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Lawrence Kohlberg, a renowned psychologist, is best known for his influential theory of moral
development. His model suggests that individuals progress through a series of stages that reflect
their evolving sense of right and wrong. However, a common misconception is that people remain
fixed within a single stage or schema throughout their lives. In reality, Kohlberg proposed that
individuals often shift back and forth between different schemas within his three levels of moral
development, depending on circumstances, cognitive development, and social influences. This
dynamic movement emphasizes the fluid and non-linear nature of moral growth.

In this article, we will explore Kohlberg's theory in detail, focusing on how individuals navigate
between the six schemas that underpin his three levels of moral reasoning. Understanding this
shifting process provides a richer perspective on moral development and highlights the complexity of
human moral reasoning.

Overview of Kohlberg’s Three Levels of Moral
Development

Kohlberg's model divides moral development into three broad levels: Preconventional, Conventional,
and Postconventional. Each level comprises two specific schemas or stages, totaling six schemas that
describe increasingly sophisticated ways individuals understand morality.

Preconventional Level

- Schema 1: Obedience and Punishment Orientation
At this initial stage, moral reasoning is driven primarily by the desire to avoid punishment. Children or
individuals at this level interpret right and wrong based on direct consequences.

- Schema 2: Self-Interest (Individualism and Exchange)
Here, moral decisions are made based on self-interest and reciprocal benefits. Individuals recognize
that others have needs, but their motivation remains rooted in personal gain.

Conventional Level

- Schema 3: Interpersonal Accord and Conformity
Morality is defined by social approval and maintaining good relationships. People seek to act in ways



that garner approval and avoid disapproval.

- Schema 4: Authority and Social Order
At this stage, individuals uphold laws, rules, and authority to maintain social order. Moral reasoning is
rooted in duty and respect for authority figures.

Postconventional Level

- Schema 5: Social Contract and Individual Rights
Individuals recognize that laws are social contracts that should benefit the greater good. They
understand that rules can be challenged if they violate human rights.

- Schema 6: Universal Principles
The highest stage involves adherence to abstract principles of justice, equality, and human rights.
Moral reasoning at this level is guided by internalized ethical principles rather than societal rules.

The Fluidity of Moral Reasoning: Shifting Between
Schemas

Kohlberg’s theory emphasizes that moral development is not a straightforward, linear process.
Instead, individuals often move back and forth between schemas within each level, influenced by
various factors such as context, emotional state, or social pressures.

Why Do People Shift Between Schemas?

Several reasons contribute to the dynamic movement between schemas:

Contextual Variability: Different situations may evoke different moral schemas. For example,
someone might follow authority rules in a formal setting but rely on personal principles in
private decisions.

Cognitive Flexibility: As cognitive abilities develop, individuals can access higher schemas
but might revert to earlier schemas in stressful or unfamiliar situations.

Emotional Influences: Emotional responses can temporarily override higher-level reasoning,
causing shifts back to more basic schemas.

Social and Cultural Factors: Cultural norms and social environments can reinforce certain
schemas, prompting individuals to oscillate between them.



Evidence of Shifting in Moral Reasoning

Research and clinical observations support the idea that individuals do not remain confined to a single
schema. For example:

- A person might generally reason at the conventional level, emphasizing social approval, but in a
moment of moral crisis, revert to a postconventional schema based on personal principles.
- Conversely, someone committed to universal principles may sometimes conform to authority rules
when under social pressure.

This flexibility underscores Kohlberg's view that moral development is a continuous, adaptive process
rather than a fixed trajectory.

Implications for Moral Education and Development

Understanding that people shift between schemas has significant implications for how we approach
moral education and personal growth.

Encouraging Higher-Order Moral Reasoning

- Promoting Cognitive Development:
Education that challenges individuals to think abstractly can facilitate movement towards schemas
based on social contracts and universal principles.

- Creating Supportive Environments:
Environments that support moral reflection and open discussion can help individuals internalize
higher-level schemas.

Recognizing the Nonlinear Nature of Moral Growth

- Educators and practitioners should recognize that setbacks or regressions to earlier schemas are
normal parts of moral development.
- Patience and ongoing encouragement are essential, as moral reasoning can fluctuate over time.

Conclusion: The Dynamic Nature of Moral Reasoning

In summary, T/F. Kohlberg believed people shift back and forth between the six schemas in his three
levels of moral development. This understanding highlights the fluid, context-dependent, and non-
linear process of moral growth. It underscores that moral reasoning is not static but adaptable,
influenced by cognitive abilities, emotional states, social contexts, and personal experiences.
Recognizing this dynamic movement can lead to more effective approaches in moral education,
fostering higher levels of moral reasoning while acknowledging the natural fluctuations individuals



experience in their moral journey.

By appreciating the complexity of moral development, educators, psychologists, and individuals
themselves can better understand the ongoing process of moral reasoning, ultimately encouraging
continuous growth toward more advanced and principled forms of morality.

Frequently Asked Questions

Is it true that Kohlberg believed people shift back and forth
between the six schemas in his three levels of moral
development?
Yes, Kohlberg suggested that individuals can move between the schemas within his three levels of
moral development, reflecting ongoing moral reasoning processes.

Does Kohlberg's theory propose that people remain fixed
within a single schema at each level?
No, Kohlberg's theory indicates that individuals can fluctuate between schemas within each level,
demonstrating flexibility in moral reasoning.

According to Kohlberg, are the six schemas in his model linear
or do they allow for movement across levels?
Kohlberg's model allows for movement both within and across the three levels, meaning individuals
can shift between schemas as their moral reasoning develops.

Is the idea that people shift back and forth between schemas
in Kohlberg's model supported by empirical research?
Yes, some research supports the notion that moral reasoning can fluctuate, reflecting shifts between
schemas within the levels.

Do all individuals move through Kohlberg's three levels in a
fixed sequence without regressions?
No, individuals may regress or fluctuate between schemas, indicating that moral development is not
always a strictly linear process.

Is the concept of shifting between schemas unique to
Kohlberg's theory?
While Kohlberg emphasized progression through schemas, the idea of shifting back and forth reflects
the dynamic nature of moral reasoning, which is acknowledged in his model.



Does Kohlberg believe that moral schemas are fixed traits
that do not change over time?
No, Kohlberg believed that moral schemas can change and that individuals can move between
different schemas as they develop morally.

Is the ability to shift between schemas in Kohlberg's theory
considered a sign of moral maturity?
Yes, the capacity to shift schemas suggests flexibility and advanced moral reasoning, which are
associated with higher levels of moral development.
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Introduction

The development of moral reasoning has long fascinated psychologists, educators, and philosophers
alike. Among the most influential theories in this domain is Lawrence Kohlberg’s theory of moral
development, which delineates how individuals' moral understanding evolves through different
stages. A common misconception, however, is whether people remain fixed within a particular
schema or stage or whether they oscillate between them as they encounter diverse moral dilemmas.
The statement, "Kohlberg believed people shift back and forth between the six schemas in his three
levels of moral," is False. While Kohlberg’s framework describes a progression through hierarchical
stages, it does not endorse the idea that individuals routinely switch back and forth between these
stages during moral reasoning.

In this article, we will explore Kohlberg’s theory in depth, clarifying the structure of his three levels
and six schemas, examining how moral reasoning develops, and addressing why the notion of
frequent back-and-forth shifts is a misconception. We will also consider how contextual factors
influence moral judgments and what the theory truly suggests about the stability and progression of
moral reasoning over time.

---

Understanding Kohlberg’s Theory of Moral Development

The Foundations of Kohlberg’s Model

Lawrence Kohlberg, a renowned psychologist, built upon Jean Piaget’s work on moral development,
expanding it into a comprehensive stage theory. His goal was to understand how individuals’ moral
reasoning matures and how they justify their moral choices.

Kohlberg proposed that moral development occurs through a series of stages, which are organized
into three primary levels:



1. Pre-Conventional Level
2. Conventional Level
3. Post-Conventional Level

Within these levels, Kohlberg identified specific schemas or stages that describe increasingly
sophisticated ways of reasoning about moral issues.

The Six Schemas in Kohlberg’s Model

Kohlberg’s model posits six stages, grouped into the three levels:

- Level 1: Pre-Conventional Morality
- Stage 1: Obedience and Punishment Orientation
- Stage 2: Individualism and Exchange

- Level 2: Conventional Morality
- Stage 3: Good Interpersonal Relationships
- Stage 4: Maintaining Social Order

- Level 3: Post-Conventional Morality
- Stage 5: Social Contract and Individual Rights
- Stage 6: Universal Principles

Each stage reflects a distinct pattern of moral reasoning, from avoiding punishment to adhering to
universal ethical principles.

---

The Hierarchical, Progressive Nature of Kohlberg’s Stages

Development as a Unidirectional Progression

A central tenet of Kohlberg’s theory is that moral reasoning develops in a hierarchical and sequential
manner. That is, individuals typically progress from lower stages to higher stages as they encounter
new moral challenges and develop more advanced ways of justifying their actions.

- Progression over Regression: According to Kohlberg, once a person advances beyond a stage, they
rarely revert to earlier stages in moral reasoning. The development is generally seen as a one-way
progression, reflecting increasing cognitive complexity and moral insight.

- Hierarchical Structure: Higher stages incorporate and transcend the reasoning patterns of lower
stages. For example, reasoning based on obedience (Stage 1) is simpler than reasoning based on
social contracts (Stage 5).

The Role of Cognitive Development

Kohlberg argued that moral development is closely tied to cognitive development. As individuals
mature cognitively, they are capable of more abstract and complex reasoning, which enables them to
move to higher stages.

In summary:



- The stages are sequential.
- Progression is generally unidirectional.
- Development involves qualitative shifts in moral reasoning.

---

Addressing the Myth: Do People Shift Back and Forth?

The Misconception

The statement under scrutiny suggests that people frequently oscillate between the six schemas,
implying that moral reasoning is fluid and inconsistent. This misconception might arise from observed
variability in moral judgments across different contexts or from misunderstandings of Kohlberg’s
theory.

The Reality According to Kohlberg

Kohlberg’s model does not suggest that individuals regularly shift back and forth between stages
during moral decision-making in a single context or over short periods. Instead, the theory posits:

- Stability in Reasoning Patterns: As individuals mature, their predominant moral reasoning tends to
stabilize within a particular stage, reflecting their current level of moral development.
- Contextual Variability: While a person’s moral judgment might vary depending on the specific
situation or emotional state, their underlying reasoning pattern (i.e., the schema they employ) is
generally consistent and characteristic of their developmental stage.

Why the Misconception Persists

- Situational influences: People may justify actions differently in various scenarios, leading to the
impression that they are shifting stages.
- Cognitive flexibility: Individuals might employ different reasoning strategies without necessarily
moving to a different stage of moral development.
- Developmental fluctuations: Early in development, or during personality crises, individuals may
regress or exhibit reasoning that appears to belong to a lower stage temporarily. However, Kohlberg
viewed such regressions as exceptions rather than the rule.

Empirical Evidence

Research supports the idea that moral reasoning tends to be relatively stable within individuals,
especially in adulthood. Changes in moral reasoning are more likely to occur gradually over long
periods, influenced by education, life experiences, and cognitive growth, rather than quick shifts.

---

Clarifying the Concept of Moral Development: Progression Versus Fluctuation

Progression Through Stages

Kohlberg’s theory emphasizes progression:

- Individuals move upward through the stages as they develop.



- The movement is usually gradual and cumulative.
- Higher stages represent more advanced, autonomous moral reasoning.

Variations and Contexts

While the overarching trajectory is upward, Kohlberg acknowledged situational factors that can
influence moral judgments:

- Different contexts may elicit different reasoning patterns, but these do not necessarily reflect stage
shifts.
- For example, someone at a conventional stage might reason differently about a moral dilemma
involving family versus societal rules, but their underlying schema remains at the same stage.

The Notion of Stage "Switching"

Kohlberg did recognize that people might sometimes employ reasoning typical of a lower stage due to
emotional responses or specific circumstances. However, such instances are:

- Temporary and situational, not indicative of a true regression.
- Not the norm for moral reasoning at a particular stage.

Thus, the theory supports the idea that moral reasoning is generally consistent within a stage, with
development representing a shift once the individual is ready cognitively and morally, not a constant
back-and-forth.

---

Implications for Education and Moral Development

Understanding that individuals tend to progress through Kohlberg’s stages rather than oscillate
between them has important implications:

- Educational Strategies: Teaching aimed at fostering moral development should focus on guiding
individuals toward higher stages, emphasizing moral reasoning over mere rule adherence.
- Moral Maturity: Recognizing that moral reasoning is relatively stable once developed helps
educators and policymakers foster environments that support long-term moral growth.

Additionally, acknowledging the influence of culture, socialization, and personal experiences on moral
reasoning emphasizes the importance of context-aware approaches to moral education.

---

Conclusion: The Truth About Moral Reasoning Shifts

In summary, the statement that "Kohlberg believed people shift back and forth between the six
schemas in his three levels of moral" is False. Kohlberg’s theory describes a hierarchical, sequential
progression of moral reasoning, where individuals generally move upward through the stages as they
develop cognitively and morally. While situational factors and emotional states can influence how
individuals justify their actions at any given time, these do not constitute genuine stage regressions
or frequent shifts between schemas.



Moral development is a complex, long-term process characterized by growth and increasing
sophistication, rather than constant oscillation. Recognizing this helps educators, psychologists, and
individuals better understand the nature of moral reasoning and the pathways toward moral maturity.

In essence, moral reasoning is more about progression than regression—an evolving journey rather
than a series of back-and-forth swings.
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