
Ethics in school. From moral development to children’s conceptions of justice. 

Ylva Backman1, Liza Haglund, Anders Persson & Viktor Gardelli 

 

Introduction 

A main issue in Swedish school debate is the question of how to teach the student a 

common value system based on democracy and western humanism. (Läroplaner för det 

obligatoriska skolväsendet och de frivilliga skolformerna : Lpo 94 : Lpf 94, 1994) The 

debate is rather intense, to say the least. Not only is the premise that there exists one 

value system that we share a target for critique, but there is also the question of what 

value education is or could be (Orlenius, 2001). There is, as well, quite a body of research 

on children’s moral development, where many take as their departure the work of 

Lawrence Kohlberg (1981, 1984). However, there has been little or no attention on how 

the individual learner conceptualizes and makes meaning out of ethical issues. That is, 

descriptions of processes. In this paper we will present what we take to be urgent 

questions that need to be investigated against the background of prior research and 

practical work at Södra teatern (the Southern Theatre) in Stockholm, Sweden. 

 

Prior research and practical work 

For nine years in a row, Södra teatern has had as a main project to lead a practice on the 

subject of philosophy with children, with inspiration from e.g. Matthew Lipman (2003) 

and Malmhester and Ohlsson (1999). Several groups of youths in the age of nine to 

eighteen have regularly met to discuss philosophical thoughts and problems, which in a 

democratic manner are settled for discussion by the participants. Mainly, the dialogue 

subsists for approximately two hours and proceeds as follows: 1) in the opening phase of 

the dialogue each of the participants formulates one or two philosophical questions or 

propositions, 2) the questions are explained more thoroughly, collected and written down 

in front of all participants, 3) silent voting takes place, which settles what question is to 

be discussed, and 4) the chosen question are discussed in a manner where precise 

expression, explanations and arguments for philosophical positions are in focus. The 
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facilitator’s role and responsibility is mostly to stimulate the participants to explain their 

ideas, thoughts and arguments more precisely. This is often achieved by asking relevant 

questions to the participants, rather than by the facilitator telling his or her own view of 

the matter. This practice has been very successful in that the amount of participants and 

groups has increased. Both girls and boys in different ages have participated in the 

discussions. 

 

Today this philosophical practice has spread to the north of Sweden. In Backman’s pilot 

study (Backman, 2009) she has explored the development of children’s (7‐8 years old) 

ability to argue for different ethical positions in writing. Moreover, she has surveyed the 

role of pictures in children’s argumentation. This practice has been inspired by the 

tradition at Södra teatern, as well as the work by Lipman (2003), Haglund and Persson 

(2004), Haglund (2001), Børresen and Malmhester (2004), Juuso (2007), Costello (2000) 

and Malmhester and Ohlsson (1999). The practice was, however, customized to fit a 

regular school class in Luleå, Sweden, with very little experience of philosophical 

dialogue. A consequence of this was that the methods for philosophical discussion were 

customized and thus modified to fit into a regular school class environment. For instance, 

the dialogues were shortened but occurred more frequently (often two or three times a 

week), the groups included a different amount of pupils from time to time (occasionally 

only five and sometimes up to eighteen), and the forms of expression were more varied, 

in order to fit a large group of pupils in a lower age. Not only the methods for inquiry 

were different from the practice at Södra teatern, but also the role of the facilitator had to 

change, since the pupils were younger and less used to a philosophical dialogue. 

 

The means for expression were several during the study, such as writing, speaking and 

painting, and the methods included different sorts of means for initiating a dialogue, for 

instance written ethical and logical stories, verbal stories, logical riddles, question games, 

paintings and ethical and logical sound stories. The work was influenced by groundwork 

from several philosophical disciplines, such as ethics (Singer, 1994; Tännsjö, 2000), 

argumentation analysis (Björnsson, Kihlbom, Tersman, & Ullholm, 1994), logical 

thinking (Mårtensson, 1995; Prawitz, 2001) and semantics (Martinich, 2008; Naess, 



1992). During five weeks of philosophical work in the class the children were able to 

become acquainted with the notions of, for instance, “right”, “wrong”, “ought” 

“argument”, “why” and “because”, through verbal dialogue and discussion as well as 

through individual writing tasks.  

 

Results and conclusions 

In the very short period of five weeks, Backman (2009) has seen quite significant 

changes in the children’s ability to make, and argue for, ethical judgments in writing. The 

study was initiated by examining argumentative abilities of the pupils, focusing on the 

ability of expressing an ethical judgment and an argument for this ethical judgment in 

writing. In the final part of the study, the same abilities were examined in very similar 

circumstances, and the increase of expressed arguments in writing was significant. There 

was also an increase of expressed ethical judgments in writing. In the beginning of the 

study there were pupils that did not express any judgment and merely a few pupils wrote 

an argument. In the final part of the study, every pupil wrote a judgment and nearly every 

pupil expressed an argument.  

 

One interpretation of this data is that the children developed their ethical concepts of 

reason and argument. The children were, as I mentioned above, during the study’s five 

weeks time, able to be acquainted with the notions of “argument”, “why?” and “because”, 

which are concepts very relevant to Swedish school (Läroplaner för det obligatoriska 

skolväsendet och de frivilliga skolformerna : Lpo 94 : Lpf 94, 1994). Hence, the increase 

in written arguments might indicate an increased ability in understanding this kind of 

concepts.  

 

Moreover, there are interesting cases in which the children expressed extremely similar 

judgments in the beginning of the study and more diverged in the end. One example that 

illustrates this point is when the whole class listened to a sound story (one in the 

beginning of the study and one similar in the end) about two characters that faced a 

problem of telling the truth or lying. In the beginning of the study every pupil stated that 

the character ought to tell the truth (and merely a few expressed arguments therefore), 



while in the end of the study some pupils stated the opposite. This might indicate a 

development towards more independence in regard to authorities. Another consideration 

that was raised as a consequence of the study considers the pupil’s conceptualizing of 

ethical issues. In some conversations about the notion of justice it became clear that the 

children interpreted the term very differently. This is not very surprising, but important to 

pay further attention to.  

 

As mentioned earlier, very little attention has been paid to how individual children 

conceptualize ethical issues. The results in the pilot study can be interpreted as indicating 

a development in the pupils’ ethical and semantic-logical concepts. However, this is 

merely an indication, and only the beginning of a very complex but important area for 

research, for many reasons. Argumentation abilities and ethical development is, for 

instance, relevant to Swedish school curriculum (Grundskolan : kursplaner och 

betygskriterier : förordning (SKOLFS 2000:135) om kursplaner för grundskolan : 

Skolverkets föreskrifter (2000:141) om betygskriterier för grundskolans ämnen, 2008; 

Läroplaner för det obligatoriska skolväsendet och de frivilliga skolformerna : Lpo 94 : 

Lpf 94, 1994) Hence, we hold that investigating these issues in more depth is of great 

importance.  
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