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A Pneumatic Approach to Akrasia
If to do were as easy as to know what were good to do, chapels had been churches and poor men’s cottages princes’ palaces.  (Shakespeare: Portia in The Merchant of Venice, I.ii.12-14)

…Education may continue always to be a darkling plain where ignorant armies clash by night.  But I suppose one has to hope there will be voices who demand of education that it should help people to understand something of whence our lives come and whither they go. …People behave in response to what they think is the case. (Egan, 1997, p. 181)

There has been in recent years a renewed call for public schooling in Canada and the United States to provide moral education for its students.  Students, it is said, who don’t have the appropriate moral upbringing from their parents learn instead their morality from popular media, the virtues of which are in conflict with a healthy democratic society.  The moral fabric of our nation is coming undone, they say, and schools need to mend it.  But how?

Today there is no end to the number of thinkers and writers who have expounded for us list upon list of virtuous general principles.  But of course, we have always had the knowledge of what is right.  The trouble isn’t our knowledge, but our disposition or motivation to act on that knowledge.  What Euripides means when he says “We know and understand the nature of what is noble, but we do not bring it to completion” (Hippolytus 381), Aristotle encapsulates in the word akrasia—“bad mixture”.  The bad mixture is that of virtuous knowledge and selfish desires, and the fact that our selfish desires often motivate us more strongly than our moral reasoning.  What then can motivate a person to control his or her selfish desires and act virtuously?  Well, for a great many people in the world, personal religious faith provides just such a motivating force; indeed, I am hard-pressed to think of a greater motivating factor than religion.  By religion, I am referring to belief systems in which human beings are viewed as having an existence and purpose beyond the lives and places in which we presently find ourselves. 

Now the reasons for which religion finds virtually no place in public school life or curriculum is undoubtedly complex, and beyond the scope of this paper to address.  But that this is so is undeniable. Because of the historical separation of Church and State, and because of (sometimes quite justifiable) fears of the indoctrination or over-privileging of particular religions (or Religion itself, as opposed to, say, secular humanism), religion has been all but erased from the curriculum of Western public education systems.  It is, I think, a very recent phenomenon in the span of human history that human beings as personae sine animis has been a legitimate grounding for social policies.  (To be fair, perhaps it isn’t that policy makers assume that people are without spirits, but rather that the presence or absence of a spirit is inconsequential for those policies.) Even today, this view of humanity is a luxury enjoyed by a very few people of privilege, most of whom live in Western Europe, Canada, and the USA.  The irony is, however, that the societies which govern these very same school systems are, to greater and lesser degrees, pluralist democracies.  Now the principle of pluralism is the sharing and valuing of many voices.  What we have before us, however, is the education system of a pluralist democracy saying, in effect, those voices which see human beings as having spirits, as well as intellects and bodies, are not to be heard; only the physical and the mental are to be considered of educative value.

  This paper proposes, not an addition to the subject matter in students’ timetables, but a shift in the understanding of the nature of our students and the purposes of our curriculum.  It suggests an openness to divergent ontologies and a humble acknowledgement of the contingent authority of current “knowledge”.  In what follows, I will try to outline why there is a modern imperative for such a shift in thinking, and the historical shifts in moral philosophy that have led to our present understanding.  I will explore the nature and role of religion as it pertains to interests of public schooling, as put forward here.  Finally, I shall try to make some practical suggestions for moral education in schools.  I will suggest that if, as educators and citizens, we want students to act morally when it counts, we are going to have to allow for the possibility that they, and those around them, are more than just-so-many kilos of stuff.  

The Modern(ism) Imperative

Now this understanding of people has not been the guiding principle by which educators, politicians, and parents have lately conceived of public education.  For many, education is the utilitarian means toward prosperity, whether personal or national, and we can see this trend emerging in this century.  The Aims and Philosophy of Education in BC, circa 1937, said that “Character…may be said to be the main objective of education. The school and its curriculum should be organized to achieve this end” (Malaspina Homeroom).  By 1954, character was no longer the main objective of education, but one of several: "The people of this Province have established schools for the primary purposes of developing that character of our young people, training them to be good citizens, and teaching them the fundamental skills of learning necessary for further education and adult life” (Malaspina Homeroom, my emphasis).  By 1996, character ceased to be seen at all as an aim of education, as evidenced by the School Act of that year: “…the purpose of the British Columbia school system is to enable all learners to develop their individual potential and to acquire the knowledge, skills and attitudes needed to contribute to a healthy, democratic and pluralistic society and a prosperous and sustainable economy…” (BC School Act, 1996).  Thus we can see quite a transformation of the perceived ends of education in a relatively short span of time.

It may be unfair to characterize the “moral” end of education in the past as actually being moral.  The educators of that day might have, for example, envisioned Residential Schools as providing a “moral” atmosphere for native students thought to be otherwise without any morality—a notion both absurd and horrifying to us today.  Or they may have envisioned character, while the telos of schooling, only as the means of maintaining the status quo, for a common element of past descriptors of morality is obedience.  It is important, in approaching the subject of moral education even generally, to remind ourselves that immoral means cannot lead to moral ends.  What I am proposing here is not a retrieval of means or of method but of purpose, that purpose being to “live well with and for others in just institutions” (Ricoeur, 1992).  I would suggest that if we are trying to prepare students to live well together, or model of moral education must be cooperative and dialogical.  The old model of authoritarian reward and punishment served to produce societies based on those principles, too.

Two of modernism’s foundational principles are instrumentalism and critical rationality.  This is “the kind of rationality we draw on when we calculate the most economical application of means to a given end” (Taylor, 1991, p. 5).  Indeed, some might ask how the world could even work without it, whether it ever has worked without it.  To be held accountable to persons is fickle, but to be held accountable to the principle of efficiency is fair, is it not?  Some might argue thus that instrumental reason is in fact a moral point of view!  But in fact instrumentalism as a philosophy governing schooling “undermines any and every attempt to establish a common morality…[in that]…the implied understanding of the person is diminished and mechanistic” (Conroy & Davis, 2000, p. 186).  Instrumentalism is a view which sees people as the means, not the end.  But of course this is a very different view from that of most religions.  Even Jesus addressed this instrumental view of people to the Pharisees in his day: “The Sabbath was made for man, and not man for the Sabbath” (Mark 2:27).  So here we have two competing views, one of which (instrumentalism) is given legitimacy in public schooling and one which is not.  Does this not seem like indoctrination?  Is this not the monological, authoritarian voice that liberal educators usually decry?  

“Radical critiques argue that critical rationality and its associated ideals constitute merely an alternative ideological position on a par with religious and spiritual traditions.  Critical rationality too must therefore be seen as ‘significantly controversial’: it cannot serve as an ‘Archimedean point’ from which other traditions can be understood, evaluated, and judged” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 366).

The simple fact is there are no simple facts.  “No common school is, or could aspire to be, value-neutral” (p. 367).  This isn’t to say that schools need to accommodate all of the different values and perspectives of its community, for that would be impossible.  But it is not impossible to teach students that there are different values and perspectives, and that the governing principles of the school could be very different—for better and worse—if a different approach were taken.  This comes back to what I mentioned above about the contingency of knowledge.  It is educating students, not about an underlying given to modern life, but about possibilities, about having to make difficult choices based on a number of competing virtues.

What is good about modern pluralism is precisely what makes moral education difficult: a variety of voices.  Educators who have viewed society as dialogical rather than monological have sought an educational model which “is broadly acceptable to a wide public and is compatible with…liberal democratic principles” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 364). But the idea of people as spiritual beings becomes complicated, for there are great—perhaps even oppositional—views on the nature of the spirit, which seem irreconcilable.  As such, 

“…current epistemology doesn’t recognize spirit.  And the reason that it doesn’t is clear.  Faculties for knowing presuppose realities they might know, and there is no general agreement today that spiritual realities exist, much less what they might be.  So accounts of knowing proceed without them”  (Smith, 1993, p. 17).

It is perhaps this sensitivity for “general agreement” that has allowed for “a global horizon of history without, as yet, a global consensus of values or common understanding of virtue” (Streng, 1993, p. 90).  In other words, we teach the general understandings of things upon which a (supposed) majority agrees, but we abstain from teaching the general understandings of things upon which a (supposed) majority disagrees.  But this disagreement is the general understanding, it is the way things are in our society.  What is it about disagreement that we fear for our children so?


The answer may again come back to ontology, and how we understand the nature of difference.  According to Streng (1993), there are two views of difference: that people are essentially the same, or that they are significantly different.  The essentialist view might best be summarized in the words of Barbara Duncan (1997): “Their philosophy is that educators need not be afraid to encourage certain character traits in their students because there are certain qualities such as honesty, courage, and so forth, which are desirable for everyone no matter what their cultural background” (p. 121).  Streng (1993), however, argues that unless we adopt the latter view, we are unlikely to hear the “other” voices of our pluralist society.  “Only by taking the present conflicts and differences seriously can we develop the character dispositions, the ‘virtues,’ including the intellectual and emotional skills, to handle the ‘otherness’ of other people” (Streng, 1993, p. 93).  Straughn, too, seems to support the view that difference is worth examining.  “Children cannot, then, learn to consider other people’s interests and feelings, without knowing quite a lot about how other people live, and how they view the world” (Straughn 87).  The fact is, living in a pluralist society, one cannot help but hear different points of view.   Why then is our modern liberal pluralist democracy so plagued by injustice and mistreatment?  It is because the children hearing the different “voices, some wise, some crazy, according to one’s point of view, which compete for their attention” (Hare, 1992, p. 140), perceive these different voices through the lenses of their own ignorant prejudices.  Our job is to make them “more conversant with the issue” (p. 140).

In terms of our model, however, we are short on referential examples.  What is unique and problematic in moral education today is the relatively unprecedented nature of the pluralist democracy.  At no time in history has a society been governed according to principles of plurality and universal dignity and inclusion.  I say principles, not practices.  But in the past it was never so; either you were Rome, or you were the provinces, and better for you if you weren’t the latter.  So while in the past cultural differences may have been tolerated, even incorporated, into the ruling nation, it was the ruling nation’s culture which was to be transmitted.  Though many people today look back to Socrates or Aristotle, we must keep in mind the cultural “horizon of significance” for these men.  

“Socrates knew that rational proof needed myth in order to be persuasive, even in his culture.  But the myth he appealed to was the myth of a common culture, whereas our students no longer have a common culture” (Rouner, 1993, p. 150).

Furthermore, beyond cultures connected by geography and time, we have a culture of age, which evolves through the media and often serves to separate generations within a culture, such that the commonly understood myths of parents and their children are often completely distinct.  As Hare (1992) argues, “…our environment is neither simple nor static (especially nowadays) and what were sound principles may be so no longer” (p. 142).  So why then should I look back through the history of moral thought, if our environment is so different?  Not for methods, not for precedents, but for ontologies.  We are trying, as best as we can from past thinkers, to determine what is the good life, what is the moral individual, and to then situate this understanding within our own modern horizon.

Brief History of Moral Thought and Education
In one sense, Socrates (via Plato) and Aristotle provide the foundation for a debate which continues among moral educators: the role and nature of knowledge. For Socrates, to know the good is to do the good, and to do wrong implies an improper understanding of goodness.  (Of course, this word “know” is tricky; the distinctions we make between knowledge and its applications were not so distinct for the ancients.  One Greek word for “understand” was hiemi, which has both the meaning of mental comprehension and pious action.)  Aristotle, in contrast, emphasizes the cultivation of a type of person through habits. “…Argument and teaching…are not powerful with all men, but the soul of the student must first have been cultivated, by means of habits, for noble joy and noble hatred, like earth which is to nourish the seed” (Nichomachean Ethics, 1179b25-30).  From these two philosophers come two modern conceptions of moral education: that virtues can be taught through adherence to principles, and that virtue is a function of dispositions created through practice and discipline.  The former conception has been increasingly criticized in recent years.

Education for the people of the post-Roman era and up to the Middle Ages was still, in many ways, an end unto itself, inasmuch as (for clergy) knowledge of metaphysics was thought ineluctable from spiritual maturity and understanding, and such knowledge (for aristocrats) formed the necessary habits of mind appropriate for the nobility.  But with the growth of the middle class in Medieval Europe, we can see education begin to alter, in some people’s minds, from an end to a means.  It becomes the mark of refinement which, bound with connection and money, allows for those of the middle class to marry into the nobility and improve their caste.  Such was the case for Geoffrey Chaucer, who “came from a well-to-do merchant family” and whose grand-daughter “Alice married as her third husband William de la Pole, Duke of Suffolk; their grandson John, Earl of Lincoln, was designated heir to the throne of his uncle, Richard III” (Benson, 1987, xvi).  

The growth of means-identification seems to shift, by the seventeenth century, from a means of access to a means of control.  Foucault (1977) describes, as the primary purpose of schooling, 

“the development, in the classical period,  of a new technique for taking charge of the time of individual existences; for regulating the relations of time, bodies and forces; for assuring an accumulation of duration; and for turning to ever-increased profit or use the movement of passing time” (p. 157).

It is during this period that Kant begins to propose his notion of ethics which “treats very general moral principles as the basis of living morally” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 342), and we can hear the echo of Plato in these words.


However, it is socialization which runs an empire.  Thus, in the Common School Amendment Ordinance, 1870 we read the following:

“It shall be the duty of the Teacher to maintain proper order and discipline, according to the authorized forms and regulations; punctually to observe the hours for opening and dismissing the School; to see that the exercises of the School are opened and closed each morning and evening, as hereinbefore recommended; and daily exert his best endeavours, by example and precept, to impress upon the minds of the pupils the principles and morals of the Christian Religion, especially those virtues of piety, truth, patriotism, and humanity, which are the basis of law and freedom, and the cement and ornament of society.”

It was for this reason that in 1851 James Douglas, then governor of Vancouver island recommended “the establishment of one or two elementary schools in the Colony to give a proper moral and religious training to the children of settlers who are at present growing up in ignorance, and in utter neglect of all their duties to God and to Society...” (Letter to Archibald Barclay, Malaspina Homeroom).  Moral ignorance, it was supposed, was due to lack of formal instruction in general principles.

According to the Putnam-Weir report of 1925, it was “‘commonly asserted’ there was a desire for the implementation of some form of religious and character training in public schools because Sunday School programs and agendas were proving to be ‘wholly insufficient’ in this regard” (Bible Study, Malaspina Homeroom), though it in fact took another fifteen years to introduce the first Bible Study course, as sectarian divisions provided a barrier to common curriculum.  It was, it seems, the unease of World War II that got people to rally behind the Bible Study program.  The basic premise of this program of inculcation has its roots once again in Socrates and Plato: knowledge of the good leads to moral behaviour.  

But other ideas were being put forward at this time too.  Bertrand Russell (1926) suggested that “Happiness in childhood is absolutely necessary to the production of the best type of human being,” (41) and that “the building up of character…should be mainly a matter for the earlier years” (239)—“by the age of six” (239).  This isn’t a very helpful or hopeful view for public educators, though it has been asked whether we would “recognize ‘moral disability’ as a new label” (Robertson, 1998, p. 3) in the same way McDermott (1993) theorizes the social construction of Learning Disabilities.  Instead, moral education programs have more typically been influenced by Kohlbergian moral dilemmas, and Piaget’s developmental theory.  However, often

“students want to know more about the characters and settings, and they become frustrated…with so little knowledge of the characters…[and] these requests for more information have been used to challenge the reasonableness of treating moral problems like geometry problems” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 354).

In spite of these criticisms, this type of disaffected application of general moral principles to moral dilemmas is what composes the typical “character training” program (Robenstine, 1998, p. 6), and in many ways such programs continue to envision moral children as a means to a productive and prosperous citizenry.

Religion


Now it must be carefully stated, when I propose the inclusion of instruction in or about religious matters in public schools, I do not envision a “retrieval” of religious or moral precepts which have somehow been subverted by secularist or corporatist agendas.  Rather, the retrieval is only that of the person as telos, the person as a spirit-engendered creature whose primary worth is the fact of his or her existence.  We might argue about how far back such a retrieval would actually have to go to find such a notion of persons, but I think it is fair to say that there was a time, and indeed still is for many people, when this conception of people was taken to be a given.  I do not suggest it be presented as such in schools today, only that it be given a place next to its alternative.

What must first be addressed to those who would exclude religious considerations from public schools is Canada’s pluralist nature.  Religion is part of the “horizons of significance” (Taylor, 1991, p. 66) of Canadian society.  Pluralism presumes religion (and gender, and ethnicity, and class) and differences therein (see Blake et al., 2003, p. 364).  Further, the Canadian Charter of Rights and Freedoms guarantees both freedom of religion (2a) and freedom of belief (2b).  “And such freedom can be realized only when the education of the young makes them intelligent about religion and predisposes them toward a positive appraisal of its resources” (Johnson, 1940, p. 183).  What we have instead is a mingling of cultures in Canada breeding—rather than an expansion of horizons—ignorance, stereotyping, and a retreat into the safety of one’s own “kind”.  This inhibits 

“the range of perspectives in the light of which they may shape their lives.  In addition, students may be left vulnerable to unthinking prejudices of various kinds about religious and spiritual matters and to the widely recognized dangers of religious or spiritual cults and movements” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 362).

So it would seem that some study in religion can act not only as a window into other ontologies, but also as a bulwark to religious movements which would seek control over students’ lives.

There are further, perhaps even more important, reasons for introducing religion to public school students.  One of the primary reasons for saying so is religion’s motivational force in believers.  It is an 

“undeniable fact that religious beliefs are capable of exerting a powerful influence upon how one feels and behaves towards other people, not simply because of the divine sanctions which may motivate some believers, but also because of the distinctive view which a religion may convey of what man is” (Straughn, 1989, pp. 87-88, original emphasis).

What we believe we are as people will govern, in large measure, how we behave, for “Virtue is grounded in claims about ultimate reality” (Streng, 1993, p. 94).  It is interesting to note the study by Bryk et al. (1993, cited in Blake et al.) which concluded that “Contemporary Catholic schools in the United States…have been shown to be more effective in preparing their students for democratic citizenship than their public school counterparts” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 370), and it is reasonable to conclude that this is in some measure due to the robustness of and commitment to spiritual perspectives.  This doesn’t mean that these spiritual perspectives are only valuable or applicable to those who align themselves or identify with certain types of spiritual understanding.  Huston Smith (1993) claims that seeking spiritual insight is a universally human desire, that 

“consciously or unconsciously we all seek to overcome the separation between us and the God who is the true object of our desire, whether we envision that God as within us or without.  Happy or unhappy as the case may be, the ultimate object of our desire is to be joined to the Reality for which we were created” (p. 21). 

And what, argues Smith, is the point of trying to educate people’s spirits toward virtue if we don’t even think such spirits exist (p. 29)? 

Of course, some have said that this powerful influence is just the reason we need to keep religion out.  Such detractors have also argued that religion “should be sharply marked off from ‘education’ (say by use of the term ‘catechesis’) for the reason that properly educational influence should be epistemologically well grounded” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 371).  In contrast, others, notably Mohandas Gandhi, have argued that “we can call that education which reveals the qualities of spirit” (in Roy, 1984, p. 44).  But what critics are describing when they say that religion can be harmful for public school children is, really, the inadequate depth, and breadth, of understanding of religion.  Alexander Pope warns us of the dangers of “a little knowledge,” admonishing us instead to “Drink deep, or taste not the Pierian spring;/ There shallow draughts intoxicate the brain,/ And drinking largely sobers us again” (Pope, Essay on Criticism). Religion’s critics, fearing “shallow draughts,” have chosen to “taste not.”

Then again, even people who do identify with particular religions have reasons to wish the exclusion of religions from public schools.  For one thing, who will teach it?  Who would have the qualities needed to present different religions both fairly and passionately?  For another, “No one would be happy if religion were taught unless he was assured that the teacher was of his own religious persuasion” ( Brubacher, 1944, p. 85).  The fear of  proselytizing is common to those with and without religious adherence.  Furthermore, how well can we actually claim to teach religion fairly? To be fair, religion would have to be presented with the “same objective, empirical methods” ( Brubacher, 1944, p. 78) that other school subjects receive.  But no person who actually follows a religion understands it this way.  This kind of analysis of religion destroys the “affective tug” (Egan, 1997, p. 245) which characterizes religious persons.  

“…What students learn is everything they ever wanted to know about religion except why anyone would believe it.  …And eventually the material is no longer interesting; it is only curious.  And it is readily forgotten…” (Rouner, 1993, p. 151).

Finally, there are worries, by religious and non-religious persons alike, that fair treatment or mishandling of religions can give students “the impression that relativism in its various forms is an appropriate (or inevitable) perspective to take toward…spiritual domains” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 367).


That said, I maintain that religion in some capacity is a necessary component of education in our liberal democratic society.  “…A program that consciously excludes religious development of the person is not concerned with the whole person any more than a program that consciously excludes his aesthetic development would be” ( Brubacher, 1944, p. 98).  Some might argue that aesthetics, too, have gone the way of the dodo in public schools.  This is all the more reason to encourage the appreciation of religious perspectives, as “a marker for a more humane education” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 365) in contrast to increasingly narrowed academic goals.  While we may disagree on much, there are “five interrelated strands that often characterize the spiritual domain” (pp. 359-360) which seem broad enough and inclusive enough for a public school’s understanding of “religion”.  They are: a search for meaning, the cultivation of “inner space” (i.e., prayer or meditation), manifestations of spirituality (i.e., self-control, hope, love, wisdom, etc.), responses to the world (i.e., awe, reverence), and a community of shared memory and meaning.  “Thought, goodness, and reality are thus seen to be connected” (Murdoch, 1992, p. 8).  So even though religion has been, and at times and in places continues to be, a means for control, it does not follow that religion should be banned entirely, but that, like something precious and valuable, it should be handled with proper care.  “The fact that a hammer can be used to break vases does not immediately suggest that we should ban hammers as vase-smashing instruments…” (Egan, 1997, p. 194), though it might be fair to look at someone’s vase collection before we hand them the hammer.

Some Implications/Applications for BC Schools
Having presented—I hope more, rather than less, successfully—both the necessity for religion in public schools and the inherent dangers in such inclusion, the problem which remains is how to do it?  There is much we might wish changed about the public education system in BC, even without considering the dynamic shift the inclusion of religion would bring.  But as ideal conditions are the climate of Utopia—“no place”—I would like to suggest a few ways in which an exposure to religious thought might be realized in our present educational climate, and using current resources.  

Of course the most dynamic and powerful resource schools have available for students are teachers themselves.  Teachers’ interactions with students provide the “hidden curriculum”  (Peckenpaugh, 1977, p. 32) of moral education; as such, teachers should be concerned about their students’ attachments to them.  Character “is caught as much as taught.  It is caught by children from people who are important in their eyes and with whom they have an emotional bond” (p. 34).  Thus school administrators must seek out teachers who foster “the circumstances in which patience, accuracy, economy, elegance and style” (Oakshott, in Fuller, 1989, p. 62) can develop in their students by being people of patience, accuracy, economy, elegance and style.  It is the difference between the teacher as indoctrinator and the teacher as educator, and this difference lies in the aims of this teacher, either to have students think like her, or to have students consider thoughtfully with their own minds (Hare, 1992, p. 115).  In so doing, teachers can reshape the moral ethos of their schools, “influencing the morality of the group” (Hare, 1992, p. 127), and if such a group has virtue and care as its principles, students will be encouraged to conform to those principles.

Of course, Hare (1992)also points out that “‘Setting a good example’ by itself is no use at all” (127). So what might be done in the classroom?  Well, despite Rouner’s (1993) claim, via Illich and Gandhi, that the modern school is not a viable context for teaching virtue (p. 143), there are some things teachers can do in their classes beyond just setting a good example, which I will try to sketch briefly.

Emily Style (1988) suggests the selection of a variety of curricular materials which can act as windows into the experiences of other races/cultures, and mirrors of students’ own races/cultures; this could easily be extended to include religious and ontological perspectives as well.  One legacy of the British Empire is the fact that works of English Literature exist among non-British, non-Christian writers; we do not need to restrict the canon to those English writers lucky enough to have lived in the British Isles.  From poets, playwrights, essayists and novelists, we can “include significant exposure to other visions of the good” (Blake et al., 2003, p. 371).

Following Egan’s (1997) theory about kinds of understanding, I would encourage the use of stories and storytelling in the moral education program.  In particular, Egan recommends familiarizing students with “the great mythic or religious stories of the world, and particularly those of the child’s own culture and of the dominant culture(s) into which the child is growing” (p. 212).  Now these stories are not included simply to provide moral examples for children to follow, but can serve as the windows and mirrors already mentioned.  

Nel Noddings (2002) criticizes the use of stories in teaching character, noting “that the stories are often about heroes and, by definition, heroes are those who perform acts not expected of ordinary people” (214).  But the people who write stories are real people, and I would suggest a focus on the authors themselves to be a major component of the moral education program.  Focusing on the authors brings personal faith, integrity, and motivation closer to home for students than focusing on fictionalized characters.  This provides students with the “humanized knowledge” which Egan (1997) encourages.  “Everything we know is knowable through the lives of its inventors, discoverers, or users, and we can have access to that knowledge through the hopes, fears, or intentions that drove them” (p. 92).  How does William Blake’s pantheism inform his poetry?  How did Gandhi’s Hinduism influence his notions of justice for India?  What did Milton believe needed justifying?  

Opening up the lives of the authors themselves, and exposing their differing conceptions of the good,  allows students to develop what M. B. Wilkinson (2000) terms “moral imagination,” which is “the ability to imagine conceivable outcomes, with as much accuracy as possible” (100).  It is in envisioning what may happen or is likely to happen that the consequences of our actions become clearer to us; most thieves never imagine they’ll get caught.  While “literature awakens awareness of possibility” (103) it is going to be the lives of real people like the authors that will “connect the lifeworld of the classroom to the needs of the children in the wider communities they inhabit” (Conroy & Davis, 2000, p. 182).  It is hoped that using authors, rather than characters, as models not of moral people but as people engaged in “the reality of moral struggle” (Robenstine, 1998, p. 7), will help students to retrieve “the poetic and imaginative spirit as it manifests itself in a range of cultures, and the consequent drive to mature moral understanding through attending to and living with ambiguity” (p. 185, original emphasis). 

Now I have focused here largely upon literature, for that is the subject I teach.  But we needn’t be restricted to English Literature for the moral education program I am suggesting.  Again, following Egan (1997), what is history but the stories of people who were affected, motivated, and compelled by personal and social ontologies (p. 93)?  What is math but “the human purposes for which different forms of mathematics were developed” (p. 223)?  What is science, but “the surface rationalization of a metaphysical substratum of beliefs” (Heller [summarizing Goethe], 1959, p. 26)?  Even cooking classes can have lively discussions on moral thought, thanks in part to Martha Stewart.  And beyond the classes already offered, I would suggest that an elective course be offered in which the entire focus is ontology and metaphysics.  Barring this, however, we need to make all classrooms places where we can explore the “communal experience of being born, growing and dying” (Wilkinson, 2000, p. 106).

The classroom, though, is not enough; if the classroom can help us to discover motivations to act well, it is in extracurricular activities that we will be able to develop the habits of good character.  As Carr (1996) puts it, 

“no moral education which enabled young people to reason effectively to correct moral decisions or conclusions, but left them ill-equipped to act appropriately, could be considered entirely successful” (1).

The problem with a moral education program limited to the classroom is that virtue is not immediately quantifiable, and quantification is a bureaucratic demand upon education (Robenstine, 1998, p. 2).  What extracurricular activities offer is a safe and supportive environment in which to practice virtues; they, “to a greater or less extent, are co-operative activities; they therefore require, in all who participate in them, a standard of behaviour” (Hare, 1992, p.128).  While virtues may seem like “goods external” to classroom instruction, they are “goods internal” to the extracurricular activity (MacIntyre, 1981, p. 187ff).  Thus extracurricular activities are more likely, through the co-operative pursuit of a common goal, to foster the habits and dispositions of virtuous living—the “inclination to respond” (Noddings, 2002, p. 215)—than would the classroom alone. This is not to say that extra-curricular involvement is to be favoured in the moral education program, but rather that the classroom and it are to complement one another.  One cannot be considered “moral” if she is unaware that the habits inculcated in her are so; As Carr (1996) puts it, “virtues are principled dispositions” (5, my emphasis).  The club or team is there to teach students how, and the classroom to teach them why.  And the why, I would suggest, will be determined by what we think people are.

Conclusion

So the question throughout the ages has been how to foster the development of people who act consistently moral.  And the answer is, we can’t. Worsfold (1996) cries, “Akrasia is ineliminable!” (p. 1) because it is freely chosen (p.2), and there will always be some who choose wrongly.  While I have tried to suggest some methods for conceiving of and fostering moral principles and habits, “no teaching can guarantee such a result” (Straughan, 1989, p. 85).

But we can do better than we are doing, encouraging more young people to act in more beneficent ways more of the time.    We can provide opportunities for students to engage with other ontologies, with other conceptions of the good.  We can provide opportunities for students to develop co-operation and dignity through extracurricular participation. We can teach students that there are ways of understanding themselves and others as beings not only of mind and body, but of spirit; and we can model this in the way we treat them.  Even when we fail in the pursuit of these “lost causes…they keep us focused on the purpose we serve.  The fact that it never happens doesn’t mean it wasn’t right” (Rouner, 1993, p. 149). And it will happen, it has happened, not for all students, but for some; and we must always hope for more.

To realize this hope, however, we will have to eschew much of our instrumental understanding of schooling, and retrieve much that we have already eschewed, like the notion of spirit.  We will have to begin to look at students within the context of their whole lives.  We will have to move from the telos, the goal, of the public school, to the eschatos, the uttermost end, of us all.
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