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Moral Reasoning of Malaysian Adolescents
Chang Lee Hoon, University of Malaya, Kuala Lumpur, Malaysia

Abstract: Values education is fundamental in Malaysia’s national school curriculum as it plays an important function in
achieving the aims and visions of the National Philosophy of Education and National Education Curriculum of producing
Malaysian citizens who are not only knowledgeable and competent but who possess high moral standards. In fulfilling these
national educational aims, values education should be concerned with educating pupils to understand, know or reason and
having the emotions and dispositions to act on the values, that is to have the capacities to function as moral agent in the
moral sphere. It is in this light on the importance of values education a research on moral reasoning of the adolescents is
conducted, focussing on the preferred choice of values, moral stage concerns and moral schemas in moral reasoning on a
moral dilemma or situation. The research instrument for this study is one of the dilemmas, namely Heinz Dilemma, in the
Defining Issues Test or DIT (1986). The sample consisted of 5152 respondents, namely 899 18 year-old and 4253 16 year-
old Malaysian adolescents. The moral reasoning of the respondents are cross-tabulated with selected dependent variables,
namely age, gender, location, family’s monthly income, father’s and mother’s level of education for differences in moral
reasoning. This research is part of a national study on Cognitive and Psychosocial Profile of Malaysian Adolescents funded
by Ministry of Science and Technology, Malaysia.
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Introduction

VALUES EDUCATION IS fundamental in
the Malaysian school system as embodied
in the National Philosophy of Education
and National Education Curriculum of

producing Malaysian citizens who are not only
knowledgeable and competent but who possess high
moral standards (Malaysia, Education Act, 1996).
Values are incorporated as values across the cur-
riculum in all school subjects and co-curricular
activities. It is also a core class-based Moral Educa-
tion subject for all pupils not professing the religion
of Islam in both primary and secondary schools
whilst Islamic Education is taught to pupils profess-
ing the religion of Islam (Malaysia, Education Act,
1996).

In fulfilling these national educational aims, values
education should be concerned with educating pupils
to understand, know or reason and have the emotions
and dispositions to act on the values, namely to have
the capacity to function as moral agents in the moral
sphere (Malaysia, Ministry of Education, 2000). This
implies that to develop as moral agents, it would in-
volve moral reasoning or judgements when making
decisions on what they ought to do, and act upon
them. Furthermore, with globalisation, Malaysian
youths today are faced with greater challenges in

resolving social problems that are infused with val-
ues. Given the emphasis on values education in
Malaysian school system, it would be pertinent to
investigate how Malaysian adolescents grapple with
moral problems. Specifically, this study focuses on
three main aspects of moral reasoning, namely the
preferred choice of values, moral stage concerns and
moral schemas of moral reasoning on a given hypo-
thetical moral dilemma by answering the following
research questions:

1. What is the preferred predetermined value
choice on a moral dilemma of Malaysian adoles-
cents?

2. What is the moral stage concern of Malaysian
adolescents?

3. What is the moral schema of Malaysian adoles-
cents?

Review of Literature
Historically, the theoretical perspective and research
on moral reasoning has been dominated by Kohl-
berg’s six developmental stages of moral reasoning
(Colby & Kohlberg, 1987a) as shown in Table 1.
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Table 1: Kohlberg’s Six Stages of Moral Judgement, Source: Colby & Kohlberg 1987a

StageLevel
Stage 1. Obedience and Punishment OrientationLevel 1: Pre-conventional Stage 2: Individualism and Exchange
Stage 3: Good Interpersonal RelationshipsLevel 2: Conventional Stage 4: Maintaining the Social Order
Stage 5: Social Contract and Individual RightsLevel 3: Post-conventional Stage 6: Universal Principles

In deriving these six developmental moral stages,
Kohlberg asked respondents to talk about several
hypothetical moral dilemmas in semi-structured in-
terviews. In each dilemma, subjects were asked to
choose between two actions in the dilemma, each
with two positive predetermined values (for example,
life versus law in Heinz Dilemma). The stages were
then determined by the reasons given for the choice
of action in the dilemmas and were assessed using
the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI) Scoring
Manual (Colby & Kohlberg, 1987b).

Since then, much has been written on Kohlberg’s
work on his stage structures and measurement. Al-
though Kohlberg’s stage theory is well-acknow-
ledged, there were strong criticisms of his theory and
measurement. One such criticism was on the issue
of “misunderstood voices”. Studies such as Gilligan
(1982), Keefer and Olson (1995) and Chang (1998)
have indicated that individuals may prefer not to
make a dichotomous choice between two predeter-
mined values in a given hypothetical dilemma. In
addition studies such as Wark & Krebbs (1996),
Chang (1998) have also found that choice of values
would not only depend on the context of the situation
but also between cultures. In the light of these issues,
a study of moral reasoning would not only include
the moral stage concern but also the preferred choice
of value in a given moral situation.

Another strong criticism of Kohlberg’s theory was
concerning the lack of emphasis on the orientation
(Gilligan, 1982) or schema of moral reasoning (Gil-
ligan, 1982; Rest, Narvaez, Thoma & Bebeau, 1999).

Numerous studies such as Gilligan and Attanucci
(1988), Wark and Krebbs (1996) have been conduc-
ted that indicated that respondents at similar stage
levels of moral reasoning, have different orientations
towards moral thinking. In fact, Kohlberg (1987a)
argued that his stages of reasoning were based on
the chosen value and elements or reasons which he
classified under four categories, namely normative
order, utilitarian, perfectionistic and fairness orient-
ations. Gilligan (1982) contended that there were
two different perspectives or orientations of moral
reasoning, namely justice and care. She further ar-
gued that there was a tendency for male respondents
to take justice orientation and female respondents to
take care orientation when resolving a moral di-
lemma. Chang (1998) in her study of Malaysian 16
year-old adolescents found that the respondents’
orientation of moral reasoning can be further classi-
fied as personal considerations, care, justice and
combined orientations.

According to Narvaez and Bock (2002), moral
schemas are important in understanding moral beha-
viour as they are “general knowledge structures used
in social cooperation” and are “built from experience
in social interaction” (p. 302). The schemas derived
from DIT (Defining Issues Test) are classified as
personal interests schema (derived from Kohlberg’s
Stage 2 and 3), maintaining norms schema (derived
from Kohlberg’s Stage 4) and post-conventional
schema (derived from Kohlberg’s Stage 5 and 6)
(Narvaez & Bock, 2002). Table 11.2 gives the fea-
tures of DIT moral judgement schemas.

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING, VOLUME 14150



Table 2: Features of DIT Moral Judgement Schemas, Source: Narvaez & Bock, 2002 (p. 307)

FeaturesSchemas
Arbitrary, impulsive co-operation

Personal-interest schema

Self-focused
Advantage to self is primary
Negotiated co-operation
Scope includes others who are known
In-group reciprocity
Responsibility orientation
Need for norms

Maintaining norms schema
Society-wide views
Uniform categorical application
Partial society-wide reciprocity
Duty orientation
Appeal to an ideal

Post-conventional schema
Shareable ideals
Primacy of moral idea
Full reciprocity
Rights orientation

In the light of the review of literature, a study of
moral reasoning would arguably include investigating
the three different aspects, namely preferred choice
of value, stages of moral concerns and moral
schemas when thinking about a moral situation.

Research Instrumentation
The research instrument for this study of the moral
reasoning of Malaysian adolescents used one of the
dilemmas, namely Heinz Dilemma (renamed Daud’s
Dilemma) in Defining Issues Test (DIT) devised by
Rest and the University of Minnesota (DIT Manu-
al,1986). It is a moral story about Heinz’s wife who
is dying of cancer and needs a drug that a druggist
has invented. The druggist demands a high price that
Heinz could not raise enough money to pay for the
drug. Heinz’s dilemma is whether to steal the drug
to save his dying wife (value of life) or not to steal
the drug (value of law). The DIT is a multiple-choice
test that can be group-administered and computer-
scored in which subjects are to rate and rank 12-items
on hypothetical moral dilemmas. The items are
written as different ways of thinking about a dilemma
at different stage concern. As this study on moral
reasoning was part of the main study of cognitive
psycho-social profiling of Malaysian adolescents1,

only one moral dilemma, namely the Heinz Dilemma
was used.

After reading the given moral dilemma, respond-
ents were asked to perform three tasks. First, the re-
spondents were to make a decision on the choice of
value, namely not to steal the drug (value of law), to
steal the drug (value of life) and unable to decide
(whether to steal or not to steal the drug). Second,
the respondents were to rate the importance of the
given 12-items in making a moral decision of the
given moral dilemma. Third, after rating the 12 items
individually, the respondents were to rank the four
most important items. However on coding and ana-
lysing the data, the researcher found that the data
obtained on the ranking task could not be used for
accurate analysis of the findings. This was because
most of the respondents did not select the most im-
portant items and ranked them according to what
was required in the DIT. Nevertheless 9 out of 12
the rated items were coded and analysed for moral
stage concerns and schemas of moral reasoning. The
other three items were not analysed as they were
either meaningless or anti-establishment questions
or issues. The 9 items were then further analysed
with selected dependent variables, namely gender,
location, family’s monthly income, father’s and
mother’s level of education for differences in moral

1 This study is part of a national study on Cognitive and Psychosocial Profile of Malaysian Adolescents funded by Ministry of Science and
Technology, Malaysia. The research project team members were Fatimah Hashim, John Arul Phillips, Lihanna Borhan, Chang Lee Hoon,
Tie Fatt Hee, Julianna Othman, Haslee Shahril Lee Abdullah, Mariani Md Nor and Zahari Ishak.
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reasoning. As the missing values were not included
in data analysis, the total responses to the questions
asked were varied.

Sample
The sample consisted of 5152 16 year-old and 18
year-old adolescents2. The 18 year-old respondents
were adolescents who underwent the national service
training and resided at three residential colleges,
University of Malaya. The 16 year-old respondents
were adolescents who were studying at form four
level (equivalent to Grade 9) in national secondary
schools throughout Malaysia. Out of 5152 respond-
ents, 82.6% were 16 year-old and 17.4% were 18
year-old and they made up of 45.2% males and
54.8% females. In terms of location of the respond-
ents’ residence, there was a fairly even distribution
between those from urban areas (31.2%), small towns
(36.3%,) and rural areas (32.5%) .

The monthly family income or household income
of the respondents were categorised under four cat-
egories. About 33.3% respondents were from famil-
ies whose household income was less than RM500
per month, 34.3% were from families whose house-
hold income ranged from RM501 – 999, 17.7% were
from families whose household income ranged from
RM1000 – 1999 and 14.7% were from families
whose household income was RM2000 and above.
In terms of distribution of the sample according to
fathers’ and mothers’ highest level of education,
about 31.1% respondents stated that their fathers had
primary school education while 49.9% reported that
their fathers had secondary school education. The

other 19% indicated that their fathers had post-sec-
ondary level that included having a diploma, degree,
post-graduate or professional qualifications. In re-
sponse to their mothers’ highest educational level,
34.2% respondents reported that their mothers had
primary school education, 47.8% respondents’
mothers had secondary school education and 18%
respondents’ mothers’ had post-secondary education.

Results
In studying the moral reasoning of the Malaysian
adolescents, the responses to the given moral di-
lemma (Heinz Dilemma) were analysed in terms of
the following:

1. Adolescents’ preferred choice of value
2. Adolescents’ moral stage concerns
3. Adolescents’ moral schemas

1. Adolescents’ Preferred Choice of
Values
The results indicated that the Malaysian adolescents
showed a preference for the value of law (should not
steal the drug) (42.0%) compared to the value of life
(should steal the drug) (34.8%) in the given moral
situation (refer Fig. 1). In addition, about 23.2% of
respondents could not decide on any one of the di-
chotomous choice of value thus indicating that some
Malaysian adolescents preferred not to make a dicho-
tomous choice of values but perceived moral choices
to be contextual.

Figure 1: Malaysian Adolescents’ Preferred Choice of Value

In investigating factors influencing preferred choice
of value, this study found significant association
between the adolescents’ preferred choice of value
and age, location, household income and parents’
educational level (p<0.01) but not sex as shown in

Table 3. In terms of age, it was found that although
both 16 (35.5%) and 18 year-olds (42.7%) showed
greater preference for value of law, there was higher
percentage of 18 year-old adolescents (29.6%) who
were undecided on their choice of values compared

2 The research findings on the 18 year-old adolescents are reported in Fatimah Hashim & Lihanna Borhan (eds). A statistical snapshot of
the 18 year oldMalaysian adolescent. Kuala Lumpur: Institute Sosial Malaysia, Ministry of Women, Family and Community Development.
This paper on moral reasoning reports the findings from both the 16 year-old and 18 year-old respondents.
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to the 16 year-old (21.8%). Similarly, regardless of
the locations of respondents’ homes (refer Table 3),
the highest percentage of them from the urban
(43.1%), small towns (44.7%) and rural (37.7%)
areas chose the value of law. In addition, there
seemed to be a more equal proportion of respondents
from rural areas who chose the values of law (37.7%)
and life (36.8%) compared to the respondents from
urban and small town areas. Monthly family income
was another factor that was found to be significantly
associated with preferred choice of value. Respond-
ents from various level of monthly family income
chose the value of law compared to the value of life.
Nonetheless, the study found that a higher percentage
of respondents with higher monthly family income
of RM2000 and above (48.0%) and RM1000 – 1999
(45.3%) compared to those with lower monthly
family income of RM501 – 999 (40.7%) and RM500
and below (40.1%) chose the value of law (should
not steal the drug). Significant associations were also

found between choice of value and fathers’ as well
as mothers’ levels of education. The findings showed
that among those who opted for either the dichotom-
ous choice for values of law or life, the highest per-
centage were from respondents with father’s (law =
45.3% and life = 36.8%) and mother’s (law = 46.4%
and life = 37.5%) levels of education at post-second-
ary level. On the other hand, among those who were
undecided about their dichotomous choice of values,
the highest percentages were from respondents whose
fathers’ (25.2%) and mothers’ (25.3%) levels of
education at secondary school level. However, this
study found no significant association between the
preferred choice of value and sex. Although, there
were a higher percentage of both male (40.0%) and
female (43.6%) adolescents who chose the value of
law, there was fairly equal percentage of both sexes
(male = 23.6% and female = 22.8%) who were unde-
cided on the dichotomous choice of values.

Table 3: Selected Factors Influencing Malaysian Adolescents’ Preferred Choice of Values

Mothers’
Level of

Education

Fathers’
Level of

Education

Family Income
(RM)
(%)

Location
(%)

Sex
(%)

Age
(%)

Choice
of value

(%)(%)
PostSeco-Prim-PostSeco-Prim-20001000501500Ru-SmallUr-Fe-Male1816
Seco-nd-arySeco-nd-aryand––andralTownbanmaleyear-year-
nd-aryschoolndaryaryschoolabove1999999be-

low
oldold

aryschoolschoolabove

37.533.433.836.833.335.035.031.236.734.736.832.934.633.536.431.435.5

Should
steal the
drug
(life)

46.441.342.445.341.542.148.045.340.740.137.744.743.143.640.039.042.7

Should
not steal
the drug
(law)

16.025.323.817.925.222.917.123.522.625.325.422.422.322.823.629.621.8
Unable
to
decide

810211415328642229139971585616581567157717591540278521818784088N
18.733*18.733*29.670*18.396*6.88924.91*χ2

p<0.01

2. Adolescents’ Stages of Moral
Concerns
This study refers to Kohlberg’s six developmental
stages of moral reasoning as shown in Table 1 (Colby
& Kohlberg, 1987a) in determining the stages of
moral concerns of the Malaysian adolescents. How-
ever, as given in the DIT Manual (Rest, 1986), stage
1 was not included in this study. The 9 items in the

DIT Manual (Rest, 1986) reflect the five different
stage concern while other three items were not stage
concern. The responses to the 9 items were categor-
ised according to the moral stage concerns and the
means of the responses to the Likert scale (1 = no
important, 2 = little important, 3 = some important,
4 = important and 5 = very important) were obtained.
A comparison of the mean score by stages of moral
concern was then obtained as shown in Figure 2.
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Figure 2: Malaysian Adolescents’ Stages of Moral Concerns

The results showed that the highest mean score is
stage 6 (mean value = 3.63) of moral concern, fol-
lowed by moral stage 2 (mean value = 3.51), stage
3 (mean value = 3.41),, stage 5 (mean value = 3.19),
and lastly by stage 4 (mean value = 3.17) of moral
concern (refer Figure 2). To further investigate the

respondents’ stages of moral concerns, the means of
the stages were then compared with selected vari-
ables, namely gender, ethnicity, location, monthly
family’s income or household income, and fathers’
and mothers’ levels of education, using one-way
analysis of variance (ANOVA) (refer Table 4).

Table 4: Selected Factors Influencing Malaysian Adolescents’ Stages of Concern

Mothers’ Level
of Education

Fathers’ Level of
Education

Family Income (RM)
(mean)

Location
(mean)

Sex
(mean)

Age
(mean)

Stage of
Moral

(mean)(mean)Concern
PostSeco-Prim-PostSeco-Prim-20001000501500

Ru-SmallUr-Fe-Male
1816 Seco-nd-arySeco-nd-aryand––and

ralTownbanmaleyear-year- Nd-aryschoolnd-aryschoolabove1999999be-
lowoldold aryschoolaryschool

3.603.453.383.663.423.373.263.483.433.343.453.503.433.503.403.463.46Stage 2
7.92*14.09*15.55*1.207.69*0.00F-score

3.193.192.993.223.123.043.543.193.113.043.153.093.143.063.203.303.09Stage 3
18.47*7.79*9.18*1.2022.23*27.57*F-score

3.533.333.313.523.363.303.433.453.263.353.323.443.313.303.433.273.38Stage 4
13.87*11.42*14.46*7.24*18.88*8.50*F-score

3.273.103.093.323.063.083.803.163.123.013.133.193.063.163.102.993.16Stage 5
7.43*15.43*21.17*4.72*3.5514.38*F-score

3.773.553.483.773.503.493.873.503.513.443.443.613.523.543.512.723.70Stage 6
14.24*16.39*13.50*6.94*0.69458.63*F-score

829219815738842318144772888017051656164218361575282223308994253N
*p < 0.01

As shown in Table 4, the findings in this study re-
vealed that in some variables, significant associations
only occurred at some stage levels as seen in the case
of age, sex and location of the respondents. In the
case of the age factor, there were significant associ-
ations (p <0.01) at all stages except stage 2. Stage 6
was the highest mean score among the 16 year old
respondents (mean value = 3.70) but the lowest mean

for the 18 year olds ((mean value = 2.72). The
highest mean score for 18 year-old respondents was
stage 2 (mean value = 3.46) which is also the second
highest mean score for 16-year olds. In terms of sex,
the significant associations (p <0.01) occurred at
stages 2, 3 and 4. Although the male (mean value =
3.51) and female (mean value = 3.54) respondents’
highest mean score was at stage 6, there was no sig-

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING, VOLUME 14154



nificant association between that stage level and sex.
However, the mean score of male respondents were
higher than the females at stage 3 and stage 4 but
lower at stage 2. The significant associations (p
<0.01) between stages of moral concern and location
occurred at stages 4, 5 and 6. Respondents from small
towns obtained highest mean score for all stage levels
except for stage 3 which was obtained by respondents
from rural areas.

However, there were significant associations (p
<0.01) between all stages of moral concerns and
monthly family income, fathers’ and mothers’ level
of education. Respondents with higher monthly
family or household income of RM2000 and above
and RM1000 -1999 generally obtained higher mean
scores than those with lower monthly family income
of RM501 – 999 and RM500 and below. The respond-
ents with lower monthly family income of RM501
– 999 and RM500 and below received the lowest
mean score for all stage levels except for stage 2, the
lowest being those from RM2000 and above. Fathers’
and mothers’ educational levels were found to be an
important determinant in the stages of moral concern
of Malaysian adolescents. The highest mean score
for all stages were from respondents’ fathers’ level
of education at post-secondary while the lowest mean
score for all stages except stage 5 were from respond-
ents’ fathers’ level of education at primary school.
Similarly, the highest mean score for all stages were
from respondents’ mothers’ level of education at
post-secondary, although respondents’ mothers’ level

of education at secondary level obtained similar mean
score at stage 5. On the other hand, the lowest mean
score at all stages were from respondents’ mothers’
educational level at primary school.

3. Malaysian Adolescents’ Moral
Schemas
According to Narvaez and Bock (2002), moral
schemas are important in understanding moral beha-
viour as they are “general knowledge structures used
in social cooperation” and are “built from experience
in social interaction” (p. 302). The schemas derived
from DIT (Defining Issues Test) are classified as
personal interests schema (derived from Kohlberg’s
Stage 2 and 3), maintaining norms schema (derived
from Kohlberg’s Stage 4) and post-conventional
schema (derived from Kohlberg’s Stage 5 and 6)
(Narvaez & Bock, 2002) as given in Table 2. As
such, the issues of moral stage concerns were re-
categorized under three schemas and the mean scores
were obtained for comparison among the respond-
ents.

The results (Figure 3) revealed that the respond-
ents used one dominant moral schema, namely post-
conventional (mean value = 4.79) when thinking
about the given moral dilemma (refer Table 21).
They however gave fairly similar ratings of import-
ance to all the other two moral schemas, namely
personal interests (mean value = 3.41) and maintain-
ing norms (mean value = 3.22).

Figure 3: Malaysian Adolescents’ Moral Schemas
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Table 5: Selected Factors Influencing Malaysian Adolescents’ Moral Schemas

Mothers’ Level
of Education

Fathers’ Level
of Education

Family Income
(RM) (mean)

Location
(mean)

Sex
(mean)

Age
(mean)

Stage of
Moral

(mean)(mean)Concern
PostSeco-Prim-PostSeco-Prim-20001000501500Ru-SmallUr-Fe-Male1816
Seco-nd-arySeco-nd-aryand––andralTownbanmaleyryr
nd-aryschoolnd-aryschoolabove1999999be-

low
oldold

aryschoolaryschool

3.273.233.083.323.193.103.353.213.183.113.203.183.193.153.233.223.18Personal
Interests

16.64*15.10*12.48*0.2010.83*1.48F-score

3.533.353.323.513.373.323.563.473.283.343.333.453.323.303.443.323.38
Maintain-
ing
Norms

13.57*11.32*18.40*10.98*28.60*3.47F-score

5.034.694.625.054.604.645.134.664.684.584.654.814.634.774.633.285.01
Post
Convention-
al

21.25*30.10*23.48*7.05*11.10*1196.20*F-score
82921981573882318144772888017051656164218361575282223308994253N

*p < 0.01

In determining some factors influencing the moral
schemas of the Malaysian adolescents, the findings
in this study indicated that in some variables, signi-
ficant associations (p <0.01) were not at all the
moral schemas as seen in the case of age and location
of the respondents (refer Table 5). In the case of the
age factor, significant association was only found on
post-conventional moral schema (p <0.01). The
highest mean score on post-conventional (mean value
= 5.01) and maintaining norms (mean value = 3.38)
schemas were obtained by 16 year-old respondents
while the highest mean score on personal interests
(mean value = 3.22) was obtained the 18 year-olds.
As for the location of respondents, significant asso-
ciations (p <0.01) were found on maintaining norms
and post-conventional moral schemas. Among the
highest mean scores for the three different locations
of the respondents, the respondents from small towns
obtained higher mean score on maintaining norms
(mean value = 3.45) and post-conventional (mean
value = 4.81) schemas while those from the rural
areas obtained the highest mean score on personal
interests schema (mean value = 3.20).

As shown in Table 5, this study found significant
associations (p <0.01) between all types of moral
schemas and several factors namely sex, monthly
family income, fathers’ and mothers’ levels of edu-
cation. The male respondents showed highest mean
scores on personal interests (mean value = 3.23) and
maintaining norms (mean value = 3.44) schemas
while the female respondents (mean value = 4.77)
showed highest mean score on post-conventional

schemas. In the case of monthly family income, the
highest mean scores for all three types of moral
schemas were respondents with monthly family in-
come of RM2000 and above. This is in contrast with
those respondents with low monthly family income
of RM500 and below who obtained the lowest mean
scores for personal interest and post-conventional
moral schemas while those with monthly family in-
come of RM501- 999 obtained lowest mean score
for maintaining norms schema. The fathers’ and
mothers’ educational levels were also two other de-
terminants of the adolescents’ types of moral
schemas. The highest mean scores on all three types
of moral schemas were from respondents’ fathers’
and mothers’ levels of education at post-secondary.
The lowest mean scores on personal interests (mean
value = 3.10) and maintaining norms (mean value =
3.32) schemas were respondents’ fathers’ level of
education was at primary level while respondents’
fathers’ level of education at secondary level ob-
tained the lowest mean score (mean 4.60) on post-
conventional schemas. However, it was found that
lowest mean scores for all three types of moral
schemas were from respondents’ mothers’ level of
education at primary level.

Discussions
The moral reasoning of the Malaysian adolescents
in this study focuses on three aspects of moral reas-
oning, namely preferred choice of value, stages of
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moral concern and moral schemas when thinking on
the given hypothetical dilemma.

Adolescents’ Preferred Choice of Value
The findings in this study showed that the Malaysian
adolescents had a greater preference for the value of
law (should not steal the drug) rather than the value
of life (should steal the drug) in the given moral
situation. Nevertheless, what is noteworthy is that
about one-fifth of respondents were undecided on
the dichotomous choice of value whether to steal
(life) or not to steal (law) in the given moral situation.
This study on Malaysian adolescents’ moral reason-
ing confirms previous studies (such as Gilligan,
1982; Keefer & Olson, 1995; Wark & Krebbs, 1996;
and Chang , 1998) that some respondents preferred
not to make an absolute choice of values rather con-
sidered choice to be contextual or relative when de-
ciding on the choice of action of a given dilemma.

Factors influencing the Malaysian adolescents’
preferred choice of value were found to be age, loc-
ation, household income as well as fathers’ and
mothers’ educational level but not sex. Although
about two-fifths of both 16 and 18 years old adoles-
cents showed greater preference for value of law the
18 year-old adolescents were more undecided in their
dichotomous choice of value. Perhaps this is an in-
dication that age could influence the adolescents’
perception on whether values are considered in relat-
ive or absolute terms. In the case of the locations of
the adolescents’ residence, although two-fifths of
them from the urban and small towns chose the value
of law, the respondents from the rural areas seemed
to be fairly divided in their choice for value of life
and law. The adolescents’ family background in
terms of household income and parents’ level of
education seemed to be other factors that were signi-
ficantly associated with choice of value. A higher
percentage of adolescents with higher family income
(RM1000 and above) compared to those with lower
family income (RM999 and below) preferred not to
steal the drug (law) than to steal the drug (life). In
addition, adolescents’ whose fathers’ and mothers’
levels of education were at post-secondary level
seemed to indicate a more decisive choice for values
of law or life while those who were undecided about
their dichotomous choice of values, were from re-
spondents whose fathers’ and mothers’ levels of
education were at secondary school level. This study
found no significant association between the pre-
ferred choice of value and sex, and there was fairly
equal percentage of both sexes who were undecided
on the dichotomous choice of values, thus indicating
that both male and female adolescents considered
values to be contextualised. It is this contextualised
rather than the dichotomous choice of values that

needed to be further explored, particularly in terms
of cultural differences.

Adolescents’ Moral Stage Concerns
The moral stage concerns that are expressed in the
issues or questions on the moral dilemma have been
categorised according to Kohlberg’s stage levels as
indicated in the DIT. The study found that the
Malaysian adolescents when thinking on a moral
dilemma gave fairly similar importance to all stages
of moral judgement. Nonetheless they seemed to fa-
vour issues on stage 6 and stage 2 concerns as both
received the two highest mean scores respectively.
If the moral stages are hierarchical and integrative
(Kohlberg, 1987), then what is confounding is the
the pre-conventional issue on individualism and ex-
change (stage 2) seemed to be equally important as
post-conventional issue on universal principles (stage
6) when reasoning on the same moral situation.
Nonetheless, the results indicated that Malaysian
adolescents do give importance to issues on universal
principles.

When investigating for some factors influencing
the moral stage concerns of the Malaysian adoles-
cents, the data in this study showed that in some
variables significant associations only occurred at
some stages but in other variables significant associ-
ations were found at all stages Variables that have
significant associations at some stages were age, sex
and location of the respondents and variables that
have significant associations at all stages were the
respondents’ household income, fathers’ and moth-
ers’ levels of education. In terms of age, significant
associations were at all stages except stage 2. It was
found that the 16 year-old adolescents gave greater
importance to issue on universal principles compared
to the 18 year olds as the former obtained the highest
mean score while the latter obtained the lowest mean
score for stage 6 moral concern. In terms of sex, the
significant associations occurred at stages 2, 3 and
4. Although both male and female adolescents ob-
tained the highest mean score for stage 6 concern on
universal principles, the male respondents gave
greater importance to issues relating good interper-
sonal relationship (stage 3) and maintaining the social
order (stage 4) compared to their female counterparts.
On the other hand, the female respondents gave
greater importance to issues relating to individualism
and exchange (stage 2) and social contract and indi-
vidual rights (stage 5) compared to their male coun-
terparts. The data in this study also showed signific-
ant associations between stage concerns and adoles-
cents’ location of residence at stages 4, 5 and 6. The
adolescents from small towns seemed to show
greater importance to issues for almost all stages as
they obtained the highest mean score for all stage
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levels except for stage 3 which was obtained by re-
spondents from rural areas.

Variables relating to family background seemed
to be important factors in influencing the adolescents’
moral stage concerns as significant associations were
found between all stages of moral concerns and
monthly family income, fathers’ and mothers’ level
of education. The respondents with higher monthly
family or household income of RM1000 and above
showed greater importance to issues for all stage
concerns compared to those with lower monthly
family income of RM999 and below. Furthermore,
respondents’ fathers’ and mothers’ (except for stage
5) level of education at post-secondary generally
showed greater importance to all issues for all stage
concerns compared to those parents’ with secondary
and primary school levels.

Adolescents’ Moral Schemas
Moral schemas are important to measure moral un-
derstanding at a level of moral judgement. This is so
as a schema consists of “a representation of some
prior stimulus phenomenon that organises or guides
the application of prior knowledge to new informa-
tion” (Narvaez and Bock, 2002, p. 302). As earlier
mentioned, the moral schemas in the DIT are categor-
ised as personal interests’ schema (Stages 2 and 3),
maintaining norms schema (Stage 4) and post-con-
ventional schema (Stages 5 and 6). The Malaysian
adolescents in this study used one dominant moral
schema, namely post-conventional when thinking
about the given moral dilemma. They however gave
fairly similar ratings of importance to all the other
two moral schemas, namely personal interests and
maintaining norms. This means that the Malaysian
adolescents seemed to be more rights orientation
(post-conventional) compared to responsibility ori-
entation (personal interests) and duty orientation
(maintaining norms) in their moral reasoning. Per-
haps with globalisation and the use of information
and communications technology (ICT) in the school
system, the Malaysian adolescents are more exposed
with wider issues that infringe on universal rights
that could subsequently influence the way they or-
ganise their thoughts on a moral issue.

As to the factors influencing the moral schemas
of the Malaysian adolescents, this study found that
age and location of the respondents’ residence were
only significantly associated at some but not all types
of moral schemas. There was significant association
between post-conventional moral schema and age.
However, the mean scores indicated that the 16 year-
old respondents gave greater importance to rights
(post-conventional) and duty (maintaining norms)
orientations while the 18 year-old respondents gave
greater importance to responsibility (personal in-

terests) orientation. In the case of location of respond-
ents, the significant associations were found on
maintaining norms and post-conventional moral
schemas. Although respondents from all three differ-
ent locations of urban, small towns and rural areas
showed great importance to rights orientation, the
respondents from small towns had the highest mean
score for rights and duty orientations while those
from the rural areas had the highest mean score for
responsibility orientation. This indicates that the
perspective taken by adolescents from different loc-
ations of residence could be different when reasoning
on a moral dilemma.

Nonetheless what was clearly shown in this study
is that there are some important factors that can in-
fluence the moral schemas of the Malaysian adoles-
cents. Significant associations were found for all
types of moral schemas with the respondents’ sex,
monthly family income, fathers’ and mothers’ levels
of education. The male respondents seemed to be
more responsibility (personal interests) and duty
(maintaining norms) orientated compared to their
female counterparts who were more rights (post-
conventional) orientated and hence indicates sex
differences in the way how moral issues are per-
ceived in a moral dilemma. Household income of
the adolescents is found to be another important
factor in influencing the adolescents’ moral schemas.
Respondents with higher household income of
RM2000 and above obtained higher mean score for
all the three types of moral schemas compared to
those with low monthly family income. This study
also found that the other two determinants of the
adolescents’ types of moral schemas were their
fathers’ and mothers’ educational levels. Respond-
ents’ fathers’ and mothers’ level of education at post-
secondary generally obtained higher mean score for
all the three types of moral schemas. This is an indic-
ation that the socio-economic status and educational
levels of parents could influence how Malaysian
adolescents organise their moral thoughts on a moral
issue.

Conclusions and Implications on Values
Education
Although the findings in this study are based on the
responses from one moral dilemma and the consist-
ency of moral reasoning across dilemmas could not
be checked, this study on moral reasoning in terms
of preferred choice of value, stage of moral concerns
and moral schemas can provide some valuable in-
sights on the moral reasoning profile of Malaysian
adolescents. The sample consisted of 5152 16 year-
old and 18 year-old adolescents from different
demographic backgrounds. Factors such as age, sex,
location, family income and parents’ educational

THE INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LEARNING, VOLUME 14158



levels can significantly influence how the adolescents
relate their moral understanding to a moral situation.
This is a clear indication that cultural influences need
to be further explored in understanding how adoles-
cents reason on a moral situation

In sum, the perceptions of the Malaysian adoles-
cents on a moral situation would have implications
to the teaching and learning of values education,
specifically in Malaysian context. The teaching and
learning of values would entail not only exploring
the concept of values but also the reasons for value
choice from all perspectives when students grapple
with moral issues both in and outside the classroom.
Furthermore, teachers should also be sensitive and

open to the different perspectives of the students
from different backgrounds such as in terms of age,
sex, location and socio-economic and family back-
ground. For as argued by Haydon (2004, p. 127-128),
“Teachers need to respond positively to different
perspectives coming from students, not only out of
respect for individuals, and not only because differ-
ences of view can make for more lively lessons, but
also to help all to be aware of the richness of the
ethical environment.” Haydon further added that
students “should be encouraged to reflect on that
environment, appreciate its importance, accept their
share of responsibility for it and be helped to negoti-
ate their own way through it in their lives.”
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