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I. Introduction

Teaching is a moral act, and working as a schoolteacher means constantly making 
moral decisions (Cooper 2021; Sanger & Osguthorpe 2013)1. Teachers need to make 
ethical judgments regarding their relationship with students, the application of the 
curriculum, the choice of methodology, and relationships with colleagues. Many of these 
decisions involve dilemmas that require teachers to have the professional abilities needed 
to promote children’s learning, rather than simply apply a norm (Harant & Schreiber 
2021). 

1  This work was supported by the Agencia Nacional de Investigacion y Desarrollo of Chile (ANID); 
FONDECYT grant no. 1200196, “Oportunidades de desarrollo moral democrático durante la 
formación inicial docente. ¿Qué aporta lo curricular y lo extra-curricular?”. 
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Hence, in many countries, teacher education follows various general prescriptions 
or teaching standards that teachers need to fulfill from the first day they start working 
at a school. In United States, for instance, the National Board for Professional Teaching 
Standards (2022) summarizes these tasks in five propositions regarding the attitudes 
of teachers towards all students’ learning, including ethical issues. In Germany, the 
Conference of the Ministers of Culture (Kultusministerkonferenz 2014) proposes 
standards for teacher education in a similar way. In Latin America, for example in Chile 
(Ministry of Education 2021), teachers are expected to behave according to standards 
prescribed for them regarding lesson plans, the inclusion of all students, and the teacher’s 
professional responsibilities. 

However, at schools, teachers face realities that require them to decide between 
different courses of action, where standards sometimes can come into conflict with 
the values they should support, or with their own ideals. Young teachers, for example, 
face difficulties during their first years at school, as Ulvik and colleagues (Ulvik, Amith, 
& Helleve 2017) show. In their research, these authors show how dilemmas arise when 
teachers need to choose between ideals and possibilities. The professional role, the 
relationship with the students, the methodology used to teach the subject, and the school 
environment are all areas mentioned when young teachers are asked to describe their 
difficulties at work, as they have high ideals that they find hard to fulfill. Sometimes 
they need to prioritize students’ needs over external demands, and in other situations 
the curriculum seems to be inadequate compared to the needs of the students in the 
classroom, thus posing moral questions they need to solve. 

These kinds of conflicts are also mentioned by experienced teachers, as Ehrich 
and colleagues (Ehrich, Kimber, Millwater, & Cranston 2010) report. They encounter 
dilemmas of confidentiality, conflicts between home and school, problems with cheating, 
and difficulties in defending the rights of minority groups, or in trying to be consistent in 
applying common rules at schools. Also, the atmosphere in schools, distributive justice, 
loyalty to colleagues, and the family agenda are issues that lead to dilemma situations in 
schools (Shapira-Lishchinsky 2010). More recent investigations also confirm those ethical 
conflicts in areas regarding the protection of students, fair assessment and evaluation, the 
protection of colleagues, and parental intervention (Tezcan & Guvenc 2020).

In order to prepare students for these kinds of challenges, universities and teacher 
education institutions often choose to offer ethical and practice seminars to develop some 
essential skills required to  deal with the moral nature of teaching (Ronkainen, Kuusisto, 
Eisenschmidt, & Tirri 2021). Nevertheless, the inclusion of such seminars within the 
teacher education program is not necessarily sufficient to achieve this important goal. 
Given the moral character of education, and considering the kinds of dilemmas associated 
with teaching practice at schools, there is a necessity for a more detailed inquiry into 
this issue: Which factors promote the moral development of teacher education students? 
Which instructional opportunities can be used to foster the moral education of future 
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teachers?
Within the moral education tradition, different theoretical directions are proposed 

for these questions. In the present study, we follow a moral development perspective 
focused on the opportunities that students need to develop their moral competence, 
considering the cognitive processes that arise in such conflict situations. 

II. Moral Education as a Development Process

In theoretical terms, conflicts with social norms have been largely studied as moral 
issues. For Durkheim (Durkheim 1925/1968), conflicts arise when people deviate from 
the norm, and the role of moral education is primarily to orientate people to follow it. 
However, Piaget (Piaget 1932/1975) demonstrated that the relationship between 
individuals and the norm is not only an issue of obedience or deviance from the norm, 
but a process of moral judgment – a process whereby individuals can move from moral 
heteronomy to moral autonomy, that is, to defining their own norms by reason. Kohlberg 
(Kohlberg 2009; Kohlberg 1984; Kohlberg 1958) based his work on Piaget’s research and 
extensively studied the relations between individuals and norms, showing a structure of six 
types of moral orientations organized into three phases: pre-conventional, conventional, 
and post-conventional, while also arguing in favor of an ascending development fostered 
by growth and education. 

Georg Lind (Lind 2019; Lind 2000; Lind 1984) based his investigations of morality 
on the development perspective started by Piaget and continued by Kohlberg. He focused 
his theory on the dual aspects of moral behavior mentioned in Kohlberg’s later works 
(Kohlberg 1973), differentiating between moral orientations and moral structure. The 
moral orientations constitute the affective aspect of morality, which can be understood 
as the moral ideals that people – and thus also teachers – express in their behavior. The 
moral structure, on the other hand, represents the cognitive aspect of morality, which is 
inseparable from the affective aspect and manifests itself in the ability to make practical 
judgments about the situation at hand. Kohlberg described this as moral-judgment 
competence (Kohlberg 1964, 425), defining it as “the capacity to make decisions and 
judgments which are moral (i.e., based on internal principles) and to act in accordance 
with such judgments” (Kohlberg 1964, 425). Later, other scholars identified this aspect as 
moral cognition (Nucci 2016), whereas Lind defined it as moral competence, “the ability 
to resolve problems and conflicts on the basis of universal moral principles by means of 
deliberation and discussion, instead of through using violence, deceit, and submission to 
others” (Lind 2019, 178).
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III. Moral Development in Higher Education

In recent years, research on moral cognition, and especially on moral competence, 
has grown in different fields. Some of the most relevant studies on moral cognition are those 
of Nucci (Nucci 2016), Schwarz and colleagues (Schwarz et al. 2022), and Curren (Curren 
2014). Regarding studies on moral competence, on the other hand, many have focused 
on its development in higher education settings. For example, Desplaces et al. (Desplaces, 
Melchar, Beauvais, & Bosco 2007) studied the moral competence of business education 
students. In public administration, de Souza and colleagues (de Souza, Serafin, & Santos 
2019) reviewed the level of moral competence among their students. Holtz (Holtz 2013) 
researched the development of moral competence in information technology students. In 
the health sector, Enderle and colleagues (Enderle, da Silveira, Dalmolin, Lunardi, Avila, 
& Dominguez 2018) focused on nursing students, while Martins and colleagues (Martins, 
Santos, Bataglia, & Duarte 2021) studied the moral competence of nursing and medical 
students. In the social sector, Laiciakova (Laiciakova 2013) assessed the level of moral 
competence among social work students, while Schillinger (Schillinger 2006) focused on 
the level of moral competence of psychology, business administration, and medical school 
students. In education, Meza and Guerrero (Meza & Guerrero 2016), Tello and colleagues 
(Tello, Meza, & Retamal 2018), as well as Bronikowska and Krocz (Bronikowska & Krocz 
2019), researched the moral competence of teacher education students. More recently, 
Bataglia and colleagues (Bataglia, Alves, & Parente 2024) also conducted investigations of 
moral competence in educational settings. All these investigations agree on the positive 
effect of education on the development of moral competence. However, they also show 
that not all educational programs have the same effect on the development of moral 
competence among students.

Colby and Lind have analyzed the moral, civic, and democratic development of 
university students. In her classic research, Colby (Colby 2014) began by presenting a 
diagnosis of moral education at the university level in the United States and recognized 
that students begin their university studies with a basic sense of justice developed within 
their own communities. Starting from that point, the university provides them with a 
significant opportunity to develop their moral judgment, motivation, and practical skills, 
during these years of study, as they debate moral issues with other people and develop 
their moral judgment by taking other people’s interpretations seriously. Likewise, 
curricular and extracurricular university education modifies their attitudes and values 
and, by cultivating their deliberation skills, they enhance their motivation for action 
(Colby 2014). Notwithstanding the latter, Colby also indicates that, according to empirical 
evidence and despite the benefits for moral development provided by the university 
experience, the majority of university programs do not include activities aimed at moral 
learning, and the majority of university students are not able to advance beyond the 
conventional stage of moral development according to the Kohlberg scale (Stage 4). For 
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that reason, Colby recognizes that there is still a need to intervene in university education 
in order to promote the moral development of students. 

Lind (Lind 2019; Lind 2015; Lind 2000) agrees with Colby, recognizing the 
importance of interaction and deliberation with other people in supporting moral 
development at university, but also suggests that it is possible to find progress or setbacks 
in moral development according to the type of education received. A variety of studies 
have confirmed these possibilities for progress or setback at university among students 
from medicine, economics, psychology, and education programs (Schillinger 2006; 
Comunian & Gielen 2006; Lind 2015). As for identifying the educational factors that favor 
moral competence development, these studies agree in highlighting Responsibility Taking 
(RT) and Guided Reflections (GR) opportunities. RT is defined as “taking responsibilities 
through active participation in different experimental and real-life settings” (Schillinger 
2006, 40) and GR is defined as a “supportive and challenging process of reflection about 
those activities” (Schillinger 2006, 40). An example of an RT opportunity in a university 
context is to be a tutor to younger students in basic subjects. An example of GR in this case 
would be receiving support from a professor when facing questions as a tutor. 

Lind (Lind 2019; Lind, 2000) recognizes that participating in RT activities contributes 
to moral development. Nevertheless, he clarifies that these experiences, in order to be 
effective, require participants to have a minimum prior level of moral development. 
In order to achieve that, Sprinthall (Sprinthall 1994) states that, especially in the 
youngest students, GR experiences that enable them to take further steps towards active 
participation are necessary. If participants do not have this minimal moral development 
level, Lind (Lind 2000) suggests that they will avoid participating in situations that 
challenge their own orientations. Thus, they would miss opportunities for exchange 
and debate that could have contributed to their moral development. Similarly, pressing 
students into situations of Guided Reflection without opportunities for Responsibility 
Taking could inhibit students’ moral development. 

Following this reflection, Comunian and Gielen (Comunian & Gielen 2006) analyzed 
the effects of an intervention with university students in Italy in which they offered 
prepared experiences for Responsibility Taking and Guided Reflection. As a result, the 
experimental group displayed progress in its moral competence in comparison with the 
control group. Schillinger (Schillinger 2006), in turn, researched the relationship between 
Responsibility Taking and Guided Reflection opportunities among university students 
from different degree programs in Germany, Switzerland, and Brazil. It was consequently 
concluded that students reporting greater RT and GR opportunities had significantly 
higher moral competence than those reporting fewer opportunities. Additionally, the 
study showed the positive influence of these opportunities throughout different years of 
study, resulting in greater moral competence development during university experience 
in those students who made use of these kinds of opportunities offered during their 
degree programs. 
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Previous research (Comunian & Gielen 2006; Nucci 2016; Bataglia, Alves, & Parente 
2024) also assessed the level of influence of different factors, such as academic and extra-
academic activities, and demographic data on moral reasoning and on moral-competence 
development. The present study evaluates the relationship between some of those 
factors and promoting the moral competence of teacher education students during their 
university studies. The present study advances the hypothesis that students with more RT 
and GR opportunities will show a positive difference in moral competence development 
compared with those with fewer RT and GR opportunities.

IV. Methodology and Procedures

IV.1. Participants and Procedure

The present study is part of a long-term research project that was conducted 
between 2017 and 2022 in Chile. The sample reported here was consisted of 671 pedagogy 
students from three Chilean universities in 2017 belonging to the Chilean University 
Chancellors’ Council (CRUCH),2 and was selected based on their ease of access. Among 
the participants, 68.6% were female and 31% were male, and three did not indicate their 
gender. At the time of the study, 60.8% of the sample were in their first year of study, 
and 29.1% in their last year. 68 participants (10.13%) reported being in the intermediate 
years of their degree programs. 

As for subject-area specialization, students were divided into three groups: 36.51% 
were from Primary Education (PE), 37.11% from Humanities (History and Philosophy 
education) and Language for Secondary Education (HL), and 26.38% were from the area 
of Mathematics and Sciences for Secondary Education, including Biology, Chemistry, and 
Physics education (MSc). Students from the aforementioned groups in their first and last 
years of study were selected and contacted directly in their classrooms during academic 
activities between May and June 2017, in the three universities, enabling cross-sectional 
analyses of the data. 

The researchers and trained assistants invited students to participate anonymously 
through informed consent, which was approved by the university’s Ethics Committee. The 
contacted students who agreed to participate completed the questionnaires personally, 
with pencil and paper, within approximately 30 minutes, in classrooms. 

IV.2. Materials

The following three questionnaires were consecutively applied to the sample in 

2  The CRUCH is the organization comprising the 30 public and private universities in Chile that 
stand out for their tradition and quality of education. Compared with the other universities, 
admission to these universities requires higher scores in the national university assessment test 
(PSU). PSU refers to the Chilean university admission test.
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only one face-to-face session3:  
•	For Moral Competence: The Moral Competence Test (MCT, previously known as 

Moral Judgement Test, MJT), designed by Georg Lind, was used to measure it. This was, 
for a long time, the second most used test for measuring moral judgment, according 
to a review of moral education research over forty years (Lee & Taylor 2013). The test 
comprises two dilemmas and twenty-six questions. The first dilemma involves workers in 
a company. Based on the story, participants are asked to indicate their level of agreement 
with the main character’s decision on a Likert scale, from -3 to +3 (including 0). Afterwards, 
they are asked to state their level of agreement with 12 different statements on a scale 
from -4 to +4 (including 0). Six of these statements represent arguments supporting 
the main character’s decision, while the remaining six are arguments against it. On the 
second page, a second dilemma is presented regarding a medical-ethical issue, with 
questions in the same format as the previous one. Following Lind (Lind 2015), MCT is 
an experimental questionnaire since the participant is asked to react to a task within the 
test. The questionnaire constructs an index for measuring moral competence, referred to 
as the C-Score. The C-Score is calculated with an algorithm which considers the answers 
to the 24 statements in terms of their level of agreement with the presented supporting 
and dissenting arguments. This algorithm is sensitive to the answers to both dilemmas, 
relating them to the judgment of the quality of the arguments presented in favor of or 
against the decision in each story. The C-Score theoretically ranges from 0 to 100, although 
empirically speaking, it rarely goes beyond 40 points. Results are categorized as follows: 
very low (indexes from 0 to 9), low (10-19), medium (20-29), high (30-39), very high (40-
49) and extraordinarily high (over 50) (Lind 2008). A Spanish version of the MCT was 
used, translated by Trechera and Moreno (Lind 2006) and further validated for Chilean 
Spanish by Meza (Meza & Guerrero 2016).

•	For Learning Environment: The ORIGIN/u questionnaire was used to evaluate 
the learning environment of university students (Schillinger-Agati & Lind 2002)4. The 
version used in the present study was developed based on a translation and adaptation 
of the original Portuguese and German versions available in Schillinger (2006)4. This 
instrument asks the participants to assess the RT and GR opportunities offered in their 
mandatory and optional subjects during their university studies. It then asks about 
their engagement in activities outside the university, such as music, cultural, political, 
and religious groups, the responsibilities undertaken, and the support received. Using 

3  The MCT and the ORIGIN/u Tests were provided by Prof. Dr. Georg Lind to the corresponding 
author to be used in the current investigation. 
4  The ORIGIN/u instrument’s translation and validation were done at the beginning of this research. 
One of the researchers made a first translation into Spanish, which was then revised in terms of 
language by a team of specialized professors. This version was subsequently applied to a pilot 
sample of 15 students from one of the participating universities using the technique of answering 
aloud. Based on this procedure, the observations and questions made by the participants regarding 
the instruments were integrated. A final version of the ORIGIN/u instrument was developed based 
on these observations, which was used for this study. The reliability of the indicators was assessed, 
resulting in favorable Cronbach’s alpha coefficients for each case (RT alpha =.86, GR alpha =.88). 
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these questions, the instrument constructs the RT and GR indicators, with values ranging 
from 1 to 3. The answers were afterwards coded in an ordinal variable according to the 
reported RT and GR levels, following the instrument’s recommendations for university 
students. This variable distinguishes between favorable (for high levels of RT and GR) 
and unfavorable learning environments (for low levels of RT and GR), using the second-
quartile criterion as the threshold. The instrument also allows to compute the degree of 
involvement in RT and GR opportunities according to the number of people participating 
in them. 

•	For Academic and Demographic Features: Open-ended questions were included in 
the questionnaire in order to record the age, gender, study year, endorsement area, and 
the score in the national university admission test, called PSU.5 The university admission 
test scores range from 100 to 800 points and it is administered by the Chilean University 
Chancellors’ Council. It is widely used as a proxy for the education level attained by 
university students at the end secondary school. In order to define the years of study, 
students were asked to report which semester of their program they were enrolled in and 
their answers were coded into three categories: first year, last year, and other.  

IV.3. Design

This study has a non-experimental, cross-sectional design, replicating the design 
used by Schillinger (2006), inspired by Kohlberg (Kohlberg 1966/2008), and applied to 
teacher education. The dependent variable is moral competence, measured by the C-Score 
through the MCT. The predictor variables are: the level of education before entering 
university (as measured by the PSU); learning environment (favorable or unfavorable, 
as measured by ORIGIN/u); time for learning (first and last year of study); and the 
specialization (PE, HL and MSc). Together with them, the following sociodemographic 
variables were added: gender (male and female), age, the type of administration of the 
school of origin (private, charter, and public), and the level of education of the parents. 

V. Findings 

The results of the analyses are presented in this section as follows. After presenting 
the results of the measured level of moral competence, the correlation level between 
moral competence and PSU is reported. Then, the analysis shows the results controlling 
the independent variables learning environment and years of study, irrespective of the 
specialization (Figure 1). Afterwards, the variable specialization is included (Figure 2) 
and the relation between moral competence with the other dimensions of the ORIGIN/u 
questionnaire is shown. Later, an analysis of differences in the demographic questions with 
respect to moral competence is presented, and finally, the degree of student involvement 
in RT and GR opportunities, differentiated by the specialization, is shown.

The C-Score average for the whole sample is 19.36. The PSU is positively and 
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statistically correlated with the C-Score (r=.12; p<.01). For that reason, the PSU variable 
was included in the following analyses as a covariable. When comparing the average moral 
competence of the last year students with the first-year students, and not controlling for 
learning environment, no differences were found (r=.0215; F(1,577)=.288; p=.633). 

Figure 1: Moral competence by learning environment and year of study.

Figure 1 depicts the level of moral competence for first- and last-year students, 
differentiated according to their learning environment. Students in the final year who 
perceive a favorable learning environment have, on average, 8.7 more C-Score points than 
those who perceive their learning environment as unfavorable. Results from a two-factor 
analysis of variance show that the interaction between the variables years of study and 
learning environment is statistically significant (F(1,145)=2.808; p=.09) with a medium 
effect size (d=.629; r=.300). This suggests a positive relationship between years of study 
and learning environment and moral competence. 

Figure 2 displays two graphs showing the level of moral competence for first- and 
last-year students in different specializations, under two types of learning environments. 
The graph on the left shows the C-Score results by year of study and specialization 
in a favorable learning environment. The graph on the right shows the results for an 
unfavorable learning environment. As shown in the left graph in Figure 2, PE and HL 
students in a favorable learning environment exhibit higher C-Scores when comparing 
their final and first years of study, increasing by roughly 2 to 2.5 C-points, whereas MSc 
students show a decrease of about 5.5 C-points. On the other hand, as shown in the right 
graph in Figure 2, PE students remain almost stable, while HL and MSc students with 
an unfavorable learning environment show markedly lower C-Scores in their final year 
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(reductions of about 13 and 17 points, respectively). When comparing favorable with 
unfavorable learning environments, PE students present a small positive difference of 
2.75 points (absolute effect-size) in their moral competence between the last and the first 
year of study, with a small relative effect-size (r=.227). A two-factor analysis of variance 
was not significant. 

Figure 2: Moral competence by learning environment, year of study, and specialization. 

The MSc students who reported a favorable learning environment showed a decrease 
in moral competence in the last year by approximately 5.56 C-points compared with their 
first study year. Students with an unfavorable learning environment showed a much larger 
decrease, of approximately 16.7 C-points. Although comparisons between favorable with 
unfavorable learning environments for HL and MSc students show substantially lower 
levels for the unfavorable group, the small subgroup of students reporting this learning 
condition in the ORIGIN/u questionnaire makes an analysis of variance unreliable. 

Regarding the other dimensions of the ORIGIN/u questionnaire, participation as 
tutors in basic subjects shows a positive correlation with the moral-competence levels 
(r=.130; p=.015). However, the active participation in political parties within the university 
is negatively correlated with the development of moral competence (r=-.205; p=.044). 
Both differences are statistically significant. With respect to demographic variables, 
women did not show any significant difference in moral competence compared with 
men. Age also did not correlate with moral competence. The school of origin, on the other 
hand, showed a significant correlation with moral competence. Students from a private 
or charter school of origin had, on average, higher moral competence compared with 
students from public schools, with a small effect size (r=.209 and r=.121, respectively). 
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Students whose fathers had university education showed significantly higher moral 
competence than their peers (r=.27; p=.004).

The overall degree of involvement in RT and GR opportunities was 70% for the 
whole sample. When broken down by specialization, the higher rate of involvement was 
among primary school teacher education students (80%), followed by humanities and 
language teacher education students (70%), and finally by the mathematics and sciences 
teacher education students (60%). 

VI. Discussion

The present study analyzed the effects of some aspects of the learning environment 
on the development of moral competence among teacher education students from three 
different endorsement areas, replicating the design used by Schillinger (Schillinger 2006) 
for other degree programs. With a cross-sectional design, first- and last-year students 
were compared in terms of their level of moral competence, considering different learning 
environments in relation to the RT and GR opportunities as reported by the students. 

The overall C-Score average for the sample is considered low according to the scale 
presented by Lind (Lind 2010). Compared to previous studies, this result is similar to the 
level of moral competence found in Meza and Guerrero (Meza & Guerrero 2016) among 
primary school teacher education students in Chile, and also similar to the level of moral 
competence found in Brazil among psychology, business administration, and medical 
students (Schillinger 2006). However, these results are lower than the average found in 
Germany and Switzerland by Schillinger for psychology, business administration, and 
medical students, which were considered high on the same scale. Compared to a more 
recently study of physical education teacher education students in Poland (Bronikowska 
& Krocz 2019), the level of moral competence in the present study is higher. Low levels 
of moral development among teachers and teacher education students have also been 
found in previous studies, as reported by Cummings and colleagues (Cummings, Harlow, 
& Maddux 2007). 

The positive influence of the level of education and the kind of educational activities 
(Colby 2014; Lind 2019) on moral development – rather than a natural maturation 
process or the age, as suggested by Kohlberg (Kohlberg 1984) 40 years ago, is expressed 
in the positive correlation of the C-Score with the national university admission test 
(PSU), also found by Meza and Guerrero (Meza & Guerrero 2016), and with the type of 
administration of the participants’ schools of origin (private versus public). Also, more 
recent studies support this positive relation between education and moral development 
(Wei-Lin Chen & Yun-Wen Chan 2020; Osezua et al. 2022). 

Comparing the average moral competence of final-year students with first-year 
students, and without controlling for the learning environment, no differences were found. 
A medium effect size was found, however, for the students reporting a favorable learning 
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environment compared with those reporting an unfavorable learning environment in 
their last year of study (see Figure 1). Similar results were found by Schillinger (2006) 
for medical, psychology, and business administration students, and for Pascarella and 
Terenzini (Pascarella & Terenzini 2005). These results support the theory of a positive 
influence of a learning environment with RT and GR opportunities on moral development 
(Lind 2019; Sprinthall 1994), as may be observed when students debate with others at 
college, as Colby pointed out (Colby 2014). 

Primary school teacher education students however did not show any significant 
effect size when compared only by year of study, but did present a small positive effect 
size when controlled by the learning environment, although not statistically significant. 
The level of involvement in RT and GR opportunities was 80% in this specialization, 
which is considered high according to the criteria proposed by Schillinger (2006). These 
results are similar to those found for psychology students, suggesting a positive influence 
of the level of involvement in RT and GR learning opportunities on the development of 
moral competence, which is also in line with previous studies (Rest & Narvaez 1991; Rest, 
Narvaez, Thoma, & Bebeau 2000). A similar situation was found for teacher education 
students in humanities and language. While there was no observed effect of the variable 
year of study on moral competence (see Figure 2), without considering other variables, 
there was a positive effect when the learning environment was also taken into account. 
However, the small number of students for this specialization who experienced an 
unfavorable learning environment in the last study year made it impossible to conduct 
further analyses for this subgroup.

The mathematics and sciences teacher education students showed a negative 
difference in their moral competence when comparing the last and first year of study, with 
a small negative effect size. For this specialization, both students reporting a favorable 
and those reporting an unfavorable learning environment showed a negative difference. 
The degree of involvement in RT and GR opportunities for these students was 60%, 
which is considered low according to Schillinger; a similar situation was found among 
business administration and medicine students (Schillinger 2006), where the degree of 
involvement was also low. This condition can be considered a relevant factor when the 
degree of moral development decreases, supporting the theory of Rest and Narvaez (Rest 
& Narvaez 1991), who differentiated the degree of moral development according to the 
level of involvement in learning opportunities. 

Schillinger (2006) extensively discussed the particular issue of a reduction in 
moral competence among medical students during university. Compared with findings 
from other studies of medical education students, the author suggested that, among 
other factors, the extremely high workload of medical education students could explain 
this decrease. Similarly, for mathematics and science teacher education students, the 
curriculum is very intensive, with many more subjects related to these specializations 
than those dedicated to pedagogical knowledge. At the three universities participating in 
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the present research, most of the subjects for these specializations are also shared with 
students of other degree programs, such as biology, chemistry, physics, or engineering, 
with a high level of rigor. Further studies should examine the factors within the study 
years that could explain the negative difference in moral competence for students that 
showed, on average, the highest levels in the first year but the lowest in the last years, 
both in favorable and unfavorable learning environments (Figure 1). 

In line with other studies (Lind 2019; Schillinger 2006), no statistically significant 
differences in terms of gender were found. Also, no statistically significant difference was 
found between students who had a job during their studies and students who did not, as 
also observed by Schillinger (cf. 2006). 

Regarding other activities during the study years, the positive influence of 
participating as a tutor confirmed the findings on previous studies, as in Schillinger (cf. 
2006) or in Rest and Narvaez (Rest & Narvaez 1994). However, participation in extra-
curricular activities did not show any positive effect on Chilean students, as it did for 
German-speaking students. Even more, the small negative difference associated with 
participation in political parties during the study years is remarkable, which suggests the 
need to pay attention to the current kind of political participation at universities in Chile. 

VII. Conclusions

Teacher education needs to focus on the moral development of their students in 
order to prepare them for the moral dilemmas encountered in this profession. The main 
purpose of this study was to explore the relationship between the learning environment 
during university studies and the development of moral competence among teacher 
education students. The design replicated the one used by Schillinger (Schillinger 
2006), inspired by Kohlberg (Kohlberg 2008), to compare first- and last-year students 
in a cross-sectional setting, and was applied to pedagogy degree programs. The present 
results suggest a partial influence of RT and GR opportunities on achieving a higher 
level of moral competence. In groups with a favorable learning environment, with more 
RT and GR opportunities, higher moral competence levels were found, whereas groups 
with an unfavorable learning environment – that is, with too few of these opportunities 
– show lower levels of moral competence. The three different specializations studied 
showed distinct learning environments. One clear example of a positive difference 
in moral competence was observed among the group of students who participated as 
tutors during university studies. Conversely, the group of students who participated in 
political parties at the university showed a lower level of moral competence compared 
to other students who did not participate in them. The degree of involvement in learning 
opportunities is also identified as an important factor related to a positive difference in 
moral competence. The present results suggest the influence of active, experienced-based 
learning opportunities on producing moral-competence levels. 
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The attempt to discuss the role of teacher education in their moral development is a 
pressing issue that requires attention, as Orchard (see Orchard 2021) notes, because the 
mere participation in college or university does not necessarily imply moral development. 
According to the learning opportunities available, this competence may be fostered or 
hindered in its development, as the present study suggests. The opportunities for RT and 
GR, together with a high degree of involvement in those activities, appear to be relevant 
to the positive difference in moral competence among students during the university 
years. More opportunities, such as teaching other students or helping with research 
projects, together with the possibility of seeking advice from more experienced peers 
or instructors, could foster the moral competence of students, as they provide occasions 
for moral reflection and may be considered positive experiences during university years. 
It is therefore suggested that such activities should be included in the teacher education 
curriculum. 

VIII. Limitations

The present research uses a cross-sectional design and has some limitations, as 
it simultaneously collects data from the first and last years of study. In order to study 
the development of moral competence during teacher education programs, it would 
be interesting to apply a longitudinal approach to the same theme as that examined in 
the long-term study. Regarding the sample, it is limited to three of the main universities 
within the Chilean University Chancellors’ Council (CRUCH), which select students with 
the highest scores on the national university admission test (PSU). It would be interesting 
to include universities with fewer admission barriers in future research, as Schillinger 
(2006) did, distinguishing between competitive and non-competitive universities. As 
for the size of the sample and the sampling process, although a more than 600-person 
sample enables estimating correlations, the subgroup of students reporting unfavorable 
conditions in the last years of their degree programs in each endorsement area was too 
small to carry out further analysis, as well as to find more statistically significant results. 
As a consequence, it is suggested to increase the sample size. The sampling process was 
non-probabilistic, which does not permit assessing the statistical representativeness of 
the results for students who did not participate in this study. This limitation could be 
overcome with randomized sampling. 
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