Kohlberg, Lawrence (b. October 25, 1927; d. January 17, 1987), founder of the Center for Moral Development and Education at Harvard University and pioneer of the psychological study and educational application of moral development.


Lawrence (Larry) Kohlberg was born in Bronxville, New York.  Growing up in an economically privileged family, he was clearly intellectually gifted and a rebellious adolescent.  Right after the end of World War II, he enlisted in the Merchant Marine and then joined the illegal Haganah movement serving on an old freighter that helped smuggle European Jews through the British blockade and into Palestine.  Ultimately he was captured by the British and detained on Cyprus, where he reflected on the injustice of America’s allies attacking and incarcerating him for saving Jews from the aftermath of the Nazi holocaust.  This focus on whether it was right to use violent means for political and/or just ends was a clear harbinger of a future career in studying human morality.  He was focused on why people could have such disparate views of right and wrong.

He returned to the US and pursued his undergraduate degree in psychology (1949) at the University of Chicago, which he managed to complete in just one year.  Interested in becoming a clinical psychologist, he began graduate studies at the University of Chicago, but became side-tracked when he encountered Jean Piaget’s The moral judgment of the child.  Ultimately he began interviewing children and adolescents about their ideas about morality, completing his ground-breaking dissertation on the development of stages of moral reasoning, earning a doctoral degree in psychology in 1958.  The core of his work was identifying a development, universal sequence of stages of understanding justice.  He demonstrated that people increase in the complexity and philosophical adequacy of their understandings of morality in regular ways.

Between 1958 and 1962 he served as a Russell Sage Resident at Boston Children’s Hospital, as an Assistant Professor of Psychology at Yale University, and a Fellow at the Institute for Advanced Study in the Behavioral Sciences in Palo Alto, CA.  He then joined the psychology faculty at the University of Chicago and in 1968 was hired as Professor of Education and Social Psychology at Harvard University, where he remained until his death in early 1987.  In 1974 he established the Center for Moral Development and Education which he directed.  During this time he not only refined the definitions of the stages of moral reasoning, but explored how they develop, devised school-based intervention to foster their development, and examined the relationships of his model to many other areas of psychological development (e.g., language, gender identity, religion).

Kohlberg’s legacy can be understood in many ways.  Most centrally, he legitimized the scientific study of morality.  His theory of moral reasoning development led to educational applications of the theory, which were seen as “the Kohlberg bandwagon.”  Once studies of these educational applications started getting published in high profile books and journals, there was almost a Pied Piper quality to them, which led to their study and replication, as well as application across a broad array of other disciplines.  Secondly, his interest in applying basic psychological theory and research to understanding and intervening with families, schools, prisons, business organizations, and other societal structures built a bridge between academics and practitioners.  It was not uncommon for Kohlberg and his colleagues to meet with distinguished scholars and prison guards or teachers at the same time.  A third legacy was the cult of personality he unintentionally fostered.  A unique and eccentric genius, Kohlberg was revered by most of his students, colleagues, and collaborators.  He was gentle, kind, and imprudently generous.  His home, office, and life were open to all who shared an interest in his life’s passion…his work.  He welcomed and helped critics as openly and freely as he did supporters.  The Center for Moral Development and Education that he founded was a semi-chaotic and subtly frenzied place of brilliant productivity, impressive egalitarianism, and true friendship.  It mirrored his personality.

Perhaps his greatest legacy however is generative.  The generations of scholars who studied with Kohlberg, either as peers or as his students, continue to impact the fields of psychology, education, theology, sociology, and others.  Their students, yet a third generation are already also having a significant impact, as the ripples in the pond continue to spread.


Kohlberg’s theory of stages of moral reasoning development is still highlighted in nearly all relevant education and psychology textbooks.  His two volume coding manual (The measurement of moral judgment) which he co-authored with Anne Colby and others was published in 1987. The Association for Moral Education, a remarkably international organization with wide ranging interests and perspectives, continues to thrive, originally founded and still based largely on his work and ideas.  Educational theory and practice continues to be impacted by his cutting edge ideas, many of which remain way ahead of their time.  His Just Community School model (chronicled in the 1989 book Lawrence Kohlberg’s Approach to Moral Education, co-authored with Clark Power and Ann Higgins) remains radical and an inspiration and challenge to all educators interested in rethinking schools. Educators continue to use the research he and his colleagues did to guide pedagogical methods, such as how to talk about moral issues in classrooms.  Literally thousands of books, chapters, and articles have been written about his work.  And all of this work is occurring around the entire world.

Kohlberg believed in true democracy, in justice, in the importance of understanding the roles that social institutions play in shaping human development, and in human potential.  He understood that morality was complex, developed in from childhood through adulthood, and was the hope for the future of the human race.  Sadly, due in part to the long-term deteriorative effects of an incurable intestinal parasite that he contracted while doing cross-cultural research, Lawrence Kohlberg took his own life in January 1987, never fully realizing how much he had done to make the world a better place, how many people loved him, and how much he still had to offer to them and the world.
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