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Abstract

In China, curriculum ideological and political education has become a hot spot
for research and teaching practices for decades. Foreign language courses are
relatively unique due to the rich intercultural content, which requires more atten-
tion to cultivating students’ correct values. However, due to the implicit feature
of ideological and political education, how to explicitly assess the learning ef-

fects remains a research gap. This study found that to a certain extent, the curri-
culum ideological and political education is interrelated with moral education.
Thus, lessons can be drawn from the existing moral development tests. Through
the comparison of three primary moral judgment evaluation methods, Defining
Issues Test (DIT) showed a closer connection with the assessment of curriculum
ideological and political education for foreign language courses. With the adap-
tation of the moral dilemmas and question settings, an explicit assessment me-
thod can be built for curriculum ideological and political education for foreign
language courses.
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1. Introduction

In December 2016, General Secretary Xi delivered a speech at the National Conference on Ideological and Political
Work in Colleges and Universities, "We must adhere to the central link of cultivating morality and people, and put ide-
ology and politics throughout the process of education and teaching." This critical instruction is considered the origin of
curriculum ideological and political education. The fundamental mission of universities is to cultivate morality and
high-quality talents with professional ability and lofty ideals. Implementing curriculum ideological and political educa-
tion is to reveal the connotation of the ideological and political education of the curriculum” (Lu Daokun, 2018).

Among many disciplines, foreign language courses are special due to their rich content on Chinese and Western cul-
tures. These courses require students to have a correct outlook on life, world outlook and values, good moral character,
devotion for the country and global vision, social responsibility, humanities and scientific literacy, the spirit of coopera-
tion, innovation, and the basic literacy of the discipline. Therefore, it is highly crucial to integrate ideological and po-
litical elements into foreign language courses.

Even though curriculum ideological and political education has been a research hot spot, studies on assessment are
still rare. The existing research can be divided into two perspectives—the theoretical perspective and the teaching prac-
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tice perspective. In theory, the learning effect of curriculum ideological and political education is challenging to quan-
tify and evaluate. In this regard, some scholars put forward subjective assessment methodology. It includes formulating
assessment standards according to the talent training plan, implementing mutual assessment of teachers, strengthening
formative assessment, and focusing on student evaluation of teaching and learning to ensure the reliability and validity
of evaluation (Shi Jian & Wang Xin, 2020; Wang Xiaohui, 2020).

In teaching practice, Yang Hua proposed a multi-assessment model in the course "Telling China in Foreign Lan-
guages" (Yang Hua, 2021). This was a comprehensive assessment method based on assessing students' works, moral
literacy, and the degree of integration of language teaching and ideological and political elements. Li Xinyue also put
forward the concept of a multi-assessment system for the "Interpretation” course for English-major students. She built
an evaluation system that combined formative and summative assessment, professional and ideological and political
evaluation, and self- and peer evaluation (Li Xinyue, 2020). However, in general, there are few studies on the explicit
ideological and political evaluation method. The research focus is mainly on the theory and assessment system at the
macro level, lacking the exploration of specific evaluation methods at the micro level. The evaluation methods for spe-
cific courses lack transferability to other foreign language courses.

Regarding the difficulties in establishing an ideological and political evaluation mechanism for foreign language
courses, Wen Qiufang (2021) pointed out that the key strategy for constructing a new assessment system is to make the
ideological and political elements explicit in the process. Therefore, this research will seek a universal evaluation
method for foreign language courses through literature integration and analysis.

2. An Overview of Three Main Methods of Moral Judgement Evaluation

The "Guidelines for the Ideological and Political Construction of Curriculum in Higher Education Institutions" issued
by the Ministry of Education (2020) clearly pointed out that the ideological and political construction of courses should
be carried out around political identity, devotion to family and country, cultural literacy, awareness of the constitution
and the rule of law, and moral cultivation. Meanwhile, moral education aims to cultivate students’ correct outlook on
life, values, and world value, form an excellent moral character, establish a correct political direction, and develop a
correct way of thinking. From this point of view, ideological and political education and moral education have the same
core. To a certain extent, the curriculum ideological and political education is equivalent to moral education (Chen Jin-
sheng, 2020).

In fact, not only in China, moral education has always been a research hotspot on a global scale. Moreover, moral
education is challenging to evaluate because of its diversity and complexity. Since the 1960s, Kohlberg, a well-known
American psychologist, has carried out a series of studies in the field of morality, gradually turning abstract and implicit
morality into concrete and explicit. Also, with the advancement and in-depth research, the problem of moral evaluation
is gradually overcome.

First, Kohlberg (1969) put forward an important concept that reflects the moral level of an individual—moral judg-
ment ability, that is, the ability to make moral judgments and have corresponding moral behaviors. At the same time,
based on many empirical studies, he established a far-reaching theory of moral development. It consists of three levels
(pre-conventional, conventional, and post-conventional) and six stages, as shown in Table 1. He pointed out that from
childhood to young adulthood, and the moral level is constantly developing from a lower level to a higher level. Child-
hood is mainly at the pre-conventional level, and adolescence (about 16 years old) is a crucial stage in forming the con-
ventional level. The moral level gradually stabilizes during adulthood (around 20 years old). According to this theory,
higher education is in a critical period of students' moral development, so moral education and curriculum ideological
and political education are vital (Dong Qian, 2020).

Although Kohlberg's theory has been widely used as a theoretical basis in the study of moral education, some schol-
ars criticized this theory. For example, Rest, an American psychologist, questioned Kohlberg's "strong stage" moral
development model. He argued that an individual's moral development is not a transition of “strong stages” but a grad-
ual development from lower-level to more complex cognitive patterns under interaction with the social environment
(Rest, Narvaez, Bebeau, & Thomas, 1999). Therefore, he adjusted the "three-level, six-stage" theory into three different
developmental schemas, including the personal interest schema (combining stages 2 and 3 of Kohlberg's theory of
moral development), the maintaining social norms schema (in accordance to stage 4 of Kohlberg's theory of moral de-
velopment), post-conventional moral schema (stages 5 and 6 of Kohlberg's theory of moral development). This schema
view profoundly impacts the formation of new moral development assessment methods (Narvaez & Bock, 2002).

Based on Kohlberg's theory and Rest's revised moral schema theory, three main methods of assessing moral judg-
ment ability have been developed: the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI), the Moral Judgment Test (MJT), and the Defi-
nition Issues Test (DIT).
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Table 1. Kohlberg's Theory of Moral Development

Level Features Stage Motivation for moral behavior

Orientation to obedience. Individuals behave

! to avoid punishment.

Self-awareness

Pre-conventional . . .
Self-needs outweigh social customs constraints

Relative utilitarian orientation. The individual
conforms to interest exchanges.

“Good boy/girl” orientation defines the moti-

Conventional The individual is gui.ded by conventional and so- vation of gaining approval.
cial norms
4 Orientation to laws and regulations.
5 Orientation to public equality and shared re-
The individual acts based on his/her value and sponsibility
Post-conventional  moral quality instead of being bound by traditional Orientation to universal ethics. An Individ-
customs and moral constraints 6 ual’s act is based on a complete, universal,

and consistent moral conscience

2.1 Moral Judgment Interview (MJI)

Kohlberg proposed the Moral Judgment Interview (MJI) method based on his moral development theory of "three
levels and six stages". In MJI, participants are required to read a series of stories with moral conflicts and then answer
some open-ended inquiry questions to demonstrate the subjects' moral reasoning and judgment ability when solving
these moral dilemmas. The most famous moral dilemma is "Heinz's Dilemma," in which Heinz's wife is dying, and
there is only one medicine that can save her. However, it belongs to a local pharmacist, who prescribes it at a high price
and insists on not cutting prices. Heinz becomes so desperate that he decides to steal the medicine and save his wife's
life. The story contained the moral conflict of saving family lives and obeying the law. Thus, subjects are asked ques-
tions such as "Should Heinz steal drugs?" and "What is the most responsible way for Heinz to deal with this situation?”

One of the difficulties of MJI is parsing the responses of the subjects. Through continuous reforms, Kohlberg and his
team have devised the "Standard Issue Scoring". The method is divided into 17 analysis steps: 1) Disassemble the an-
swers into interview judgment fragments (1-6 steps), 2) compare the interview judgment snippet with the criteria in the
scoring operation manual (steps 7-14), 3) give the stage score (steps 15-17). Weber further improved this method into
the "Abbreviated Scoring Guide", which provides a more straightforward and reliable method (Colby & Kohlberg,
1987).

However, MJI has not been favored by most moral development researchers. The most important reason is that this
face-to-face, oral interview method requires more extended participation of the tester and the subjects. Also, it requires
the tester to have strong interview skills and data processing ability. In addition, the analysis results have a more sig-
nificant relationship with the verbal ability of the subjects. Accordingly, some scholars have proposed a pa-
per-and-pencil test form of moral judgment interviews, simplifying the test method without affecting the results. How-
ever, it still has not been widely used (Weber, 1991).

2.2 Moral Judgment Test (MJT)

Lind, an internationally renowned German educational psychologist, established the Moral Judgment Test (MJT)
based on Kohlberg's theory of moral development. Unlike the MJI, MIJT is a multiple-choice questionnaire with no
open questions, thus reducing the difficulty of data processing. It is widely used in European ethics research, including
research on the influence of ethical education, political attitudes, and social environment (Ishida, 2006).

The test measures the participant’s ability to make specific moral judgments using consistent ethical standards. Lind
believes that placing subjects in opposing viewpoints can reflect their moral values and moral levels by judging these
viewpoints. In the test, participants must read two stories of ethical dilemmas (the doctor's and the worker's dilemmas).
Then, they are supposed to judge the degree of approval of the protagonist’s behavior (7-point Likert scale), followed
by a rating of acceptance (7-point Likert scale) for each of the six agreeing and six disagreeing causal explanations. The
primary indicator of the MJT is the "C-score"—a calculation method similar to the multivariate analysis of variance
created by Lind, which represents the percentage of deviation in the moral judgment of the subject for a given opinion
or behavior. It also indicates the ability and consistency of one’s moral quality when judging opinions (Lind, 1999).

DOI: 10.26855/er.2023.03.011 346 The Educational Review, USA



Fan Zhang

2.3 Defining Issues Test (DIT)

Rest developed the Defining Issues Test (DIT) after improving Kohlberg's theory of moral development. Similar to
MIT, this method is also a multiple-choice questionnaire, and the testing process is relatively easy to operate.

After reading 6 (DIT-1) or 5 (DIT-2) stories embodying moral dilemmas, subjects are asked to complete three types
of questions. First, a choice among “approval,” “uncertainty,” and “disapproval” is made about the actions of the pro-
tagonist of the story. Then, 12 statements related to the story are rated for the importance of moral judgment (5-point
Likert scale); finally, the four most important statements from the twelve in the former part are selected and ranked by
importance.

One of the most critical indicators of the DIT is the "P-value", which represents the value of importance assigned to
statements that belong to the post-conventional level. The scores vary from 0 to 95, calculated by assigning specific
scores to ranked statements in the third step of the test. If the statement reflecting the post-conventional level (stages 5
and 6) is ranked first in importance, 4 points will be awarded. If it is listed as the second-ranked option, it will be
awarded 3 points, and so on. Since the "P-value" only focuses on the post-conventional schema and does not consider
other schemas, Rest proposed a new "N2" indicator. The "N2 value" takes the "P-value" as the origin. Suppose the sub-
ject can mark the statements with the higher-level moral development as more important than the lower-level ones. In
that case, the "N2 value" will increase compared with the original "P-value", and vice versa, reduce. In addition, there
are “Developmental Phrase Indicators” that show the subject's moral development stage, the “Number of Cannot De-
cides” that reflects the subject's decision-making ability and other indicators that represent the different characteristics
of the subjects (Rest & Narvaez, 1999).

Rest also conducted detailed studies on the reliability and validity of DIT, and the results show that the reliability of
the DIT method is high. At the same time, he also proposed two methods to test reliability. The first method is the
M-score. Some “filler” statements in the test are meaningless options and do not belong to any of the six moral devel-
opment stages. If the M-score is high, the respondents do not carefully consider the meaning of the options when evalu-
ating. Another method is to examine the consistency of the subjects in the second part (importance evaluation) and the
third part (importance ranking), which can filter out unreliable results.

The validity criteria of the DIT embody in the following parts: 1) differential research support for different age
groups and educational groups, 2) support from longitudinal research data, 3) correlation with cognitive ability assess-
ment, 4) sensitivity to moral education intervention, 5) correlation with behavioral choices and career choices, 6) pre-
dictability of political choices and attitudes (Rest & Narvaez, 1999).

Due to its easy operation and high reliability and validity, researchers have used DIT in more than 40 countries and
regions. The research objects cover different professional fields, including finance, business, medicine, education, etc.
Thus, it has become the most widely used method for evaluating moral development levels (Elm & Weber, 1994).

2.4 The Comparison of the Three Tests

2.4.1 The Similarities

The three tests are all developed directly or indirectly from Kohlberg's "three-level, six-stage" moral development
theory. They all reflect the individual's moral literacy through attitudes and choices in the face of moral dilemmas.
Moral dilemma analysis is often regarded as an effective method in moral education and assessment because people will
think and express their opinions more actively when confronted with conflicting values (Cummings, Maddux, & Cla-
dianos, 2010).

Regarding moral dilemmas, they are often divided into two types, namely hypothetical and authentic ones. Hypo-
thetical moral dilemmas allow people to get rid of their direct and emotional feelings about events to analyze problems
more calmly and objectively. These moral dilemmas that have been designed and have been repeatedly verified for ef-
fectiveness can reflect the subjects’ cognitive structure of moral reasoning. However, hypothetical moral dilemmas have
also been questioned for lack of authenticity, too abstract, and too far from the moral dilemmas faced by people in real
scenarios (Grier & Firestone, 1998). At the same time, its limitations cannot be ignored because it cannot reflect the
complex and substantial moral system in real life (Narvaez, 2002). On the other hand, the authentic moral dilemma can
be closer to people's real-life environment, reflecting people's views and attitudes towards moral dilemmas in real life
(Wark & Krebs, 2000). Nevertheless, it is undeniable that the validity of authentic moral dilemmas cannot be guaran-
teed, and, likely, the moral ability of the subjects cannot be genuinely measured (Grier & Firestone, 1998).

2.4.2 The Differences
The first difference is reflected in the test form. MJI is more challenging to operate than MJT and DIT, and the data
processing process is more complicated than the other two counterparts. Therefore, if MJI is used, special training for
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testers is required, while MJT and DIT are relatively simple and easy to operate. Second, the test focuses are different.
MIJI emphasizes the specific stage values of participants’ moral development, resulting in a stage number. MJT assesses
the consistency of the subjects' use of their moral standards to solve problems. At the same time, DIT focuses on the
participants’ ability to analyze moral dilemmas with the post-conventional moral level, indicated by the "P-value" and
"N2-value". In addition, DIT is more focused on measuring macro-morality, that is, moral issues at the social level,
which is more in line with the training goals of curriculum ideological and political education at the social level. In
terms of reliability and validity, DIT shows high internal reliability. Specifically, the "P-value" shows better discrimina-
tion at different educational levels, is more suitable for longitudinal research and is more sensitive to moral education
interventions with a higher correlation with political attitudes (Rest & Thomas, 1997).

3. An Inspiration on Assessing Curriculum Ideological and Political Education for Foreign
Language Courses

Through the above analysis, it can be found that DIT has more advantages in transferring to the Chinese context. The
introduction of the DIT evaluation method in the ideological and political evaluation of foreign language courses has
the following advantages. First, the curriculum’s ideological and political training objectives align with Rest's schema
theory. As mentioned above, in schema theory, the standards for maintaining social norm schema and the
post-conventional schema accord with the awareness of the constitution and the rule of law and professional quality, as
well as the political identity and the devotion to family and country, respectively in the curriculum’s ideological and
political training objectives. The consistency of the basic theory can ensure that the evaluation method derived from
DIT can more accurately reflect the measured ideological and political content.

Secondly, DIT makes relatively abstract and implicit ideological and political elements explicit and quantifies the
learning effect of students' ideological and political content by testing their attitudes and solutions to moral dilemmas.
Moreover, DIT is easy to operate. With a unified question bank and data analysis method as a reference, educators can
master the evaluation method through training and apply it in educational practice, promoting the wide-scale populari-
zation of this method. In addition, DIT is highly indicative of macro-morality and can better indicate the social and na-
tional training goals in the ideological and political elements. Not only that, DIT is suitable for the characteristics of
longitudinal research, which can be used as an indicator of process evaluation. Through process evaluation, it can
monitor the changing trend of students' ideological and political quality and then adjust the ideological and political
teaching method in a timely and effective manner. Its advantages of high reliability and validity can also ensure the
credibility and validity of the evaluation results.

However, if DIT is directly applied in practice, the following problems may arise: First, DIT is delivered in English.
Although students majoring in foreign languages have relatively strong English ability, due to varying English profi-
ciency, there may be problems that some students may not have a clear understanding of the moral dilemmas or follow-
ing questions, which will finally lead to inaccurate results. More importantly, most of the moral dilemmas used in the
DIT test are related to the sociocultural politics of the United States, so they deviate from China's national conditions
and ideology. Thus, it does not fit the training goals in the ideological and political curriculum.

Therefore, it is vital to adjust DIT reasonably according to the training goals of the ideological and political construc-
tion of foreign language curricula.

4. Conclusions

The difficulty of designing a proper assessment method for curriculum ideological and political education of foreign
language courses lies in explicitly assessing the learning effect. However, the homology between the ideological and
political education of the curriculum and moral education has laid the foundation for the introduction of moral judgment
evaluation methods. Through the comparison of three main moral judgment evaluation methods, DIT is proved to be
more appropriate for transferring to the curriculum ideological and political evaluation system, indicating the following
advantages: First, the theoretical basis of DIT involves the training goals for curriculum ideological and political educa-
tion. Secondly, the goal of explicit assessment can be achieved by assigning points to the questions in the questionnaire,
just as in DIT. Moreover, DIT's high validity and reliability, especially the sensitivity to education intervention and va-
lidity in longitudinal studies, makes it a good reference for evaluating ideological and political content learning in for-
mative and summative assessment.

In short, the introduction of DIT into the curriculum ideological and political education assessment has its research
significance and value. However, the exploration of the design of the curriculum ideological and political evaluation
scale based on the DIT in this study is still in its infancy. With the theoretical foundation concluded in this study, future
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studies should design a revised DIT-like assessment method with moral dilemmas and questions under curriculum
ideological and political education training goals and further test the validity and reliability in actual teaching practice.
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