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Abstract 

Values clarificati oni st such as Sydney Simon have argued that their method of 
moral education avoids any indoc trinative practi ces and hence is a fully suffi­
cient program of moral education. Contrary to such claims however, it seems 
evident that values clarifi cation suffers from two defic iencies. First , values 
clarificationi sts claim th at their program is free of mora l doctrine in wh ich case I 
argue the program fa ils as a program of m or11/ educati on. Second . there is good 
reason to conclude that values clarification en tail s a committment to moral 
doctrine and a similar commitment to indoctrinati vc practi ces. 

Simon, Indoctrination and Ethical Relativism 

It is thi s author ' s contention that for any educational program to be leg itimately characte­
rized as a program of moral education it must give due consideration to the use of intellectual 
skill s for problem solving and must foc us on problems with immediate moral consequences. 
For example , trying to decide whether to buy a Lincoln or a Yolkswagon is unlikely to have 
immediate moral consequences whereas a decision to use corporal punishment when 
disciplining a child does always have immediate moral significance. Buying the Lincoln 
rather than the Yolkswagon may have some small impact on the economy and ifwe trace the 
effects of our choice far enough we may find that our deci sion will have significant impact 
on the quality of life experienced by some human being. If we were to make such a 
discovery then we would have to admit that our action did have moral consequence . 
However, because the likelihood of such an event is relatively small and the investigation 
required to determine whether or not such moral consequences ex ist, consideration of such 
decisions is too unwieldy to be given the necessary sophisticated treatment by primary 
school children , - and perhaps even by secondary school age children. 

Sydney Simon and his associates seem wholly unaware of the necessary roles of reason 
and immediate moral consequence in developing their programs of values clarification. The 
consequence of their neglect is that their programs are either severely indoctrinative or 
morally, pedagogically and cognitively deficient. 

Consider the following proposals Simon, e t. al. , offer as constitutive of a program of 
moral education. Simon explains that , 

. an adult who would help children develop values would be advised to: 

I. Encourage children to make choices, and to make them freely . 

2. Help them discover and examine avail able alternat ives when faced with choices 

3. Help children weigh alternatives thoughtfully, reflecting on the consequences of each 

4 . Encourage children to consider what it is they prize and cherish 

5 . Give them opportunities to make publ ic affirmation of their choices 
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6. Encourage them to act , believe , live in accordance with their choices 

7. Help them to examine repeated behaviors or patterns in their life 

If matters of morality were no more than a matter of taste then while we might observe 
that Simon is guilty of several trivialities (for example, it seems only trivially true to say that 
one must make a choice freely since it is evident that the term choice entails that some degree 
of freedom must necessarily be present) what he says seems true enough, at least in some 
general sense. For example, if one is concerned that children identify a soft drink which they 
find most pleasing, then it seems there is little more one can do than arrange for children to 
taste a wide variety of soft drinks, ask them to recall the sensations the experienced when 
sampling the different drinks , and , subsequently, name that drink which affords the most 
pleasant sensation. To insure that one is adhering closely to the criteria suggested by Simon , 
et. al., one might even ask the children to consider whether or not they had a tendency to 
purchase a particular soft drink in the past and whether or not, given their recent testing of 
various soft drinks , they intend to continue purchasing a particular soft drink in the future. 
One can readily see that in such situations there is little else the teacher can do other than 
follow the advice pertaining to values clarification offered by Simon and his colleagues 
since in such matters of valuing, that is matters concerning personal taste, there is little that 
can in any sense be publically justified, at least according to any recognized canons of 
rigorous argument. however, if we are concerned with values that one may in some sense 
justify or show to be unjustified, if we are concerned at times that children do something 
other than identify preferences, then something more is required . For example, even the 
Marquis de Sade, who speaking through the character Count de Bressac in the novel 
Justine , argues that any decision to ' ' avoid the destruction of one 's fellow ,'' any principle of 
morality, any supposed moral virtue is solely a product of human imagination . 2 In other 
words, even the notorious de Sade, a man who claims that we simply ought to act on our 
most primitive inclinations, believes that such a claim can and should be supported through 
careful and deliberate argument. That is, the Marquis, by his very attempt to argue the 
validity of his claim demonstrates the point that he believes moral claims as well as claims 
about morality can be shown to be either justified or unjustified. Claims about one's favorite 
color cannot be shown to be either justified or unjustified--though admittedly claims about 
color statements can be . Hence, if the question under consideration is not simply a matter of 
taste, then children must learn how one goes about justifying a commitment to one value as 
opposed to all others. 

In learning how one justifies a commitment to a particular value , as in the case of moral 
values, one must first accept a system of rationality by which the merits of such argument 
can be evaluated. Since there is no evidence that innate to man are a number of systems of 
rationality each appropriate to a form of discourse descriptive of a dimension of human 
activity, we can only conclude that man must learn the appropriate system of rationality 
before asserting the legitimacy of a particular claim. 3 Thus, before one can "justify" a 
commitment to a particular moral value he must first learn the' ' scope of some one particular 
logical system. " 4 

In discussing this same point John Wilson rightly observes that general discussion about 
one's desires, inclinations and objects of value may be quite useful , if only as an initial 
stimulus to more serious discussion . More importantly, however, is Wilson's further 
observation that, 



The Journal of Educational Thought. Vol . 15, No. 3. December 1981 189 

. . . it is plain that they (the proponents of a "values clarificat ion'' approach) are . to say the least. ex tremely 
hesi tant in applying any principles of reason - anything li ke a methodology ... pupils need to be shown how 
to do the subject; how to deal with the questions; what counts as a reason and what docs not. Without thi s, any 
discuss ion or 'clarification ' becomes no more than an auti stic talking shop in which anything goes. 5 

If teachers are simply concerned with awakening children to the ir psychological and 
physiological inclinations , Simon 's procedures may well be adeq uate. 6 If, on the other 
hand, contra-Simon, there are values to which one can subscribe and do so in such a way that 
commitments may be either justified or unjustified , then a novice must be specifically 
introduced to those intellective practices appropriate to such justifications . In short , Simon 
denies, or at least neglects , the idea that moral values may be either justified or unjustified. 7 . 

Consequently , Simon fails to distinguish any specifically intellective traits as essential in 
any moral valuing . 

Simon discusses only in a very general sense, a number of psychological traits as being 
fundamental aims of a program of moral education. That is , Simon is concerned only with 
the student's inclination to value, not with any traits or habits of mind that enable the student 
to explain why they or any one should prefer one value over another. In other words , 
Simon' s refusal to identify certain specific intellective traits as fundamental to a program of 
moral education suggests that he hasn't recognized the merit of activities which contribute 
to the child's cognitive development in moral matters . Any program of moral education 
must not only foster in the student the development of specific intellective and psycholo­
gical traits, but more specifically a program of moral education must aim at the development 
of a person who cares about truth as opposed to falsehood in matters of morality and 
subsequently acts accordingly . Admittedly , to care about anything whatsoever is a disposi­
tion wholly psychological in nature. However, to care about matters of truth entails that one 
have in mind some criterion by which truth can be distinguished from falsehood. Such a 
criterion is not itself an impulse, such as, for example, one 's repulsion from cruel deeds . 
Rather a criterion of truth is a product of deliberation and reflection such that one might, for 
example, explain to another, that is, that one is consequently able to give reasons in support 
of a claim that one deed "fits" a situation better than some other. 

Since Simon and his colleagues neglect the development of intellective traits in students, 
it follows that they have failed to give due consideration to the idea that a program of moral 
education must aim at the development of individuals who care about distinguishing 
between truth and falsehood in matters of morality. Certainly , before a person can be said to 
care about matters of truth in morality he must have in mind some relatively definite notion 
about what sort of thing truth is. Without raising complex epistemologica l issues concern­
ing the nature of truth much less the nature of truth in matters of morality , let it suffice to say 
that since a "caring about" must be a caring about something, the not ion of truth exists in 
one's mind in a form distinct from one's caring to apprehend its nature in any one particular 
situation. In any case, to ignore completely, as. Simon does , the nature of the object of a 
psychological disposition such as a "caring about" precludes one from making any sort of 
serious claim that one can attend to the bringing about of such a disposition on the part of 
one's students. Thus, since Simon and hi s associates refuse to consider the logical structure 
of moral claims, that is, the stuff of moral truths, their arguments , to the effect that their 
program of moral education can serve as a means for bringing about student 's concern 
regarding moral values and hence action in accord with such val ues, becomes vacuous . 

To argue that a set of methodologies is appropriate to a program of moral education is to 
suggest that such methodologies contribute to the bringing about of a moral person. To 
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assess whether or not the methodologies of value clarificationists contribute to the develop­
ment of a moral person, one must first determine what sort of thing value clarificationists 
believe a moral person to be. Having determined what a moral person is and/or what value 
clarificationists take a moral person to be , one can then inquire into whether any of the 
proposed methodologies fail to contribute to or even frustrate the development of a moral 
person . 

As noted above, values clarificationists fail to give due consideration to the intellective 
characteristics of a moral person. Certain intellective characteristics, namely tendencies 
toward serious deliberation and reflection by means of specific skills of analysis and 
argumentation , are essential to one we ordinarily describe as a moral person. Thus , 
whatever counts as a moral person in an ordinary language sense is presumably not the sort 
of thing a fellow such as Simon has in mind when using the same express ion. In fact, the 
notion of a moral person seems conspicuously absent from the writings of the value 
clarificationists. The sole notion that figures in as a primary factor in the work of the value 
clarificationists centers around some loose notion that people ought to do things because it is 
clearly their desire to do those things rather than some others. 8 At one point Professors 
Sydney Simon, Leland Howe and Howard Kirchenbaum, in a book prescribing to teachers 
seventy-nine strategies for bringing about values clarification on the part of student 
participants, declare rather simplistically, 

This is a confusing world to live in. At every turn we are forced to make choices about how to live our lives. 
Ideally , our choices will be made on the basis of the values we hold . 9 

Simon, Howe and Kirchenbaum ask not that one's choices be predicated upon carefully 
formed arguments, but only that we choose to act in accord with that which we prize. An 
advocate of the value clarificationist approach might respond by noting that they do ask that 
children consider the consequences of their acts as well as various alternatives to such 
acts. 10 But again, as noted above, what is conspicuously absent from the writings of value 
clarificationists is any discussion as to how one weighs relevant alternatives and what 
counts as good argument and analysis . Certainly, as Wilson points out the position of the 
values clarificationists suggest that we can, " . .. only 'clarify' the 'values' of say Hitler or 
Ginghis Khan, not subject them to criteria of rationality ." 11 Once again, lest one think that 
either Wilson or myself have been to one-sided in our respective treatments of the values 
clarificationists in this regard , it should be pointed out that in another book titled Values and 
Teaching, Professors Simon, Raths, and Harmin do comment at one point that "values 
should be chosen after due reflection." 12 However , rather than discuss what constitutes 
"due reflection" the authors simply describe six other characteristics of prizing one object or 
practice among others as well as what counts as acting in accord with such identifications . 
Time and again through the writings of Simon and his colleagues one finds passages that are 
no more informative about the intellective characteristics of a moral person than is sug­
gested by the following summary, 

.. . it [values clarification] is based on the idea that values are personal things if they exist at all, that they 
cannot be personal until they are freely accepted , and that they cannot be of much significance if they do not 
penetrate the living of the person who holds them . 13 

In other words, the authors do no more in this characteristically obscure passage than 
once again assert the trivial truth that an individual must "truly" prize what he values. 

One further consequence of attributing to the idea of a moral person no other characteris­
tic than that the individual must freely choose his values is that despite the frequent 
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enumeration of teaching strategies, such as choosing among alternatives, ordering prefer­
ences and re-ordering preferences in response to changing situations, the methodology of 
the values clarificationists amounts to little more than eliciting from students pronounce­
ments regarding their personal preferences. 14 Yet if students are to experience some 
genuine sense of control over the pronouncements they make public regarding the objects 
and practices they favor, some attention must be paid to the cognitive prerequisites , namely, 
the logical structure of moral argument that results in their making such claims . To have a 
sense of control over the claims one makes public is to be in possess ion of some convention­
al rationale to which one may refer in justifying one's claims. 15 Simply to ask provocative 
questions, request students make autobiographical observations, or to have students con­
struct scales of valuation, does not insure that students will develop confidence and some 
sense of control over the claims they make public . Without an environment that promotes 
sustained attention to the intellective traits and skill s of deliberation and reflection , rigorous 
analysis and argumentation, the human being is cloistered in an environment where he or 
she is treated as no more than a purely sensuous organism. As Hare rightly notes, "We 
perceive a difference in the class of the case; but we decide whether this difference justifies 
us treating it as exceptional. " 16 In other words, it is one thing to experience a sensuous 
response to an object or state of affairs. It is quite another to be able to discuss how or why 
such responses are relevant to our lives . And having determined how or why differences in 
objects or states of affairs are relevant to our lives, it is again quite another problem to 
determine what responses are appropriate in such instances. Consequently , the value 
clarificationist approach not only fa ils to contribute minimally to the development of a 
moral person , but certainly a strong case could be made arguing that close adherence to 
values clarificationist methodology could frustrate the development of a moral person . 

For example, in the analogous case of bringing about the development in a person of 
creative behavior, Robin Barrows argues that to foster an environment in which no 
restraints exist can easily eventuate in a si tuation where no one learns how to be creative in 
any one enterprise. For an individual to be creative, " ... it is logically necessary to 
introduce children to the standards of excellence that apply in various spheres as well as to 
promote a willingness to display originality." 17 Similarly, for a person to learn to think 
morally , that is, to formulate moral propositions and moral arguments, it is necessary that 
the person learn the standards of argument appropriate to that particular field of discourse. 18 

Too, restraints on individual expression, in the form of rules ororder , must also be enforced 
if we are to guarantee that all ideas receive equitable treatment in the public forum. 19 In 
short , only in an environment where orderly discussion can proceed , and the participants in 
the discuss ion are relatively familiar with the purpose as well as with the mechanics of 
making the discussion to , do the ideas discussed have an opportunity to be evaluated on their 
merits rather than on the personality and polemical skills of those who espouse the various 
claims . Value clarificationist 's failure to attend to the purpose and mechanics of moral 
argument, and their tendency to focus exclusively on the enthusiasm with which a person 
may espouse a particular idea more often than not may result in a situation where the 
individual student is unable to identify his or her moral claim as being more reasonable than 
any of its competitors. 

Finally, although Simon, is perha~s most secure in asserting that his program of moral 
education is free of indoctrination ,2 however, his claim, if true, violates the principles 
noted above that moral education ought to focus on problems hav ing immediate moral 
consequences . To identify what counts as a moral consequence requires that a person have 
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some criteria to determine the occasion of such consequences. Such criteria obviously 
suggests there are occasions when one can act either in a morally appropriate or a morally 
inappropriate way . On the other hand , if Simon has erred in issuing hi s disclaimer regarding 
any indoctrinative aspect in the values clarification approach to moral education, then 
Simon not only indoctrinates his students, but a distinct moral theory can be identified as the 
implicit object of Simon's program. 

To indoctrinate a person is to cause that person to subscribe to certain beliefs or doctrine 
even though the individual is unable to provide any sort of justification for his convictions. 21 

Simon himself admits children must be initiated into the values clarification process. 22 

Presumably one must initiate children into the values clarification process because the 
activity is not inherent in natural human development. In short , Simon wants children to 
become committed to the search for those objects and practices they find genuinely 
pleasing . Nowhere in Simon 's writings or in the writings of other value clarificationists 
does one find any attempt to justify such a commitment. Granted Simon does say at times 
such things as "I get a rush of genuine pleasure when I think of how people who know who 
they are alive live:' 23 however , Simon 's testimony to such a personal experience does little 
to justify the claim that one ought generally to value situations where people know what they 
like and strive to bring it about. On other occasions Simon and his colleagues state more 
directly that, "The intent of this process is to help children clarify for themselves what they 
value. This ... is based on a conception of democracy that says persons can learn to make 
their own decision . "24 Although the authors do not go on to elaborate on the ethical 
principles upon which a social political structure such as a democracy may be predicated, I 
take it that they have in mind a situation where everyone is free to seek out whatever it is they 
may truly value. 

The social-political situation suggested by the value clarificationists is actually one of 
general anarchy. Robert Paul Wolff al so argues that a genuine democracy ought to strive for 
a form of anarchy , one, however, that adheres to at least some form of moderate restraint. 
For example, Wolff warns that democracy in the form of a moderate anarchy must be 
subject to certain restraints to prevent a situation where a tyrannical majority begins to inflict 
its will upon an unwilling and defenseless minority. 25 Wolff goes on to note that one of the 
essential restraints upon a moderate anarchy is a commitment on the part of its citizens to a 
Kantian sense of responsibility and morality. 26 In contrast , one finds conspicuously absent 
from the writings of the value clarificationists any attempt to justify why one ought to favor a 
condition of general anarchy. Nevertheless, there is no question that general anarchy is the 
condition sought after by the value clarificationists, a situation where everyone can learn to 
make decisions for themselves and act in accord with those decisions. 27 Consequently , 
given the value clarificationists' commitment to democracy in the form of general anarchy, 
it becomes clear as well that the values clarificationists have a similar though more 
fundamental commitment to the rather traditional moral theory of ethical egoism. In short, 
the specific moral theory implicit in the writings of the value clarificationists is that 
determination of the right action or the right practice cannot be demonstrated by reference to 
any abstract principle, or process of argument, rather the rightness of any action or practice 
comes about solely because the agent prefers that action or practice to any alternative . 

It will be recalled that the value clarificationists ' position suggest that children do not 
naturally develop a propensity for the process of value clarification . Rather, educators are 
counseled in the use of numerous strategies for initiating children into the process. given the 
ethical egoism of the value clarificationists, a position which precludes an argument or 
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reference to abstract principles to justify a moral position, what better way could one go 
about causing children to adopt an ethical egoist position than to adopt the strategies of the 
values clarificationist? 

In discussing the moral question of blame , Simon and his associates declare to teachers, 
"Never let the discussion get into a win-lose confrontation . There really is no right 
answer. "28 In session after sess ion the value clarification approach demands of the teacher 
that each value be treated as equally worthwhile if truly preferred by the student. Certainly 
there could be no more effective procedure for causing a child to adopt an ethical egoist 
position , that is, to conclude that every moral value is equally legitimate if preferred by at 
least one human being. That children are caused to adopt the ethical egoist position, even 
though unable to provide justification for such a conviction , is a natural consequence of the 
fact that children are never asked to consider the mechanics of argument. Furthermore the 
values clarificationists ' never attempt to raise the question of the poss ible fallaciousness of 
the ethical egoist position itself. To cause children to accept a belief in ethical egoism, even 
though they are unable to provide justification for such a belief is paradigmatic of indoc­
trination . Thus, contrary to the explicit claim of Simon and his associates , their program is 
indoctrinati ve . 
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