’=.02)
Across groups 2.56 (.60) 2.48 (.58)
Unethical Neutrality 1.86 (.55) 1.79(50)  F(1,201)=.38 F(1,201) =3.03
behaviors Advocacy 1.80 (.47) 1.76 (.44) (partial n? =.02)
Across groups 1.83 (.50) 1.78 (.47)
Note: The “Group x Variable interaction effect” was the focus of our first research question. Our second research ques-

tion centered on the “Within-subjects effect.”
'p <.10. *p <.05. ¥*p < .01. ***p < .001.
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Pretest-to-Posttest Change in Moral Self-Perception Variables With an Interaction Effect

reported engaging in unethical behaviors less
often in the posttest as compared to the pretest.
None of the moral self-perception variables
showed statistically significant within-subjects
effects.

DISCUSSION

The primary objective of this study was to
examine the extent to which an ethics instruc-
tor’s position of advocacy or neutrality influ-
enced students’ judgments of ethical theories,
their moral self-perceptions, and ethical and
unethical behaviors. We found that students of
advocacy instructors (a) showed a greater
decreasing preference for less defensible ethi-
cal theories compared to students of neutral-
ity-oriented instructors, (b) showed increases
in four different virtues (courage, kindness,
good temper, and patience) compared to the
neutrality instructors’ students, who showed
decreases for these same virtues, and
(c) showed no change in the frequency with

which they engaged in ethical behaviors com-
pared to the other group, which showed a
decrease. We also investigated the extent to
which students’ (a) judgments of ethical theo-
ries, (b) moral self-perceptions, and (c) ethical
and unethical behaviors change, regardless of
their ethics instructor’s position of neutrality/
advocacy. We found that all students showed
increasing preference for more defensible ethi-
cal theories and decreasing preference for less
defensible ethical theories. In addition, stu-
dents of all instructors reported engaging in
unethical behaviors less often at the posttest
compared to the pretest. We provide interpre-
tations for each of these findings.

Greater Decreasing Preference
for Less Defensible Ethical Theories
in the Advocacy Group

We asked student participants to rate their
degree of agreement with tenets of various eth-
ical theories, including skepticism/positivism,
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egoism, emotivism, subjectivism, cultural rela-
tivism, utilitarianism, deontology, and virtue
ethics. While both groups showed a decrease
in ratings of the first five theories listed, stu-
dents of advocates showed a significantly
greater decrease in preference for less defensi-
ble theories. The most likely explanation for
this difference is that advocate instructors
explicitly discuss the merits of the theories
they endorse and the contrasting problems
with other theories such as the five showing
decreased student preference. While more neu-
tral instructors may also discuss problems with
these theories, they tend to present all theories
as equal contenders rather than presenting
some as more defensible than others. So stu-
dents of advocates probably received a stron-
ger message than did students of more neutral
instructors regarding the problematic aspects
of the less defensible ethical theories, as well
as the more promising aspects of the more
defensible theories; if so, they may have been
rationally persuaded (see Besong, 2016; Gold-
man, 1981; Hanson, 1996; Kunkel &
Radford-Hill, 2011; Parkyn, 1991), not merely
personally influenced, to adopt positions
regarding these theories similar to the posi-
tions of their instructors.

Increases in Perceived Courage,
Kindness, Good Temper, and Patience
Among Students of Advocates, and
Decrease in the Same Perceived Virtues
Among Students of Neutral Instructors

In both the pretest and posttest, we asked
student participants to consider statements
related to several virtuous qualities: courage,
kindness, honesty, good temper, patience, lack
of envy, and perseverance. We found that the
neutrality group had slight decreases or no
change in the degree to which they perceived
themselves as having four (courage, kindness,
good temper, and patience) of the seven vir-
tues, while the advocacy group had small
pre-to-post increases with respect to these
same four qualities. There are a few possible
explanations for the difference in self-percep-
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tion between the two groups. First and perhaps
most obviously, as a proponent of traditional
character education might expect (see Ryan &
Bohlin, 1999; Wynne & Ryan, 1993), it may
be that students of advocates really do tend to
become slightly more virtuous over the course
of their studies. While ethicists since the time
of Aristotle (n.d./1999) have been careful to
acknowledge that study does not by itself
make the student morally virtuous, it can be
helpful in showing what moral virtue looks
like and why it is valuable. In our study, the
two instructors who identified themselves as
strong advocates both seem to emphasize vir-
tue ethics (see Table 1). Students of advocates
may have left the course with a clearer idea of
how to develop moral virtue than did students
of neutral instructors, and those who were
already motivated to become more virtuous
may have begun to do so by the end of the
term. Because the neutral instructors present
multiple, and often conflicting, theories of
moral excellence as equal competitors, their
students may have been less likely to follow
the counsel of any particular theory in their
own lives (Ammon, 1992; Besong, 2016;
Bomstad, 1995; Hanson, 1996), which could
result in a lack of increase in virtuous qualities.
Although not very likely, it seems possible that
students of neutral instructors actually tend to
become less virtuous: perhaps the presentation
of several competing theories with no clear
“winner” can lead students to become cynical
about the role of moral virtue in their own
lives, so that they are unmotivated even to
maintain the level of virtue they possessed at
the beginning of the term.

A second explanation for the increase in
self-perceived virtue among students of advo-
cates may be that the emphasis on virtue in
class readings and discussions led students to
an increased awareness of their virtuous quali-
ties but not (yet) to a real increase in the quali-
ties themselves. For example, a student may
have been quite kind and courageous all along
but not have been aware of his kindness or
courage until he studied these qualities in a
reflective and systematic way in the context of
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his ethics course. Similarly, it could be that
students of neutral instructors become increas-
ingly aware of their character flaws over the
course of the term, so that by the time of the
posttest they perceive themselves to be less
virtuous. Learning about the definitions and
examples of virtuous qualities may have led
students to raise their standards and realize that
they failed to meet them. If this explanation is
correct, however, it seems that students of
strong advocates should show similar or
greater decreases in self-perceived virtue com-
pared to students of neutral instructors as a
result of their more-focused study of virtuous
qualities. But, combining this hypothesis with
the previous one, perhaps students of advo-
cates also became aware of their lack of virtue
but subsequently strove to become more virtu-
ous by adherence to the ethical theories pre-
sented by their advocate instructors.

A third explanation for the perceived
increase in virtue among students of advocates
and perceived decrease among students of neu-
tral instructors is mere perception in one or
both groups: the emphasis on virtue in the
advocate instructors’ classes might lead stu-
dents to identify with virtuous qualities so that
they inaccurately perceived themselves as pos-
sessing them to a greater degree by the end of
the term, and the students of neutral instructors
might have underrated their virtues. For exam-
ple, perhaps the advocate instructors’ more
extensive treatment of virtue ethics led their
students to a more achievable notion of virtue,
while neutral instructors’ more brief treatment
of virtue may have given the impression of an
unrealistically high standard.

Decrease in Reported Ethical Behaviors
in Students of Neutral Instructors Only

As we noted in the Results section, while
both groups of students showed a decrease in
self-reported unethical behaviors, only the stu-
dents of more neutral instructors also showed a
decrease in reported ethical behaviors. It is
important to realize that participant reports of
the frequency of their ethical and unethical

behaviors may have been inexact for mem-
ory-related reasons. We asked student partici-
pants to report the frequency of various
behaviors in which they may have engaged
during the last month in which they were at
school. When they took the pretest, most stu-
dents had not been in school during the imme-
diately preceding month, which may have
meant that they estimated (and perhaps overre-
ported) their behaviors during a typical month
at school. In contrast, all of the participants had
been in school during the month immediately
preceding the posttest, which may have led
them to rely on specific memories (and likely
underreport) when completing the section
regarding the frequency of their behaviors. So
we would not find it surprising if both groups
showed a slight decrease in both ethical and
unethical behaviors. Thus the /ack of decrease
in reported ethical behaviors among students
of strong advocates is at least as interesting to
us as is the decrease among the students of
more neutral instructors. As with the posttest
differences between groups in reported virtu-
ous qualities, the difference in reported behav-
iors may be due to real change, awareness, or
mere perception.

Perhaps the most obvious and straightfor-
ward explanation of the difference in results
between the two groups is that students of
more neutral instructors really did decrease
their performance of ethical behaviors. Seeing
ethical theories presented in a neutral way may
have made students skeptical about ethics
(Besong, 2016; O’Neil, 1991) and thus less
motivated to act ethically by the end of the
term. Or, taking the possibility of reporting
errors into account, perhaps the difference was
due to students of advocate instructors having
increased motivation to behave ethically, as
character education proponents would expect
(Ryan & Bohlin, 1999; Wynne & Ryan, 1993),
and thus actually increasing slightly in their
performance of ethical behaviors while stu-
dents of more neutral instructors did not.

Another possible explanation for the inter-
action effect is that students of more neutral
instructors were simply less aware of their per-
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formance of ethical behaviors than were stu-
dents of strong advocates. It may be that by
explicitly advocating for or against particular
behaviors, advocate instructors made students
more aware of their own behaviors than did
neutral instructors—or that focus on aspects of
ethics other than specific advocated behaviors
made students of more neutral instructors less
aware of performing such behaviors than they
otherwise would have been.

Increased Preference for More
Defensible Theories and Decreased
Preference for Less Defensible Theories

We were pleased to see that although there
was a difference in degree between the two
groups, students of both strong advocates and
more neutral instructors showed an increase in
agreement with tenets of more defensible theo-
ries and a decrease in agreement with less
defensible ones. We believe the most likely
explanation for this result is that both types of
instructors presented a variety of ethical theo-
ries along with some of their strengths and
weaknesses. Even when the theories were pre-
sented in a more neutral way, the students’ rea-
soning abilities, along with the defenses and
objections presented, were sufficient to
increase preference for more defensible theo-
ries while decreasing preference for less defen-
sible ones. This result may provide some
evidence that classical neutrality does not nec-
essarily breed skepticism (see Besong 2016;
Markie, 1994; O’Neil, 1991; Tomhave,
2015)—and, perhaps, that there is some merit
to the claim that even “neutral” instructors
subtly influence their students’ positions
(Goldman, 1981).

Decrease in Reported
Unethical Behaviors

The decrease in reported frequency of
unethical behaviors, as of other results, may be
divided into three main hypotheses: real
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change, awareness, and mere perception. First,
it may be that after taking an ethics class stu-
dents of both advocates and more neutral
instructors are motivated to avoid unethical
behaviors and show a real decrease by the end
of the term. Alternatively, perhaps in focusing
on positive concepts such as virtue and maxi-
mizing happiness, students become less aware
of their negative behavior (or are even moti-
vated to suppress or deny it). Finally, students
may merely perceive themselves to be engag-
ing in negative behavior less frequently, per-
haps (as discussed earlier) due to flaws in their
memory leading to overreporting in the pretest
and/or underreporting in the posttest.

Moral Self-Perception:
No Statistically Significant Changes

Students of both more neutral and more
advocacy-oriented instructors did show an
increase in moral perception scores (see Table
3) approximately equivalent to replacing a
neutral quality in the outer ring of the “target
board” measure with a moral virtue or moving
a virtue one ring closer to the center (represent-
ing the most central qualities of one’s identity).
This change, however, was not found to be sta-
tistically significant. A possible explanation
for the lack of significant change in self-con-
cept, despite significant changes in perceived
virtuous qualities, is that the self-concept mea-
sure asked participants to choose only the ten
qualities most central to their identities. So
changes in less-central virtues would not be
detected by this measure. Another explanation
may be that identity tends to be fairly stable
over time and thus cannot be expected to
change in easily measurable ways over the
course of one academic term. In a K—12 set-
ting, in which students typically remain with
the same instructor for the entire academic
year—and, in the case of the elementary
grades, for the better part of the day—teachers’
impact on students’ identities may be more
dramatic.

Downloaded from ftp.nowpublishers.com/jced/article-pdf/17/1/37/11629185/jced-06-2021-0004en.pdf by guest on 10 October 2026



Examining the Effects of Instructor Advocacy or Neutrality on Students’ Moral Development 55

Implications for educators

The implications of our study, if any, for
university-level ethics instructors’ pedagogical
methods will depend upon the instructors’
goals for their courses. As we noted earlier, we
did not study educational outcomes of advo-
cacy versus neutrality; we measured only
moral self-concept, endorsement of ethical
theories, and self-reported behaviors.> The
main differences between students of strong
advocates and students of more neutral instruc-
tors in our results seemed to favor advocacy: as
defenders of advocacy in ethics education
would likely expect, students of strong advo-
cates (a) perceived themselves to have grown
in virtue while other students evaluated them-
selves as having decreased in virtue and (b)
showed a stronger tendency to favor more
defensible ethical theories over less defensible
ones, and (unlike students of more neutral
instructors) (c) reported no decrease in ethical
behaviors. If, as (b) may seem to imply, critics
of neutrality in ethics education are correct in
claiming that it promotes ethical relativism,
agnosticism, and/or a bystander approach to
civic engagement (Ammon, 1992; Besong,
2016; Bomstad, 1995; Hanson, 1996; Hey-
back, 2014), then educators aiming to avoid
such outcomes may do well to embrace advo-
cacy.6 As already discussed, however, these
results are subject to interpretation: perhaps
students of more neutral instructors have
become more honest or realistic, which would
provide an alternative explanation for results
(a) and (c). We were of course unable to mea-
sure whether the students of advocates really
became more virtuous or better-behaved than
students of more neutral instructors; we only
know that they perceived themselves to have
increased in several moral virtues and not to
have decreased in ethical behaviors. We turn
now to this and other limitations of our results.

Limitations of Our Study

The content of our study is obviously lim-
ited in that we didn’t measure every variable

that may be considered relevant to the question
of student effects of advocacy versus neutrality
in ethics instruction. As noted just above, we
measured only self-perceptions rather than
other sources of information such as observed
behaviors, the perceptions of peers, or educa-
tional outcomes.” We also did not measure
perceptions of every possible moral virtue, and
we did not directly address moral vice. These
content-related limitations open up many inter-
esting areas for further investigation, which
are discussed in more detail in the next subsec-
tion of this article.

Some of the self-perceived virtues we
attempted to measure yielded low consistency
in participants’ responses (with individual par-
ticipants rating themselves very differently
with respect to various questions that were
supposed to address the same virtue). This
problem points to a second main limitation in
our study: our measures are, for the most part,
newly developed and their reliability hasn’t
been independently verified. Our results often
pointed to ways we might fine-tune our mea-
sures for future use, and we look forward to
doing so.

A third main limitation of our study relates
to sample size. While we had hundreds of stu-
dent participants, we had only six instructor
participants: two strong advocates and four
who identified themselves as more neutral in
pedagogical style. Given the small size of our
instructor sample, we cannot completely rule
out the possibility that the differences in stu-
dent groups’ results stems from instructor dif-
ferences unrelated to neutrality versus
advocacy. We think we’ve done all we reason-
ably could do at this point to minimize it, how-
ever: as discussed in the Results section, we
made sure the two instructor groups were sim-
ilar in terms of course goals, readings, and
assignments; self-described teaching style;
number of times having taught the course;
number of years teaching; instructor’s rating of
students’ academic strength, talkativeness, and
interest in subject matter; and number of stu-
dents in their classes. Further steps one might
take to isolate the effects of advocacy versus
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neutrality might include obtaining a larger
sample of instructors or looking at data other
than self-reports (e.g., student evaluations or
researchers’ observations). We hope to do at
least the first of those in future studies.

Future Directions and Conclusion

As mentioned earlier in this section, there
are a few ways in which our methods could be
adjusted to further address our present research
questions. A larger sample size would increase
our confidence that we have isolated our inde-
pendent variable of advocacy versus neutral-
ity. Further, it would be beneficial to replicate
our study in universities of various sizes,
regions, and affiliations® and in secondary
schools. It might also be helpful to ask instruc-
tor participants to list (or select from our list)
the philosophical theories that they explicitly
address in their courses.

There are many directions in which our
study might be built upon. It would be interest-
ing to see the effects of advocacy versus neu-
trality in instruction on other aspects of moral
development such as moral reasoning (on
which the more neutral Kohlbergian approach
focuses [see Kohlberg 1976, 1984]), sensitiv-
ity to morally relevant features of situations, or
empathy. Educational researchers might also
want to investigate educational outcomes of
advocacy versus neutrality; that sort of
research might be more easily carried out
among K—12 instructors, who tend to have
more similarities among themselves in instruc-
tional materials and goals.

Another possible direction in which to take
our research would be longitudinal: one could
study the longer term effects of advocacy
versus neutrality, perhaps even in multiple
ethics-related courses, on student moral devel-
opment. For example, participants might take
the pretest as incoming first-year students and
the posttest as graduating seniors.

Further, one might study the effects of neu-
trality versus advocacy in comparison (and
possible combination) with other variations in
pedagogical style or course design. For exam-
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ple, do the perceived increases in virtue also
result from pedagogies such as service-learn-
ing? If so, does combining advocacy with
these pedagogies compound the increase?
Does combining neutrality with the pedago-
gies reduce or eliminate the increase?

As we noted at the beginning of this article,
despite longstanding debate regarding the rela-
tive merits of neutrality and advocacy in ethics
instruction, there has not been any empirical
research on the effects of these pedagogical
methods on students’ moral development.
While our research project represents a signif-
icant step toward closing this large gap in the
literature, much work remains to be done. It is
our hope that psychological and educational
researchers, together with instructors of philo-
sophical ethics, will continue to investigate
systematically the effects of these and other
pedagogies on students’ learning and their
moral lives.

NOTES

'We use “ethics” and “morals” interchangeably,
given that they have the same meaning and differ
only in their root of origin (“ethic” from Greek,
“moral” from Latin).

2According to Kohlberg’s theory (1984), moral
reasoning progresses through a series of six sequen-
tial stages. The “higher” stages are considered to be
more cognitively advanced than the “lower stages”
and, hence, deemed more developmentally desir-
able.

3t is important to note that our student outcome
variables were more psychological than educational
in nature; thus, our research questions do not neces-
sarily address the educational effectiveness of the
courses or of the participating instructors in our
study.

‘We originally included scales assessing several
other virtues, including self-perceived temperance,
justice, trustworthiness, and friendliness. However,
the internal consistency (i.e., Cronbach alphas) of
each of these scales was so low that we decided to
not include them.

>Our measures are psychological, not educa-
tional outcomes; it does not speak to the educational
effectiveness or ineffectiveness of the course
instructors or their pedagogical styles.
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®An anonymous reviewer suggested that such
advocacy could be accomplished via curriculum
design and tailored to the institution’s mission.
While we are not opposed to such an approach, we
do not see it as a replacement for a broader exposure
to philosophical ethics.

7As we mentioned in the Method section, our
measures and hence our results are psychological
rather than educational in nature. None of our
results or measures addresses the educational effec-
tiveness of the instructors or their teaching styles.

8As we noted above, our study was conducted at
a midsize Catholic university in the Midwest.
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