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ABSTRACT

Towards Understanding Adolescents’ Adaptation to School Moral Norms:
Development and Validation of the Student Moral Adaptability Questionnaire

by
Aaron D. Haddock

This study reports on the initial development and validation of the Student Moral
Adaptability Questionnaire (SMAQ) with a sample of 609 (54% female) students in Grades 7
and 8 in California. The SMAQ is a 24-item self-report instrument for assessing youths’
adaptability to the moral and social norms at school composed of two scales — the Moral
Incongruence with School Scale (MISS) and the Moral Congruence with School Scale
(MCSS). The MISS is operationalized via four subscales measuring cognitive restructuration
at school, minimizing own agency at school, disregarding/distorting negative impact of
actions at school, and blaming/dehumanizing the victim at school. The MCSS s also
operationalized via 4 subscales measuring school caring, school justice, school rules, and
school moral identity. Findings supported the theoretical model underlying the SMAQ.
Results from confirmatory factor analyses indicated that the two scales that structure the
SMAQ, the MCSS and the MISS, were each characterized by four conceptually sound latent
factors that were strong indicators of single second-order factors (i.e., moral incongruence
with school and moral congruence with school). All subscales exhibited adequate construct
reliability and internal consistency. Moreover, invariance analysis demonstrated that the

factors structuring both scales were invariant across gender. In addition, bivariate
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correlations and a latent-variable path model provided evidence that (a) moral incongruence
with school was a strong predictor of self-reported bullying behavior and moral
disengagement and (b) moral congruence with school was a strong predictor of self-reported
defending behavior. This study also provides an English translation and adaptation and
preliminary psychometric evidence of validity for a 14-item scale for children embedded
within a 24-item moral disengagement scale for adolescents. Implications for theory,

practice, and research are discussed.

Keywords: adaptive behavior, ecological-developmental theory, moral development, moral
disengagement, moral education, positive youth development, protective factors, risk factors,
school climate, school psychology, situational action theory, social-cognitive domain theory,

social-emotional learning.
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CHAPTER 1

Prolegomena to the School as a Context for Individual Moral Adaptation

The school social environment is a profoundly important factor influencing students’
social and academic adaptation (Felner & Felner, 1989). Defined as the “quality and
character of school life,” school climate concerns individual members’ perceptions and
psychological experience of the school environment (Pickeral, Evans, Hughes, &
Hutchinson, 2009, p. 3; Van Houtte, 2006). Positive school climate is essential for students’
psychological well-being and safety (Hoge, Smit, & Hanson, 1990; Ruus et al., 2007;
Syvertsen, Flanagan, & Stout, 2009; Welsh, 2000), academic engagement and achievement
(Brand, Felner, Shim, Seitsinger, & Dumas, 2003; Ryan & Patrick, 2001) and social and
emotional development (Kuperminc, Leadbeater, Emmons, & Blatt, 1997; Shocet, Dadds,
Ham, & Montague, 2006; Way, Reddy, & Rhodes, 2007). Importantly for this study, school
climate is believed to reflect the “norms, values and expectations that support people feeling
socially, emotionally and physically safe,” which highlights the school as an influential
developmental setting that intersects with other developmental settings and serves as a
context of socialization shaping students’ socioemotional and behavioral adjustment
(National School Climate Center, n.d.; Trickett, 1978). As such, students’ dispositions
toward and personal congruence with the norms, values, and rules at school constitute a key
dimension of positive school climate. In response to research documenting the importance of
contextual factors for student success, recommendations by the Institute of Education
Sciences and the U.S. Center for Disease Control and Prevention supporting school climate
reform, along with initiatives by the U.S. Department of Education aimed at enhancing

school climate, schools increasingly engage in a variety of activities intended to facilitate



positive school climate and supportive learning environments, foster students’ social,
emotional, and ethical development, and encourage prosocial behavior and healthy peer
relationships. Students’ adherence to school norms governing interpersonal relationships is of
particular interest in light of the myriad well-documented deleterious effects bullying and
victimizing behaviors have on both victims and perpetrators and school climate more
generally. In order to better understand the underlying factors contributing to bullying and
antisocial behavior, research in applied psychology has increasingly focused on better
understanding the role of moral reasoning and emotional development, which has in turn
prompted interest in the conceptualization of these constructs and their assessment.
Contemporary school psychology is grounded in an ecological-developmental
paradigm, which conceives of individual development as profoundly and reciprocally
influenced by multiple interconnected environmental systems (Apter & Conoley, 1984;
Bronfenbrenner, 1977, 1979; Sheridan & Gutkin, 2000). As Burns (2011) has argued, one of
the key contributions school psychology makes to education, applied psychology, and the
development of children and youth is the ecological-developmental approach to prevention it
brings to schools and other mental health settings. Importantly, the field’s embrace of the
ecological-developmental conceptual framework represents a deliberate move away from the
medical model paradigm’s emphasis on detecting and intervening in pathology viewed as
located within the person (Burns, 2011). To further clarify this theoretical distinction, Apter
and Conoley (1984) articulated four key tenets of the ecological perspective (as summarized
by Burns, 2011), “(a) individuals are an inseparable part of a system; (2) ‘disturbance is not
viewed as a disease located within the body of the child, but rather as a discordance in the

system’ (p. 89); (c) dysfunctions are the result of a mismatch between an individual’s skills



and knowledge, and the environmental demands; and (d) any intervention should focus on
the system to be most effective” (p. 134). When coupled with a preventive framework,
school psychology’s conceptual paradigm endeavors to address the factors that put students
at risk while simultaneously promoting their wellness, adaptive behavior, and effective
coping.

In light of these theoretical considerations, it is notable that researchers in the field of
school psychology are increasingly employing Albert Bandura’s theory of moral
disengagement to assess and explain students’ behavior at school, especially antisocial,
aggressive, and bullying behavior. As Bandura has written, the theory of moral
disengagement seeks to clarify how good people do bad things via a set of hypothesized
psychological mechanisms clustered into broad socio-cognitive processes (Bandura, 1999,
2000). While there are problems with both the underlying theory and its assessment
addressed in detail later in this study, it is worth noting that thinking through and attempting
to address these issues provided some of the initial inspiration behind it. In a variety of ways,
the theory of moral disengagement has provided a foil, in the literary sense, throughout,
simultaneously highlighting important considerations and prompting critical reappraisals.
From the perspective of ecological-developmental theory, the theory of moral disengagement
offers only a partial explanation that, consistent with the medical model, tends to
overemphasize individual level factors at the expense of careful consideration of individuals’
sociocultural embeddedness and the school as a social context for individual adaptation. It
may be the case that some students, who have been socialized to and internalized the norms
and rules of the school setting, employ the mechanisms of moral disengagement to justify

violating those previously accepted standards when treating others inhumanely or otherwise



breaking school rules, as the theory of moral disengagement would have it. However, for
adaptive reasons, other students may simply subscribe to a different set of moral norms or
personal rules for behavior that are less aligned with the school context — making the
machinations of moral disengagement moot. An ecological-developmental understanding of
norm-related behavior in the school context appreciates that, while the school environment
exerts pressure on adolescents to adhere to its ways, it is not the only social context students
are negotiating (Trickett & Schmid, 1993). Adolescents are always also being socialized to
and influenced by other salient social and cultural contexts, such as their family, community,
and peer groups, which may vary in terms of their adaptive requirements, worldview, and
coping styles and, as result, be more or less congruent with the adaptive requirements of the
school context. Thus, aspects of a student’s personal morality (i.e., beliefs, values, attitudes,
and rules for behavior) may be at odds with the morality and conventions of the school
context and still be adaptive for the adolescent depending on the student’s perception of the
demands of other contexts (e.g., peer group, neighborhood, family) (Trickett & Schmid,
1993). In fact, previous research reveals that many students experience conflict from
competing sets of norms and adaptive requirements within the school context (Trickett,
1984). For example, Matute-Bianchi (1986) studied variability in patterns of school
performance among Japanese-American and Mexican-descent students in an agricultural
region of Central California. Ethnographic analyses revealed that some students of Mexican
descent identifying as Chicanos appeared to perceive the behavioral and normative patterns
of school culture that fostered academic achievement and success as features of the culture of
the dominant group, i.e., white culture. As a result, some Chicano students perceived

adherence to school culture, policies, and practices as incompatible with their identity as a



Chicano and, thus, regarded being a successful student and being a Chicano as mutually
exclusive identities. Though education is announced as a vehicle that opens up opportunities
for all students to transcend their social positions, in practice, the education system all too
often plays an active or at least complicit role in the reproduction of class and social
inequalities (see, e.g., Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977). Though in reality, the behavioral and
normative patterns of school culture that foster academic achievement and success do not
belong to any particular cultural group, when students do not see and experience members
from their own cultural group represented at the institutional level, it sends the message that
school is not a place for them and that the norms, practices, and policies of school culture are
there to serve and advance those already in power.

In addition to these theoretical issues, there is also the issue of the scale Bandura and
colleagues developed to assess the construct of moral disengagement, which has since
become the most widely used assessment instrument around the world (Gini, Pozzoli, &
Hymel, 2013). The original moral disengagement scale was created in Italian for use with
adult Italian-speaking populations and does not appear to have undergone the rigorous
translation and adaptation process consistent with best practice in measurement development,
resulting in an instrument with serious unaddressed problems (Bandura, Barbaranelli,
Caprara, & Pastorelli, 1996). Despite its flaws, scores of researchers continue to use this
measure of moral disengagement with English-speaking youth, thus, one component of this
dissertation addresses this need by translating and adapting this scale and analyzing its
psychometric properties.

The more important and central component of this study addresses the need for a

conceptual model of moral engagement at school that is consistent with school psychology’s



theoretical orientation (i.e., ecological developmental paradigm, prevention science, wellness
promotion) and its operationalization in a domain-specific, bi-dimensional measure that
assesses the factors underlying both students’ incongruence and congruence with the moral
norms of the school setting as well as the factors that lead to moral congruence with the
school context and promote students’ ethical development. In this study, it is proposed that
students’ moral engagement with school has dual aspects manifested in both rejecting
justifications for violating school moral norms and conventions and accepting the practical
and ethical reasons that bolster adherence to school norms and conventions. Thus, the
primary purpose of this study was to develop and establish the technical adequacy of a
domain-specific measure of adolescents’ school-specific moral adaptability: the Student
Moral Adaptability Questionnaire (SMAQ). The instrument operationalizes this bi-
dimensional conceptual model of student moral engagement with two scales that can be
utilized separately or in tandem. One scale assesses the degree to which a student’s personal
morality is incongruent with the moral norms and social conventions of the school setting
(i.e., Moral Incongruence with School Scale; MISS), while the other scale assesses the
degree to which an individual’s personal morality is congruent with the moral norms and
social conventions of the school setting (i.e., Moral Congruence with School Scale; MCSS).
The development and validation of the SMAQ was undertaken to advance our understanding
and assessment of the social, emotional, and ethical adjustment of youth and further inform
educational professionals’ ability to promote student wellbeing and positive school climate.
Consequently, the results of this study have implications for the theory and practice of school

psychology and education.



CHAPTER 2
Conceptualizing Student Moral (Dis)engagement

Theoretical Foundations

Transactional-ecological theory stresses that human behavior must be understood in
its broader socio-cultural-historical context (Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986). Transactional-
ecological theory conceives of the individual as developing within a nested arrangement of
systems, ranging from the micro- and mesosystem interactions with and between family,
school, and peers to the macrosystem interactions with broader cultural, economic, historical,
and political forces (Bronfenbrenner, 1979). Individual genetic differences are seen as
interacting with a variety of environmental circumstances that significantly influence thought
and behavior to generate a diversity of outcomes. Transactional-ecological theory views the
relationship between individuals and their environment as continuous and reciprocal, with
individuals and contexts shaping one another (Sameroff, 2009). Individuals act on their
environment in both reasoned and habitual ways based on their learned behavior and
schemas in an effort to practically meet the demands of their environment (Hewitt, 2000).
The person-environment interaction generates new stimuli for both to adapt to, effectively
driving the developmental process (Sameroff, 1975, 2009; Sameroff & Fiese, 2000). From
the transactional-ecological perspective, children are regarded as “in a perpetual state of
active reorganization” and, hence, “cannot properly be regarded as maintaining an inborn
trait or habit as a static characteristic” (Sameroff, 2009, p.8). As a result, the transactional-
ecological perspective conceives of problems as never being situated completely in the child,

the family, or in an interaction between the two, but rather as always in the relationship



between the child and the context (Sameroff & Fiese, 2000). Behavioral outcomes involve
the reciprocal effects of context on child and child on context.

Contemporary school psychology is grounded in an ecological developmental
paradigm that understands individuals as inseparable from systems and individual
development as profoundly and reciprocally influenced by multiple interconnected
environmental systems (Apter & Conoley, 1984; Bronfenbrenner, 1977; Sheridan & Gutkin,
2000). Importantly, contemporary school psychology’s embrace of the ecological perspective
represents the field’s move away from the medical model paradigm’s emphasis on detecting
and intervening in pathology located within the person (Burns, 2011). Rather, problems with
living and dysfunctional behavior are viewed as resulting from the incongruity that can exist
between an individual’s skills, knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes and the demands of their
environment (Apter & Conoley, 1984; Burns, 2011). Consequently, prevention and
intervention from a transactional-ecological perspective focuses on optimizing the adaptation
process through examination of the compatibility between an individual and the reciprocal
nature of their association with their environment. When an individual and a particular
environment are found to be misaligned as evidenced by difficulties in adaptation, it is
understood as a discordance in the person-environment system stemming from the lack of fit
(Conoley & Haynes, 1992; Hewett, 1987). Since lack of fit is often specific to the
characteristics of particular settings, difficulties in adaptation in one setting does not
necessarily represent a cross-situational behavioral deficit (Hendrickson, Gable, & Shores,
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Specificity Matching

Informed by findings in the attitude (e.g., Ajzen & Fishbein, 1977, 2005) and trait
(e.g., Epstein, 1979; Fleeson, 2004) literatures, the specificity matching principle states that,
“in naturally occurring settings, outcomes are typically caused by multiple factors, many of
which may be rivals of the particular predictor variable the researcher is studying. To
compensate for the influence of such rival predictors, the specificity matching principle holds
that the specificity of predictors and criteria should be matched. [...] In short, specific
predictors should be used to predict specific behaviors and general predictors should be used
to predict general behaviors” (Swann, Chang-Schneider, & McClarty, 2007, p. 87).
Subsequent studies and meta-analyses have served to confirm this principle. For example, in
a meta-analysis of the relation between self-measures and measures of performance and
achievement, Hansford and Hattie (1982) found that academic ability was more accurately
predicted by specific academic self-concepts (r = .42) than by global self-esteem (r = .22).
Likewise, a meta-analysis of the relation between self-beliefs and academic achievement
found that assessing self-views specific to the relevant academic domain (e.g., math self-
efficacy) and self-beliefs regarding specific subject areas produced stronger predictor-
outcome associations (Valentine, DuBois, & Cooper, 2004). Supported by these and other
research findings, Swann et al. (2007) argue that the strength of the relation observed
between predictor and criterion variables is systematically determined by their specificity.

Recent research on subjective well-being and covitality (i.e., the co-occurrence of
human strengths or positive psychology constructs) in the school context provides a
particularly apropos example of the specificity matching principle applied to assessing

psychological constructs related to the school domain (Renshaw et al., 2014). Informed by



the cumulative assets theory of childhood resiliency, which parses out the specific relations
between family-, school-, and community-specific assets and outcomes for youth (e.g.,
Scales, 1999), researchers are increasingly developing domain-specific measures to target
school-specific factors affecting youth. A good example of this can be found in the
pioneering efforts to develop and validate school-specific measures of youths’ subjective
wellbeing. Furlong and colleagues developed the Positive Experiences at School Scale
(PEASS) to measure positive psychology constructs specific to school and the Social and
Emotional Health Survey (SEHS) to assess core cognitive dispositions associated with
adolescents’ positive psychosocial development (Furlong, You, Renshaw, O’Malley, &
Rebelez, 2013; Furlong, You, Renshaw, Smith, & O’Malley, 2014). Building on this
research, Renshaw and Bolognino (2014) found that, for a sample of college students, a
guestionnaire that specifically tapped the construct of covitality specific to the college setting
had a stronger effect and thus incremental validity vis-a-vis academic achievement when
compared with global covitality status. These findings led the authors to argue for the
privileging of school-specific indicators over global indicators since school-specific
measures tend to be both more informative and better predictors of school-related outcomes
(Renshaw & Bolognino, 2014). Furthermore, in a study reporting on the development and
validation of a school-specific measure of student subjective wellbeing, Renshaw, Long, and
Cook (2014) argued that, unlike the domain-general approach, a school-specific approach to
measurement is congruent with best practice in school psychological and educational service
delivery and the Response-to-Intervention (RTI)/Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS)
framework for problem-solving and assessment-to-intervention practice (e.g., Hawkins,

Barnett, Morrison, & Musti-Rao, 2010; Peacock, Ervin, & Merrell, 2010).
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Wrongful Attributions and Situation-Centered Determinants of Behavior

There is evidence to suggest that the specificity matching principle is particularly
important as related to research on social knowledge, reasoning, and behavior, particularly in
light of experimental findings in social psychology. Despite contemporary virtue ethicists’
redeployment of the notion of consistent character traits guided by certain values or virtues,
social psychologists consistently find that humans do not exhibit “cross-situational stability”
or “context-independent dispositions” and that situational factors can supersede factors
related to the individual (Nisbett & Ross, 1991). Beginning with modern personality
psychology nearly a century ago and extended and enhanced by research in the field of social
psychology, the “globalist” conception of people as possessing stable character traits and
consistent dispositions to respond across contexts under the guidance of a particular value
has steadily eroded. What has emerged is a picture of human behavior emphasizing the
importance of contextual influences and systematic human tendencies to respond to their
environment in ways that call into question the cross-situational stability of character traits
and moral commitments. In contrast with globalism, situationism asserts that the influence of
situations is routinely underestimated and the role of individual dispositions overestimated
(Nisbett & Ross, 1991).

In one of the earliest studies examining environmental press on individual moral
action, the psychologists Hartshorne and May (1928) studied the question of character with
over 10,000 youth in the U.S. in the late 1920s (Hartshorne, May, & Maller, 1929;
Hartshorne, May, & Shuttleworth, 1930). Their findings were shocking to many. Presented
with opportunities to steal, cheat, and lie in a number of different athletic and academic

contexts, the children’s behavior was found to be largely dependent upon the situations in
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which they were placed. The researchers’ found that it was challenging, even impossible, to
generalize about an individual’s behavior across situations based on a few samples of
previous behavior, their personality traits, or assessments of moral reasoning. For instance, a
person who cheated on a school test was no more or less likely to cheat in a sporting event
when given the opportunity than a person who did not cheat on a school test. Y outh who
would not break the rules at home, even small rules when there was no risk of being caught,
were no less likely to cheat on a school test. Students who cheated on a spelling test were not
more likely to cheat on a math test or in a sports game. Based on these findings, the authors
posited the doctrine of specificity of moral behavior, which holds that moral behavior is quite
specific to each situation or setting and that individuals generally behave in each situation
according to how they have learned to behave in particular conditions. Numerous subsequent
studies have provided additional support for a situation-specific understanding of moral
behavior.

Despite the body of research demonstrating the powerful effects of contexts on
behavior, humans are characterized by a general tendency to attribute behavior to internal
rather than external causes — despite the situation (Ross, 1977). Known as the fundamental
attribution error or correspondence bias, this principle is often illustrated with a study by
Jones and Harris (1967) in which participants concluded that the authors of pro- and anti-
Castro essays really were pro- or anti-Castro even though they had been told that the authors
were assigned to take one or the other position based on a coin toss. It is generally accepted
that perceptual salience undergirds the occurrence of the fundamental attribution error since
the individual behavior one is attempting to understand is more perceptually salient than the

numerous variables comprising the situation and influencing the individual actor (Taylor &
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Fiske, 1975). To take moral disengagement as an example, one could argue that when
researchers conclude that respondents obtaining high scores on Bandura’s Moral
Disengagement Scale are morally disengaged and that this moral disengagement is driving
their antisocial, aggressive, or bullying behavior, they run the very real risk of committing
the fundamental attribution error. We should ask: Do participants’ responses on the MDS
reflect internal, person-centered dispositions, or might they be better understood as reflecting
contextual factors, like social identity, group norms, social disadvantage, culture, and
adaptive behavior in context?

As Crisp and Turner (2010) explain, the social identity approach to understanding the
self posits that it can be partitioned into aspects reflecting a person’s personal identity and
aspects reflecting a person’s social identity, with context determining which is most salient
(Hogg & Abrams, 1988; Tajfel & Turner, 1979). An individual’s social identity is grounded
in group membership and generally expresses the “range of attributes that characterize the
prototypical group member” and conforms to a set of group norms concerning how group
members ought to think, feel, and behave (Crisp & Turner, 2010, p. 19). While it is generally
true that most societies’ social norms promote prosocial behavior and discourage antisocial
and aggressive behavior, depending on the particular situation and underlying conditions
group norms encouraging attitudes and beliefs that support the latter types of behavior and
discourage the former may emerge in societies (Tajfel & Turner, 1979). For instance,
research on emergent norm theory has shown that it is often the case that an individual may
hold antisocial or aggressive beliefs or behave in an antisocial or aggressive manner because
that is the attitude or behavior that reflects the group norm that is consistent with a person’s

most salient social identity in a particular situation (Turner & Killian, 1957). Accordingly, it
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would be inaccurate to say that the person is disengaging from common social or moral
norms, or deindividuating, since they are simply adhering to a different group norm. In such
an instance, no moral justification is required for transgressing previously accepted norms, as
in moral disengagement theory and traditional models of deindividuation, because the
individual’s attitudes and behavior are in fact consistent with their social identity and a
different set of norms governing their collective identity (Reicher, Spears, & Postmes, 1995).
Returning to the example presented earlier of the conflict some students reported
experiencing between their Chicano cultural identity and their perception of the culture of the
school as the culture of the dominant group, emergent norm theory appears to provide a more
accurate explanation of these students’ experience than moral disengagement theory.
Research has also found that environmental factors (i.e., temperature, noise, and
crowding) and, of particular relevance for this study, social factors can increase the
likelihood of aggressive and antisocial behavior (e.g., physical and verbal aggression,
vandalism, rioting) and helping behavior. For instance, Matthews and Cannon (1975) found
the environmental noise level to be a significant determinant of helping behavior. Social
disadvantage coupled with an individual’s or group’s sense that the depravation they are
experiencing is unjust (i.e., relative depravation) and that they are unable to remediate the
inequality by legitimate means has been shown to increase the likelihood that aggressive
norms will be adopted (Crisp & Turner, 2010). In addition, research has demonstrated
cultural influences on aggressive and antisocial behavior. For instance, due to historical,
economic, and social forces, some groups adhere to a culture of honor that mandates
individuals employ violence to protect their property and integrity (Nisbett & Cohen, 1996).

An analog can be found in the subculture of violence adopted by some gangs, in which
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antisocial and aggressive behavior is the norm by which gang members can achieve
economic sustainability, status, and power in society. Evidence of such an emergent
aggressive and antisocial group norm has been documented in urban gangs (Toch, 1969), the
Sicilian Mafia in Italy (Nieburg, 1969), and prison groups (Calkin, 1985).

It is also important to consider how individuals’ exposure to traumatic events and
toxic levels of environmental stress may predispose them to antisocial attitudes and
behaviors. Prevalence research estimates that two out of every three school-age children
experience at least one traumatic event prior to adulthood (Perfect, Turley, Carlson,
Yohanna, & Saint Gilles, 2016) and that, on average, youth growing up in adverse
circumstances experience two traumatic exposures (Copeland, Keeler, Angold, & Costello,
2007; Porche, Costello, & Rosen-Reynoso, 2016). Research further clarifies that trauma
exposure has an extremely deleterious impact on students’ social-emotional-behavioral
functioning (the Adverse Childhood Experiences [ACEs] Study; Felitti et al., 1998; Perfect et
al., 2016). For example, students living in adverse circumstances and impacted by trauma are
more likely to receive a mental health diagnosis and qualify for special education services as
a student with an emotional disturbance (Porche, Costello, & Rosen-Reynoso, 2016).
Complex trauma exposure (i.e., multiple or chronic trauma experiences, typically involving
the primary caregiving system/individuals) can disrupt a child’s sense of trust and positive
expectations toward others, which in turn impedes the development of collaborative and
prosocial behavior, empathy, and emotional and behavioral regulation (Becker-Blease,
Turner, & Finkelhor, 2010; DePrince, Weinzierl, & Combs, 2009).

Conversely, research also demonstrates that, as with aggressive and antisocial

behavior, prosocial behavior is influenced by factors outside of the individual or individual
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personality. There are powerful social norms, or prevalent and customary attitudes and
beliefs, that shape our attitudes toward helping, altruistic, cooperative, and caring behavior.
In particular, individuals’ attitudes toward helping others is profoundly influenced by their
internalization of the widely-held cultural norm that individuals should help others, which
Crisp and Turner (2010) have argued is related to normative beliefs about reciprocity
(Gouldner, 1960), social responsibility, and social justice (Lerner & Miller, 1978). Moreover,
research demonstrates that prosocial behavior is both learned through and prompted by the
observation of others (i.e., modelling) (e.g., Bandura, 1972; Bryan & Test, 1967; Rushton &
Campbell, 1977) as well as influenced by the characteristics of the individual(s) receiving the
behavior, such as their perceived similarity to the actor (Krebs, 1975) and their attractiveness
(Benson, Karabenick, & Lerner, 1976). Despite these powerful situational influences on
prosocial behavior, it should be noted that there is also research to suggest some weaker
though rather stable individual-level differences, such as sensitivity to social norms
(Berkowitz & Daniels, 1964), internal locus of control, and dispositional empathy (Bierhoff,
Klein, & Kramp, 1991).
Situational Action Theory

Consistent with both the ecological developmental paradigm and a situationist
appreciation for contextual influences, Situational Action Theory (SAT) provides insights
into the attitudes and behavior of individuals vis-a-vis the specific rules governing particular
contexts. According to SAT, settings possess rules about right and wrong conduct, or moral
rules and, as a result, action directed or governed by moral rules can be defined as moral
action (Wikstrom, 2004, 2010). Notably, however, SAT is not a moralistic theory — it does

not make judgments about what rules or actions are right or wrong. Rather, it views all action
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guided by moral rules as moral action, whether the act is in abidance with the rules or not
(Wikstrom, Oberwittler, Trieber, & Hardy, 2012). Like settings, individuals also possess a
personal set of rules about right and wrong, or a personal morality, that may be more or less
aligned with the moral rules of the setting. SAT recognizes that both rational deliberation and
habit cause individuals to follow or break rules (Wikstrém & Treiber, 2009). When
individuals deliberate, it engenders agency and self-control and a heightened sensitivity to
deterrence cues, but when individuals are familiar with a setting or set of circumstances,
action in those settings and circumstances can become habituated. SAT posits that acts that
violate the moral rules governing a particular setting stem from two sources: (a) the moral
rules of a particular situation, setting, or context have not been internalized by the individual
and, as a result, behavior that violates the situation’s moral rules is viewed as legitimate; and
(b) a temptation or provocation is stronger than an individual’s self-control, making it
difficult for the person to act in congruence with his or her personal moral commitments
(Wikstrom & Treiber, 2009). As is clear, both sources offer an alternative explanation than
that provided by the theory of moral disengagement. In the first instance, individuals do not
view their behavior as illegitimate — their moral rules and the moral rules of the setting are
simply divergent. Whereas in the second source, SAT offers an alternative explanation of
moral disengagement; though it is possible that individuals may justify breaking their own
moral commitments, individuals do not necessarily employ psychological processes to
disengage self-imposed sanctions on behavior, rather they may simply get overwhelmed by
temptation or a provocation, likely resulting in feelings of guilt or shame because the act is

not appraised as justified.
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From the perspective of SAT, rule breaking serves as a proxy for morality and moral
development (rule-relevant morality). Applied to the school context, rules for conduct at
school are moral rules since they specify what actions are right or wrong under particular
circumstances and in particular settings. It is assumed that students with moralities that differ
significantly from the morality of the school setting will be more likely to exhibit behavior
that departs from common rules of conduct and moral norms. Moreover, according to the
theory, students with low self-control are also more likely to violate the rules, even if they
hold personal moral commitments that align with school rules. Conversely, students with
personal moralities held in common with the school are significantly less likely to violate
common rules of conduct and school moral norms (Wikstrom & Svensson, 2010). As such,
SAT acknowledges that personal moralities differ and may be more or less in line with
particular moral settings, such as a school. Moral development (strong vs. weak) is thus
relative to the school setting (the rules of right and wrong in a school) — not moral universals.
SAT offers a functional, empirical approach to morality, defined as rules governing what is
right and wrong in a particular setting. SAT is helpful in that it clarifies the setting-specific
nature of the rules governing individual actors’ conduct and identifies the various causes for
individuals’ actions to be more or less consistent with the rules of the setting. As institutions
with rules defining appropriate and inappropriate behavior and a fairly common shared set of
prosocial values along with the power to enforce these rules and an interest in teaching these
values, schools are settings governed by a rather clearly defined set of moral rules. Social-
cognitive domain theory’s distinction between two different domains of social knowledge

further elucidates the school setting as a context for moral adaptation.
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Social-Cognitive Domain Theory

Social-cognitive domain theory draws on research on moral development in the field
of developmental psychology (Nucci, 2001, 2002; Smetana, 2006; Turiel, 2006). It holds that
children learn moral reasoning and judgment in caring, trusting, and fair environments that
facilitate moral development via reflection on the intrinsic effects of actions on others’
welfare and issues of justice. Based on research demonstrating that from a very young age
children’s social interactions and experiences lead them to differentiate conceptually between
moral issues and nonmoral issues pertaining to social conventions, domain theory draws a
conceptual distinction between the moral domain and the domain of social convention
grounded in differences in human reasoning over actions that impinge on the well-being of
others and actions concerning appropriate behavior in different social contexts (Nucci, 2009).
As Nucci explains, humans “reason differently about moral actions that affect the welfare of
others, and matters of convention in which the status of the actions is a function of agreed
upon social norms or the dictates of authority” (Nucci, 2009, p. 9). Research with children
and adolescents has demonstrated that whereas judgments about moral issues are typically
justified in terms of fairness or the harm or benefit caused, judgments about social
conventions are justified in terms of whether or not social rules exist addressing the matter
(Nucci, 1989; Tisak, Crane-Ross, Tisak, & Maynard, 2000; Turiel, 2008). Though social
conventions and moral norms are related, social conventions exist to foster order and
predictability and are governed by shared social norms, agreed upon rules and standards, or
the directives of authority — not the intrinsic effects of acts. This distinction is critically
important because, as Turiel argues in The Culture of Morality (2002), history is filled with

examples of unjust social conventions parading as moral universals. If morality is reducible
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to social convention, there exist no grounds on which to oppose immoral social conventions
that harm and exploit others. Conversely, when issues of morality are grounded in the
intrinsic effects of acts, unjust social conventions can be opposed on moral grounds (i.e., as
violations of justice, human welfare, rights) (Turiel, 2002). Taking the example of an
unprovoked physical harm, such as one student hitting another student, a moral judgment
about its wrongness can be made independent of social consensus about the rules because it
could be grounded exclusively in the intrinsic effects of the act (e.g., hitting hurts) (Nucci,
2009).
Moral Disengagement

The theoretical foundation for the SMAQ builds on, but critiques and departs from
Bandura’s theory of moral disengagement in significant ways. Nevertheless, given the theory
of moral disengagement’s conceptual importance for the development of the MISS and the
theory’s ability to provide a foil that highlights how the SMAQ’s grounding in transactional-
ecological theory leads to a different interpretation of students’ responses on the measure, a
more extensive treatment of the theory of moral disengagement is in order. Therefore, this
section first provides an overview of the theory, a summary of important research findings
based on the theory, and a discussion of moral disengagement measures. It then turns to a
broader contextualization of the theory of moral disengagement in relation to other similar
theories, and concludes with a critique of the Moral Disengagement Scale and the theory on
which it is based.

Research on the construct of moral disengagement has increased rapidly over the past
two decades. In 1986, Albert Bandura published his highly influential theory of human

motivation and action from a social cognitive perspective in the book Social Foundations of
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Thought and Action: A Social-Cognitive Theory. In 1990, Bandura applied his social-
cognitive theory to understanding human moral conduct in the article “Selective Activation
and Disengagement of Moral Control” in the Journal of Social Issues and in a book chapter
entitled “Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement,” which appeared in an edited book called
The Origins of Terrorism. Based on a search of PsycINFO, from 1986 until 2017, 292 peer-
reviewed scholarly journal articles have been published on the topic of “moral
disengagement.” The literature grew at under 10 articles per year until 2008, when 16 articles
were published. From 2010 to 2013, between 20 and 30 articles appeared each year, but in
2014 the rate nearly doubled, with 54 articles published. 2015 saw 57 more. Between January
and March of 2016, more articles were published on moral disengagement than were
published in the period between 1990 and 2001.

Bandura’s social-cognitive theory of moral agency asserts that a set of psychological
mechanisms are at play when individuals, whether acting alone or in groups, commit violent,
social injurious, and antisocial acts (Bandura, 1986, 1990, 1999, 2002; Bandura, et al., 1996).
Research employing the theory has been applied to a wide variety of subjects, including the
perpetration of inhumanities (Bandura, 1999), ethical decision making (Detert, Trevifio, &
Sweitzer, 2008), antisocial behavior (Hyde, Shaw, & Moilanen, 2010), civic duties and
obligations (Caprara, Fida, Vecchione, Tramontano, & Barbaranelli, 2009), sports (Boardley
& Kavussanu, 2007), organizational behavior (Moore, Detert, Trevifio, Baker, & Mayer,
2012), support for military action (McAlister, 2001), and more. Moral disengagement has
been studied in many different countries (e.g., Japan, China, Samoa, India, Australia, Spain,
Portugal, Sweden, Denmark, Switzerland, the United Kingdom, and the United States), and

appears to be an especially popular construct among European researchers. Stemming from
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Bandura’s early collaborations with Italian scholars, much research on moral disengagement
has been conducted with Italian samples (e.g., Bandura et al., 1996).

As Bandura has explained, his research on psychological theories of moral agency is
an attempt to answer the question: why do good people do bad things? While not denying the
role moral reasoning plays in guiding action, the Social Cognitive Theory of the Moral Self
emphasizes how affective self-regulatory mechanisms mediate the link between moral
reasoning and behavior (Bandura, 2002). According to Bandura, moral reasoning alone does
not regulate conduct (Bandura et al., 1996). Rather than focusing on the reasons undergirding
moral judgment and action, Bandura endeavors to understand how moral thought is
translated into behavior by identifying the psychological mechanisms undergirding
compliance with common moral standards as a way of clarifying how these mechanisms can
be engaged or disengaged (Bandura et al., 1996). According to Bandura, as individuals are
socialized they construct and internalize an understanding of the moral standards of their
context, which subsequently guides their behavior (Bandura et al., 1996). Once these moral
norms are established, most people regulate their actions in accordance with the adopted
standards because doing so is satisfying, fosters self-worth, and enables one to behave in
accordance with one’s values and, thus, avoid self-censure (Bandura et al., 1996). These self-
regulatory mechanisms or self-sanctions motivate and enable the cognitive regulation of
moral behavior. Hence, affective self-regulatory processes (e.g., empathy) are theorized to
form the critical link between emotional thought (i.e., cognition and emotion) and action,
between what people think and feel they should do and their actual behavior.

According to the theory, these self-regulatory functions, which are governed by self-

reactive influences and self-sanctions, only impact actual behavior when they are activated.

22



When an individual engages in psychosocial processes that disengage self-sanctions from
their conduct it, in effect, frees them from the self-censure and guilt that would normally
prevent them from engaging in inhumane conduct (Bandura et al., 1996, p. 364). This
process thus enables people to selectively activate and disengage internal control to allow
“different types of conduct with the same moral standards” (Bandura et al., 1996, p. 364). In
other words, one need not relinquish one’s moral standards in order to transgress against
them since, through the process of moral disengagement, it is possible to maintain those
moral standards while at the same time justifying actions that violate them by convincing
oneself that the standard does not apply to a particular situation or person. Bandura posits
that this can occur via eight distinct mechanisms clustered within four broad strategies. Gini
and colleagues (2013) have neatly summarized the theory as follows. Moral disengagement
consists of four major domains: (a) cognitive restructuring of immoral behavior, (b)
obscuration of personal responsibility, (¢) misrepresentation of injurious consequences, and
(d) blaming the victim. Cognitive restructuring operates by framing the behavior itself in a
positive light through moral justification, advantageous comparison, or euphemistic labeling.
Obscuration of personal responsibility involves displacement of responsibility and diffusion
of responsibility. The third broad set of strategies, misrepresentation of injurious
consequences, operates by minimizing, disregarding, or distorting the consequences of one’s
action, allowing individuals to distance themselves from the harm caused or to emphasize
positive rather than negative outcomes. The fourth disengagement domain, blaming the
victim, involves dehumanization of the victim and attribution of blame, or framing aggression

as provoked by the victim. These mechanisms can facilitate aggressive or victimizing
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behavior via a process of moral disengagement that insulates individuals from negative
feelings (e.g., guilt or shame) typically associated with immoral acts.

Research across countries and cultures consistently finds that proneness to moral
disengagement is positively related to aggressive and antisocial behavior (Bandura et al.,
1996, 2001; Paciello, Fida, Tramontano, Lupinetti, & Caprara, 2008; Pelton, Gound,
Forehand, & Brody, 2004; Pornari & Wood, 2010) and negatively related to empathy and
prosocial behavior (Bandura et al., 1996, 2001). In addition, males report higher levels of
moral disengagement than females, even when demographic variables (e.g., ethnicity, socio-
economic status) are controlled for (Bandura et al., 1996; Obermann, 2011; Yadav, Sharma,
& Gandbhi, 2001). Results of a meta-analysis summarizing the existing literature on the
relation between moral disengagement and different types of aggressive behavior among
school-age children and adolescents found a small to medium positive overall effect (r = .28)
(Gini, Pozzoli, & Hymel, 2013). Effect sizes were larger for adolescents as compared to
children. Building on this, researchers are increasingly employing the construct of moral
disengagement in studies of bullying and victimization, with results also indicating a positive
relation (Almeida, Correia, & Marinho, 2009; Gini, 2006; Gini, Pozzoli, & Hauser, 2011;
Menesini et al., 2003; Obermann, 2011; Perren, Gutzwiller, Malti, & Hymel, 2012; Pozzoli,
Gini, & Vieno, 2012; Thornberg & Jungert, 2014). For example, Hymel, Rocke-Henderson,
and Bonanno (2005) proposed moral disengagement as a framework for understanding
bullying and peer harassment behavior among adolescents, arguing that the construct
captures the positive attitude toward violence and aggression among adolescents who bully,
harass, and victimize others at school. Other studies have implicated moral disengagement as

contributing to bystander behavior (Almeida, Correia, & Marinho, 2009; Gini, 2006;
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Menesini et al., 2003; Obermann, 2011; Thornberg & Jungert, 2013). The construct of moral
disengagement may be a helpful framework for understanding school violence and
victimization, particularly as it relates to bullying. For instance, Obermann (2011) examined
the relation between moral disengagement and different self-reported and peer-nominated
positions in school bullying and found that both self-reported and peer-nominated bullying
were related to moral disengagement, and that bullies and bully-victims displayed higher
moral disengagement than outsiders. Similarly, in an investigation of a group of 8- to 11-year
olds’ understanding of cognitions and emotions vis-a-vis their participant role in bullying and
their understanding of moral emotions and proneness to disengage morally, Gini (2006)
found that bullies, reinforcers, and assistants all exhibited a significantly higher tendency to
activate moral disengagement mechanisms, whereas defenders displayed higher levels of
moral engagement. Further evidence of the role played by both moral emotions, such as
empathy, and moral reasoning in bullying situations was demonstrated in a study by
Menesini and colleagues (2003) in a study demonstrating that bullies showed a higher level
of disengaged emotions and motives when asked to put themselves in the role of bully and
that bullies reasoned more egocentrically. This is consistent with Hymel and colleagues
(2005) findings that bullies were significantly more likely to report positive attitudes and
beliefs about bullying and endorse items associated with the mechanisms of moral
disengagement.
Moral Disengagement as Moral Neutralization

The theory of moral disengagement draws on basic principles in social psychology
concerning the self, attribution, social cognition, attitudes, group processes, social influence,

prejudice, intergroup relations, aggression, and antisocial and prosocial behavior to explicate
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the cognitive processes at play when individuals that are generally rule-abiding and
compliant with prosocial moral norms transgress against those previously accepted moral
standards. Given the comprehensiveness of the theory, it is not surprising that Bandura and
colleagues were not the first to attempt such a synthesis. Recognizing this, in 2010, Ribeaud
and Eisner published an important article that theoretically and empirically examined
whether the theory of moral disengagement captures the same cognitive processes and
exhibits conceptual overlap with similar concepts developed independently in the fields of
criminological theory and young offender rehabilitation: moral neutralization (Sykes &
Matza, 1957) and secondary self-serving cognitive distortions (Barriga & Gibbs, 1996),
respectively.

The American sociologists Sykes and Matza developed the theory of moral
neutralization to explain the cognitive processes employed by middle-class youth socialized
to prosocial moral norms who nevertheless engaged in delinquent behavior. Put forth as an
alternative to Cohen’s subcultural theory (1955), which argued that delinquent behavior is
grounded in its own value system and cultural norms different from the mainstream dominant
culture, Sykes and Matza argued that cognitive processes preceded delinquent acts. The
authors articulated five such neutralization techniques: denial of responsibility, denial of
injury, denial of the victim, condemnation of the condemners, and appeal to higher loyalties.
Interestingly, it is worth noting that the ecological developmental perspective that informs
this study’s conceptualization of student moral adaptability is also quite congruent with
subcultural theory, with its functional emphasis on how economic factors and cultural
differences can engender values, beliefs, and attitudes that may be different from mainstream

values, beliefs, and attitudes. From the perspective of student moral adaptability,
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neutralization techniques and functionalist theories, like subcultural theory, can co-exist
conceptually since both hold explanatory insights.

Barriga and Gibbs (1996) developed the theory of self-serving cognitive distortions
(or thinking errors) to understand and treat the cognitive processes employed by young
offenders to justify harmful acts and neutralize guilt. Barriga and Gibbs (1996) specify two
types of cognitive distortions. Primary cognitive distortions are “self-centered attitudes,
thoughts, and beliefs” that accord “status to one’s views, expectations, needs, rights,
immediate feelings and desires to such a degree that the legitimate views of others (or even
one’s own long-term best interest) are scarcely considered or are disregarded altogether”
(Barriga & Gibbs, 1996, p. 334). Primary distortions are buttressed by secondary distortions
that involve “pre- and post-transgression rationalizations that serve to ‘neutralize’ conscience
or guilt” (Barriga & Gibbs, 1996, p. 334). Barriga and Gibbs identify three types of
secondary distortions: blaming others, minimizing/mislabeling, and assuming the worst. As
Ribeaud and Eisner point out, the neutralization technique of assuming the worst, “or
gratuitously attributing hostile intentions to others, considering a worst-case scenario for a
social situation as if it were inevitable; or assuming that improvement is impossible in one’s
own or others’ behavior” (p. 334), appears to conflate Bandura’s notion of attribution of
blame with Crick and Dodge’s (1994) research on biased information processing and their
concept of hostile attribution of intent.

Given the ostensible conceptual overlap between moral disengagement, moral
neutralization, and self-serving cognitive distortions, Ribeaud and Eisner (2010) examined
the empirical overlap of the three neutralization concepts based on a combined exploratory

factor analysis (EFA) of the self-report measures commonly used to measure them.
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Techniques of neutralization were measured with a brief scale utilized with all age groups
(i.e., from age 7 to 20) in the Denver Youth Study (Huizinga, Weiher, Espiritu, & Esbensen,
2003). Moral disengagement was measured with two scales, Bandura and colleagues’
original 32-item scale (1996) and Hymel, Rocke-Henderson, and Bonanno’s (2005) post-hoc
measure of moral disengagement and bullying. Self-serving cognitive distortions were
measured with an adapted version of the “How I Think” questionnaire (HIT) (Barriga, Gibbs,
Potter, & Liau, 2001) for Dutch youth (van der Velden, 2008). Subsequent analyses
demonstrated a strong correlation among the four scales (r = .51 - .77). Factor analysis of the
four scales indicated a one-factor solution with the first factor accounting for 70% of the
variance. In addition, factor analysis of all items from the four scales indicated a one-
dimensional factor structure, with all items loading on the first factor, which accounted for
23% of the total variance. Based on these results, Ribeaud and Eisner (2010) concluded that
“neutralization techniques, moral disengagement, and secondary self-serving cognitive
distortions converge not only theoretically but also empirically” (p. 307) and “essentially
capture the same cognitive processes” (p. 311). In the spirit of parsimony, the authors
proposed four key mechanisms or processes subsumed under the term moral neutralization:
cognitive restructuration, minimizing own agency, disregarding/distorting negative impact,
and blaming/dehumanizing the victim.

It should be noted that the factor structure of the Moral Incongruence with School
Scale (MISS) described in this study is derived from Ribeaud and Eisner’s aforementioned
four key mechanisms of moral neutralization. Moreover, this study also builds on Ribeaud
and Eisner’s argument that it is misguided to explain deviant or aggressive behavior solely in

terms of neutralization techniques since antisocial behavior stems from an interaction
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between situation-centered and person-centered determinants of behavior. As an alternative,
the authors proposed that moral neutralization be integrated into a broader theoretical frame
represented by Situational Action Theory, which this study does in conjunction with
ecological developmental theory (Wikstrém 2004; Wikstrom & Treiber, 2009).

Measuring Moral Disengagement

The findings reported by research on moral disengagement prompt important
questions about their methodological basis. How are researchers’ determining if youth are
morally disengaged? What measurement tools and research methodologies are being used? If
moral disengagement involves employing psychological mechanisms to justify transgressing
against one’s previously held moral convictions, are the research methodologies employed
able to adequately measure such a complex process?

Bandura’s Original Moral Disengagement Scale. Nearly all research on the
construct of moral disengagement and its correlates rely on self-report questionnaires, with
multiple different versions available for use with adolescents. However, as Gini and
colleagues confirm in their meta-analysis of the literature on moral disengagement, the 32-
item version of the Moral Disengagement Scale (MDS) Bandura and Italian colleagues
published in 1996 has been translated into many languages and is by far the most widely used
measure internationally (Bandura et al., 1996). The MDS aims to assess the eight
mechanisms of moral disengagement: moral justification, euphemistic labeling, advantageous
comparison, displacement and diffusion of responsibility, distortion of consequences,
dehumanization, and attribution of blame for different forms of transgressive conduct

(physically injurious and destructive conduct, verbal abuse, deceptions, and theft) (Bandura

29



et al., 1996). Respondents are presented with a list of statements, which they rate on a three-
point scale according to their level of agreement (0 = disagree, 1 = not sure, and 2 = agree).

The most extensive examination of the psychometric properties of the original 32-
item scale was conducted with a version in Italian administered to a sample of 799 Italian
children in Grades 6-8 ranging in age from 10 to 15 years old, with a mean age of 11.8 years
(Bandura et al., 1996). Bandura and colleagues reported that a principal-components analysis
with varimax orthogonal rotation suggested a one-factor structure accounting for 16% of the
variance, with all items loading on the principal factor. A one-factor structure with all items
loading on the principal factor was again found in a second study by Bandura and colleagues
in 2001 based on a sample of 564 Italian adolescents, though the amount of variance the
single factor accounted for was not reported (Bandura, Caprara, Barbaranelli, Pastorelli, &
Regalia, 2001). The Italian version of the scale has shown good reliability (o = .82 and .86;
Bandura et al., 1996, 2001). Both of these studies reported gender differences in moral
disengagement, with males reporting higher levels of moral disengagement than females.
Moreover, moral disengagement was found to be unrelated to family socioeconomic status or
participant age. In the 1996 study, the authors report that scores on the MDS correlated with
child, teacher, and parent ratings of social competence, aggression and, in some instances,
delinquency.

Though this measure of moral disengagement scale was originally created in Italian
for use with Italian students in sixth, seventh, and eighth grades, an English translation of this
version of the MDS was published in the Appendix of Bandura and colleagues’ 1996 article.
No information is provided on the translation of the scale items from Italian into English or

the process utilized to adapt the scale for English-speaking samples. This fact seems to
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suggest that the authors did not employ state-of-the-art methodology for test translation and
adaptation (i.e., the International Test Commission [ITC] Guidelines for Test Adaptation) to
prepare this English-version of the Italian scale. The authors may not have intended for
subsequent researchers to utilize the scale as presented in the article or for it to become the
standard instrument used to measure moral disengagement and the root scale for translations
into other languages.

Examination of the acceptability and validity of the original MDS. In fact, given the
quality and comprehensibility of the scale’s English translation, it is quite surprising how
consistently this version of the MDS is used with samples of U.S. students. To illustrate this
point, when this author administered this version of the scale to a diverse sample of nearly
800 students in sixth to eighth grades in southern Californian schools, the students
consistently complained that many of the items were confusing. When queried further, their
remarks suggested that they found the syntax of the items unnatural (e.g., “Kids are not at
fault for misbehaving if their parents force them too much.”), the word choice odd (e.g., “It is
okay to treat badly somebody who behaved like a ‘worm.’””), and the meaning of some of the
prompts unclear (e.g., “If kids are living under bad conditions they cannot be blamed for
behaving aggressively.”). Use of the scale even prompted complaints from teachers and
parents about language used in the scale, the incomprehensibility of some of the items, and
the researchers’ intent. Pelton and colleagues (2004) encountered similar problems when
using the original translation of the MDS with a sample of 245 African American youth
(mean age = 11.4) in the U.S. In order to address students’ “lack of comprehension of the
meaning [of some items],” the authors were forced to remove the four items tapping

euphemistic language due to their complexity, make modifications to some items to make
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them more culturally sensitive and to increase comprehensibility, and use an interview
format to administer a scale designed to be taken independently (Pelton et al., 2004). For
example, the authors modified “It is okay to treat someone badly if they act like a ‘worm’
(original)” to “If someone acts like a jerk, it is okay to treat them badly (revised)” because

99 ¢¢

the word “worm” “was not culturally meaningful” to the students.

In addition, when this author conducted an exploratory factor analysis (EFA) with
geomin rotation of Bandura’s original scale based on responses from the aforementioned
sample of adolescents, it did not result in the factor structure proposed by Bandura and
colleagues; neither the eight mechanisms by which moral disengagement is proposed to
occur, nor the four broad processes of moral disengagement (i.e., reconstructing immoral
conduct, diffusing responsibility, dehumanizing the victim, and misrepresenting injurious
consequences) emerged as factors. Furthermore, a clear factor structure without numerous
cross loadings did not emerge when two, three, four, five, six, seven, and eight factors were
explored. Confirmatory factor analyses of the scale conforming to the theory of moral
disengagement’s possible eight-factor, four-factor, one-factor, and second-order structure
were also explored, with results suggesting the scale is best represented by a single factor, as
previously found in other studies.

Though the MDS is increasingly employed for research conducted in school settings,
Bandura’s original MDS is designed to measure global moral disengagement, not moral
disengagement specific to the school context. The specificity matching principle suggests
that such a misalignment is problematic since global measures should not be utilized to

predict specific outcomes. Rather, when outcomes specific to the school domain are the focus

(e.g., antisocial and aggressive attitudes and behavior), best practice suggests a school-
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specific measure of moral disengagement be utilized, rather than a global measure such as
Bandura’s original moral disengagement scale.

Alternative measures of moral disengagement. In 1995, prior to publishing the
1996 article with the English translation of the MDS in the Appendix, Caprara, Pastorelli,
and Bandura published an article in Italian entitled, “La misura del disimpegno morale in eta
evolutiva” (“Measuring moral disengagement in childhood and adolescence™) that examined
a 14-item version of the MDS for 9- and 10-year olds and a 24-item version of the MDS for
11- to 14-year olds. Items for these short-forms of the MDS for elementary-aged students and
middle school-aged students were derived — and slightly adapted to be more appropriate for
these age groups — from the items in the 32-item version published by Bandura and
colleagues in 1996. According to Gini, the short-forms of the MDS in Italian are typically
used with children and adolescents, while the longer 32-item version is typically used with
adults (Gini et al., 2014). This author commissioned a professional Italian translator to
translate Caprara et al.’s 1995 article and these short-form versions of the MDS into English
in order to incorporate the article’s findings into this review and examine its modifications of
the original 32-item version of the MDS (see Table 7). Based on Bandura and colleagues’
(1996) version of the MDS, Caprara and colleagues’ (1995) Short Form version of the MDS
(Bandura et al., 1996) for adolescents measures the eight mechanisms of moral
disengagement. It is comprised of 24 items with a three-response format (1 = disagree, 2 =
not sure, and 3 = agree). Caprara and colleagues (1995) examined the scale with 446
students (246 males and 200 females) between the ages of 11 and 14, attending the first,
second, and third years of the De Sanctis State Middle School in Rome. The authors report

that the item-total correlation coefficients were satisfactory in most cases, with the sole
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exception of item 20 (“If a group of kids decides to do something harmful, it is not right to
put the blame for the damage caused on one individual kid.”), which exhibited a low value.
The Cronbach’s alpha value of .81 confirmed the overall reliability of the definitive scale.
Analysis of the factorial structure revealed a first component that accounted for 19% of the
variance, while the remaining components accounted for much smaller percentages. In most
cases, the first-factor saturations were greater than .30, with the exception of two items
belonging respectively to diffusion (DF20 = .139) and displacement of responsibility (DR5 =
.264). The one-factor structure of the scale was further supported by an examination of the
scree test of the eigenvalues and by the first-factor saturations. A one-way analysis of
variance of the total scores revealed a significant difference between males and females, with
males more inclined to moral disengagement than females. Caprara et al. (1995) further
examined associations between moral disengagement and propensity for aggression and
prosocial behavior using both self-reports and peer evaluations. In both instances, the
correlation between moral disengagement and propensity for aggression (i.e., tolerance
toward violence, irritability, physical and verbal aggression, rumination) was significant and
positive; whereas, the correlation between moral disengagement and prosocial behavior was
significant and negative. Moral disengagement was significantly more correlated with
aggression in males than in females.

As previously discussed, Pelton et al. (2004) created a slightly altered version of the
MDS for use with 245 African American children. Consistent with Bandura and colleagues’
previous analyses, Pelton and colleagues examined the psychometric properties of the scale
using principal-components analysis with varimax orthogonal rotation. One factor emerged

accounting for 5% of the variance. The scale demonstrated good reliability, with an alpha
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reliability coefficient of .82. All but two items loaded at .30 or higher (Pelton et al., 2004).
The Pelton study also reproduced Bandura et al.’s findings in the 1996 study of significant
relations between moral disengagement and child aggressive and delinquent behaviors.
Some adaptations of the moral disengagement scale have also been constructed. For
instance, in order to focus on the relation between moral disengagement and bullying, Hymel
and colleagues (2005) created a “post hoc” scale by identifying 18 items from a lengthier
self-report survey of bullying behavior they conjectured reflected Bandura’s four categories
of moral disengagement. Similar to other investigations of the original moral disengagement
scale using principal components analysis, the four types of moral disengagement did not
emerge as factors. Rather, the scale exhibited a unidimensional structure, with 13 of the 18
items loading on a single factor (o = .81). Consequently, the researchers computed an overall
composite score for participants by taking the average of the 13 items with significant
loadings on the single factor. As with the original moral disengagement scale, subsequent
researchers have begun to use this scale in studies of the association between moral
disengagement and bullying (e.g., Almeida, Correia, Marinho, & Garcia, 2012). Moreover,
Ribeaud and Eisner’s (2010) previously discussed study, the authors found a moderate
association between the scales and significant degree of conceptual redundancy (r = .51)
between a subset of items from Bandura’s original moral disengagement scale and the Hymel
and colleagues scale. Thornberg and Jungert (2013) employed a similar process as Hymel
and colleagues (2005) to construct a measure of moral disengagement in bullying from a
larger survey of students’ attitudes and beliefs about bullying. Based on the results of
previous analyses of the aforementioned moral disengagement scales, these researchers

assumed a one-factor structure for this scale, precluding further analysis.
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Translation, Adaptation, and Validation of the MDS Short Form for Children and
Adolescents

As previously discussed, Caprara and colleagues (1995) published a study that
examined a 14-item version of the MDS for 9- and 10-year olds embedded in a 24-item
version of the MDS for 11- to 14-year olds. These short-forms of the MDS for elementary-
aged students and middle school-aged students use similar items in the 32-item version
published by Bandura and colleagues in 1996, and are the scales researchers usually employ
when conducting research with Italian students. Though most studies of moral
disengagement are based on administration of the 32-item version of the scale with children
and adolescents, this version was intended for use with adults (Gini et al., 2013). Caprara et
al.’s (1995) article has never been translated into English, and these short-form versions of
the MDS have never been translated/adapted for use in English. To address the original
MDS’s aforementioned issues with comprehensibility and length, this author collaborated
with a professional Italian translator to develop and pilot a translation and adaptation of
Caprara and colleagues’ (1995) 24-item version of the MDS for adolescents (Moral
Disengagement Scale—-Short Form for Adolescents [MDS — SFA]) and embedded 14-item
version of the MDS for Children (Moral Disengagement Scale—Short Form for Children
[MDS — SFC]) that could be utilized as an alternative to the widely-used 32-item Moral
Disengagement Scale (Bandura et al., 1996). The adapted MDS — SFA and embedded MDS
— SFC were piloted with 95 males (51%) and females (49%) in sixth (30%), seventh (39%),
and eighth (31%) grades in California.

The adequacy of the linguistic equivalence between the source version of the scale in

Italian (i.e., Caprara et al., 1995) and the adapted scale into English was examined using the

36



Item Translation and Adaptation Review Form (Hambleton & Zenisky, 2011), an empirically
validated review form that standardizes the checking of translated and adapted items on
educational and psychological tests (see, e.g., van de Vijver & Tanzer, 2004). Further
modifications were made to the translation of the scale based on this review. Additional
modifications were made to the translation based on a critical review of all available versions
of the items translated into English (Bandura et al., 1996; Caprara et al., 2014; Gini, 2006;
Pelton et al., 2003) and a committee approach to test adaptation. Balance was sought between
closeness to the source version of the item in Italian and comprehensibility and equivalent
meaning in English. Multiple versions of some items were included in the piloted version of
the adapted scale. Cognitive interviews with groups of students focused on the
comprehensibility of the translated items and respondents’ interpretation of the items were
conducted with a sample (N = 45) of the 95 students in the pilot study, and the results
informed further alterations of the translation. Table 1 below includes the 24 items for the

adolescent scale and notes the 14 items that compose the elementary student scale.
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Table 1
Translation and Adaptation of Caprara and colleagues (1995) Moral Disengagement Scale —
Short Form for Adolescents (MDS — SFA) and Children (MDS — SFC)

ftems, Response Format, and Scales

Bespopse: 1 =never frue 2 =sometimes true 3 = always true

Ginstificazione Morale

1. GML
2 GME

3 GMLT

i giusto venire alle mani per proteggere i proped amici.
E” bene usare la forza contra chi offerde 1s tus famiglia.

E" giusto battersi guarde & in gioce 1"encre del propric grappo.

4. GM25 E bene mentire peT evitare guai ai propri amici.

Etichettamento Eufemisticn

1. EE2

2. EE1R
3 EEIR
4. EE26

Dare paoche e spinte non € aliro che fare "giochi di mano.”

Picchiare dei compagni fastidiosi é soltanto dare baro una “lexione.”
Prendere la bicicletia di gualouno senza permesso  soltante un *prestio.”
Mom & una cosx grave "alere il gomite” di tarto in tanta.

Confronto Vantaggiose

1.CW3
2.0V

3LOVIe
4. CV17

Fumate sigaretie non € assolulamente grove rispetio all'use di droga.
Rubare ur po” di denaro mon & affato grave rispetto a quanti rabane grandi
quantitd di denare.

Mom & grave inseltsre un compagne dal memento che picchiarko & pegato.
Di fronte alle cose illegali che certa gerte & capace di fare, prendere cose di
peco conto da un negorio senza pagare non & sffatto grave.

Diffusione dells Respansahbilita

1. DF4

2. DF12

3. DFI

4. DF218

Mon si pud incolpare il singolo ragazeino che appartiens 2d una barda per i
guai che la sua banda commette.

Ur ragazen che si limita a suggerire di violare delle regole ron pub essere
ircolpato == gli altri ragazzi ghi danne retta 2 pot lo facno.

e un grappo di ragarn decide di fare qualcosa di dannose non @ grusto dare
la celpa del danro arrecate ad aloun ragares preso mdividualmente,

Mom & ginsto rimproverane un bamhino che ha contribuito salo in piocola
parte 2] danno prodotts dallictere grappo.

Disbocamento della Responsabilita

1. DRA

2. DRI1Z

3 DRI

4. DRI

%i 1i ragazzi vivono in cattive condizioni nei guartieri dove abitano ron possone
cwsere rimproverzll se sono aggressivi.

%2 i mgazzi non vengono ber educall a casa loro, non possono essete
mmproverati se pi s comporiane male.

I ragnzzi non possona essere rimproversti se usano delle parclacce dal
maomente che la maggor parte dei lore amici fa o stesso,

I ragnzzi non possona essere rimproverati per essersi comportati mals se i Joro
compagni i hanno indotti a compartarsi cosi.

Distorisione della Consequenza

1. DCE
2.DC4

3 D022
4, D30

Nom & grave dire piccole bugie dal momerto che non fanno malke a nessurno.

I hambiri non =2 la prerdono a male qoandoe i si prende in giro perché anche
questo & un modo per interessarsi a Joro,

[l prendere in girn non f2 veramente male a nessuno.

Gl insulti tra bambiri non recars danne ad aloune.

Deumanizazione della Vittima

1. 0OW7  Certe persone meritano di essere trattate come arimali.

2.0%¥15  E" bene maltratiare chi si comporia come umn essere schifoso,

3. DW23  Wisono persone odiose che non menitano il rispetto dovuta agli essert umani.

4. DW3l  Alcune persore meritano di essene frabiate duramente perché non kanro
sentimenti che possone possono essere feriti.

Attribuzione di colpa

1LACE  Zeimgazzi litigaro fa loro e sono maleducati & colpa degli insegnanti,

2 ACHS S le persone lasciara in giro le proprie cose & colpa loro se pai qualcuno
le ruba.

3 AC2E  [bambird che vengoro mahrattati dil solito s2 lo meritara.

4, ACI2  Non si possona incolpare quei ragazzi che st ribellano ai lore geriton: quando

quest 000 roppo oppressive.

Moral Justification

It"s akay to fight to protsct wouar friends.

I£"s akay to use vielence against someone who offends your

family.

It"s right to fight when the honor of your growp of friends is 2t stake.

Euphemistic Language

When youw hit anroying kids you're just teacking them a “lesson ™
Taking someone’s bicycle without permission is just “borrowing.”
It"s nid a hig deal 1o *hit the hottle’ now and then.

Advantagecus Comparison

Etealing a little money is nothing serious comparsd with

stenling 2 lot of money.

It"s ned a big deal 1o insalt other kids because hitting them is waorss.
Compared to the illegal things that some people are capable of doing, taking
soam inexpensive things from a store without paying is not a big deal.

Difusion of Responsibility

A kid who merely supgests that others break the rules cannot be hlamed if other
kids listen and do so.

If 2 group of kids decides to do something harmful, it is rot right to put the
‘nlamne for the domage caused on one individual kid

It"s nod right 1o blame a child who contributed only a litlks to the damage causad
oy the entire group.

Displacement of Responsibility
Kids living im bad neighborhoods, can’t be blamed for being agaressive.

Kids who are not taught good behavior at home car't be held resporsthles for
bad bekaviar.
¥ou can't get kids in trouhls for swearing since most of their foends swear too.

Kids can’t be blamed for behaving badly if their fiends led them to behave
that way.

Distorting Consequences

It"s ned a big deal 1o tell little lies bocause they don’t huart anyore.

It éoesn’t really hunt kids' feelings when you make fun of them, because it"s
just another way of showing them sttention.

Teasing doesn’t really hurt amyone.

When kics insult cach other, nobody gets hust.

Dubaminzation of the Victin

Zome people deserve to be treated like animals.

It"s akay to treat someone badly if they act like a bad person.

There are hideous people who dor't deserve the respect that human beings
are due.

Zome people deserve to be treated harshly because they don't have feelings
1hat can be hurt.

Attribution of Blame
I kids fight among themselves and act rudely, it is their teachers’ fault.

Kids who get mistreated usually deserve it
¥ou can't blame kids who rebel against their parents if their parents
are o0 overbearing.

™)

M & E)
M &E)

M&E)
M&E)
)

O & E)
M &E)

o
o

L]

o0
®
M &E)
o
o)
m

MEE)
)

)
M&E)

(E)

o)

M & E)

M & E)

Note, M = items for middle school; E = flems for elementary school; M + E = dems for micdle and elementary school; X = item eliminated.
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Adhering to the International Test Commission [ITC] Guidelines for Test Adaptation
(Hambleton, 2005; van de Vijver & Hambleton, 1996), this author examined whether
judgmental reviews, cognitive interviews, and empirical analyses provided evidence of the
structural and functional equivalence between the translated and adapted version of Caprara
and colleagues MDS — SFA/MDS — SFC and Bandura and colleagues (1996) 32-item version
of the MDS.

Reliability, Internal Consistency, and Convergent Validity. The internal
consistency coefficients (Cronbach’s alpha) for the MDS — SFA/MDS — SFC and the 32-item
MDS were .85 and .79, respectively. In order to examine the scale’s stability over time, a
test-retest reliability coefficient (Pearson’s correlation) with a time interval of approximately
three weeks between administrations was calculated. For 75 respondents, the MDS —
SFA/MDS — SFC exhibited a test-retest reliability of r = .70, p < 0.001 and the 32-item MDS
exhibited a test-retest reliability of r = .79, p < 0.001. Under the assumption that, when
summed, the scores from the first and second administration of the scales produce a total
score, essentially a two-item test, that can be employed to evaluate the internal consistency
and reliability of the measures, Cronbach’s coefficient alpha reliability was computed for
both scales. The coefficient alpha reliability for the MDS — SFA/MDS — SFC and the 32-item
MDS was .82 and .88, respectively. Thus, results indicated that both scales exhibited strong
internal consistency, test-retest reliability, and internal consistency reliability. Finally, the
MDS — SFA/MDS - SFC and the 32-item MDS exhibited high concurrent/convergent
validity (r = 0.80, p < 0.001).

Empirical Examination of Structural Equivalence (Convergent Validity).

According to van de Vijver and Leung (1997), structural equivalence of an instrument
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administered in different cultural groups is established by demonstrating that it measures the
same construct in both groups. Operationally, this involves the identification of underlying
dimensions (factors) in both groups and an examination of whether the instrument
demonstrates the same factor structure in both groups (Pett, Lackey, & Sullivan, 2003; van
de Vijver & Poortinga, 1991). Similar to Bandura and colleagues’ (1996) analysis of the 32-
item version of the MDS and Pelton and colleagues’ (2004) analysis of their modification to
the 32-item MDS, Caprara and colleagues (1995) conducted a principal-components analysis
with varimax orthogonal rotation on the source Italian version of the MDS-SFA with results
indicating one component accounting for 19% of the variance. The reader will recall that
principal-components analysis with varimax orthogonal rotation indicated a one-factor
structure for both the 32-item version of the MDS (accounting for 16% of the variance) and
Pelton and colleagues’ (2004) adaptation of the MDS for an American sample (accounting
for 5% of the variance). Similar results were found for the translated and adapted MDS —
SFA (and embedded MDS — SFC). Findings from a principal components analysis with
varimax orthogonal rotation on the English translation and adaptation of the MDS-SFA
clearly indicated one component accounting for 24% of the variance. Examination of factor
loadings also indicated consistency across groups. In sum, pilot study results provide
promising evidence of the equivalence and consistency of test structure across the Italian and
English versions of the MDS — SFA/MDS — SFC measure.
Critique of the Moral Disengagement Scale

According to Bandura’s theory, moral disengagement involves employing
psychological maneuvers to disengage moral self-sanctions against inhumane conduct

(Bandura, 2002). Hence, when one “morally disengages” from an act, one is engaging in a

40



psychological process of self-regulatory moral control that enables one to perform
detrimental or harmful behavior that is contrary to the moral standards one has previously
committed oneself. As a result, one is able to perform an act that should cause aversive
feelings of guilt or severe cognitive dissonance without feeling guilty or experiencing severe
cognitive dissonance. However, a close look at Bandura’s original moral disengagement
scale reveals that the scale may not offer a satisfactory measure of moral disengagement.
According to Bandura’s theory, moral disengagement is predicated on prior commitment or
socialization to a set of moral standards that the moral disengagement process enables one to
justify violating. Consequently, an adequate measure of moral disengagement would need to,
first, assess a person’s personal morality, then, assess whether certain reasons enable them to
justify breaking their moral rules or commitments. For instance, to know if a respondent on
the MDS was truly disengaging from their previously accepted moral commitments, it would
be important to know if they think it is wrong to lie in general before inquiring if it would be
“alright to lie to keep your friends out of trouble.” Perhaps the person believes it is fine to lie
in all sorts of circumstances and for no reason at all. Or to know if the respondent finds
stealing permissible in general before inquiring, more specifically, if a person is “careless
where they leave their things it is their own fault if they get stolen.” Does the respondent
need to make the relative comparison of the wrongness of “beating people up” to justify that
“damaging property is no big deal,” or do they just think that damaging property really is no
big deal? Do they only hit “obnoxious classmates” to “give them a lesson,” or do they hit
classmates for all sorts of reasons or for no reason at all? Does endorsing the statement, “It is
alright to fight to protect your friends” on a self-report questionnaire actually always reflect

the process of moral disengagement? Or could it be that the student agreeing to this item

41



subscribes to the more general belief that it is alright to fight for whatever purpose, whether
one is protecting friends or not? The correlations between moral disengagement and
aggressive behavior consistently reported in the research literature lends support to the
possibility that students viewed as morally disengaged may, in reality, simply accept fighting
and engage in more of it. Moreover, there may be important adaptive reasons supporting an
individual’s belief that it is permissible, perhaps even necessary, to fight to protect their
friends. Responses to the MDS do not clarify these alternative interpretations.

The MDS does not assess respondents’ prior moral standards, rules, or commitments,
it merely assesses whether they agree with certain behaviors under certain conditions. As a
result, for each individual response, it is unclear if the mechanisms of moral disengagement
are at play. They may be for some, but others may simply have a different personal morality,
prompting different rules for behavior, in response to the perceived demands of different
social contexts, and therefore no need to employ the mechanisms of moral disengagement.
Based on how the MDS is constructed, we do not know. From the pool of respondents with
high scores on the MDS, the measure is unable to sort out those respondents employing the
theorized mechanisms of moral disengagement from those who may simply hold a different
personal morality independent of the moral norms represented by the MDS. Yet, despite this
ambiguity, studies consistently report high scores on the MDS as reflecting the construct of
moral disengagement, which seems to be an over interpretation of the measure. Simply
calling a scale a measure of moral disengagement does not make it so and, by obscuring the
fact that some respondents with high scores on the MDS may hold personal moralities that

are adaptive and functional in particular contexts, use of the MDS and its corresponding
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theory likely occludes a more nuanced and accurate interpretation of the information being
conveyed about some respondents’ values, attitudes and beliefs.

Even if Bandura’s original measure of moral disengagement or the various alternative
versions were well aligned with the theory, that is if the measures first assessed respondents’
moral commitments before assessing whether or not certain justifications effectively enabled
them to transgress against those commitments, the question remains: Are students really
morally disengaged? Is this the optimal way for researchers to conceptualize students’ moral
agency and moral behavior in the school context? The importance of context and situational
influences on actors’ moral beliefs and moral actions is not lost on Bandura. In his social
cognitive theory of the moral self, he explicitly acknowledges this, writing, “People do not
operate as autonomous moral agents, impervious to the social realities in which they are
enmeshed. Social cognitive theory adopts an interactionist perspective to morality. Moral
actions are the product of the reciprocal interplay of cognitive, affective, and social
influences” (Bandura, 2002, p. 102). However, despite Bandura’s clear recommendation to
attend to contextual influences, all too frequently researchers’ application of the theory of
moral disengagement neglect to adequately consider situation-centered determinants of
behavior. When it comes to the conclusions normally drawn by researchers employing
Bandura’s theory and scale, they tend to make internal, person-centered rather than external,
situation-centered attributions when interpreting the responses of the participants in their
sample. In other words, the students’ internal levels of moral disengagement, perhaps
influenced by contextual factors, are driving other antisocial behaviors (e.g., bullying,

victimization, dishonesty, etc.).
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Thus, ascribing the processes associated with moral disengagement to all individuals
reporting a high level of aggressive or anti-social responses on the MDS seems a simplistic
misapplication of the theory since the scale does not enable researchers to disentangle
respondents employing the mechanisms of moral disengagement from respondents adhering
to a divergent social norm or personal morality. It is not that individuals do not employ the
mechanisms of moral disengagement, at times, some almost certainly do; however, a more
accurate interpretation of responses on the MDS stops short of assuming that all respondents
require such justifications to get around, as it were, the moral norms they have been
socialized to and have accepted. It is more likely that the vast majority of responses merely
reflect the logic underlying anti-social and aggressive group norms, attitudes, and behavior
— not the contortions of thought needed to assuage the cognitive dissonance and feelings of
guilt or shame that arise when one violates one’s own moral commitments. As Bandura has
argued, behavior is learned both directly and indirectly through the observation of the
behavior of others. When individuals perceive that positive outcomes are associated with an
observed behavior, be it prosocial and caring or antisocial and aggressive, they are more
likely to emulate that behavior (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1961).

Since the process of moral disengagement does not provide a comprehensive
explanation of antisocial and aggressive attitudes and behavior and the concomitant self-
reporting of such attitudes and behavior, researchers are encouraged to make less heavy-
handed interpretations of the information being conveyed by respondents on the MDS. The
insights to be had from information gathered via the MDS and similar measures likely have
less to do with the moral dispositions of individual students and more to do with the general

moral climate among the group providing responses to the items. When emphasis is,
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misguidedly, placed on the former, the solution appears to be some form of character
development or moral education program to remediate the moral sentiments of persons gone
astray; whereas, when emphasis is placed on the latter — on the situation, on the context —
the solutions that emerge focus more on organizing the underlying social institutions and
circumstances such that they are conducive to human welfare and avoiding placing people in
contexts that elicit “bad” behavior . In the context of schools, this means addressing
inequality of opportunity and school climate.

This seems especially important when conducting research in the school setting,
where students are utilizing their available repertoire of cognitive and behavioral skills to
actively interpret and cope with multiple, reciprocal, interdependent social contexts (e.g.,
family, school, and peer groups) with varied norms, attitudes, and adaptive requirements
(Bronfenbrenner, 1979, 1986, 2005; Sameroff, 1975, 2009; Sameroff & Fiese, 2000; Trickett
& Schmid, 1993). Since the behavioral demands vary across these contexts, a behavior
considered adaptive in one may be considered maladaptive in another. In the school setting,
students may also experience conflict from competing sets of adaptive requirements. For
example, students may be pulled in different directions by peer-group norms and behavioral
norms appropriate to school (Trickett, 1984). In such a scenario, a student may behave in
ways that significantly diverge from the normative expectations of the school setting yet are
still adaptive in relation to the perceived demands of the other social contexts the student is
negotiating. For instance, in a cognitive interview with an adolescent student following
administration of the MDS, the adolescent told this author that he understood how he was
supposed to respond to the items on the questionnaire, but said that if he really acted like that

he would likely “get pushed around and beat up all the time.”
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Moral disengagement theory may provide insights into the cognitive processes
influencing the behavior of a small minority of students, but the broad application of the
theory to understanding anti-social, aggressive, and bullying behavior that appears to be
gaining popularity in the field of school psychology seems misguided. Based on these
considerations, | have argued that the field of school psychology is better served by the
ecological-developmental perspective on adolescent moral attitudes and behavior in schools.
This theoretical discussion is important because it at once urges researchers to interpret the
results of studies using the MDS differently and provides the theoretical framework for the
scales developed and validated in this study.

Purposes of the Dissertation

This dissertation addresses several issues related to the conceptualization and
assessment of students’ moral adaptability to school. To accomplish these aims, this study
offered a critique of the theory of moral disengagement and articulated an alternative
theoretical orientation more consistent with the fields of school and community psychology.
In doing so, this study aimed to offer a model for understanding students’ moral
commitments and behavior that takes into consideration both dimensions of human moral
agency and appreciates that students are navigating and adapting their behavior to multiple
contexts that may be governed by different moral and social norms. Relatedly, a second
purpose of the dissertation was to develop and establish the psychometric soundness of a
brief, multidimensional, domain-specific measure of adolescents’ school-specific
adaptability to and incongruence with common school moral norms — the Moral
Congruence with School Scale (MCSS) and the Moral Incongruence with School Scale

(MISS) — organized into a single measure of school-related moral adaptability, the Student
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Moral Adaptability Questionnaire (SMAQ). Consistent with these purposes, the aims of this
dissertation were intended to support the construct validation of the SMAQ. Thus, an initial
aim was to conceptualize the construct of student moral adaptability to school and its sub-
constructs (moral congruence and incongruence with school). Next, these subconstructs were
operationalized through the construction of test scales and items, and then the measure’s
factor structure was confirmed and validated. The final aim was to investigate the utility of
the SMAQ subscales’ higher order factors (i.e., moral congruence with school and moral
incongruence with school) as predictors of students’ responses to Bandura’s original moral
disengagement scale as well as their self-reported bullying and defending behavior.

The morality of the school context is embodied in its norms, rules, and behavioral
expectations. These norms are both functional and cultural. While the theoretical orientation
undergirding these measures appreciates that morality differs across contexts (e.g., cultures,
social environments, economic realities and disparities, minority versus majority cultures,
historical time and place), both measures included in the SMAQ (MCSS and MISS) seek to
assess students’ compatibility with the school context. For a variety of reasons, some
students’ environments outside of the school context foster personal moralities and behaviors
that are at odds with the school context. Behaviors, habits, and values that may be viewed as
adaptive, normal, functional, or protective in one environment, may be viewed as
maladaptive, abnormal, dysfunctional, or risk inducing in the school context.

The SMAQ fills a critical lacuna in the assessment of school climate and
socioemotional learning (SEL) and holds important implications for science, practice, and
policy. The SMAQ will enhance researchers’, schools’, and teachers’ understanding of

students’ personal moralities (i.e., their personal rules for right and wrong), refine our ability
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to identify and target key areas of socio-emotional and moral development, and improve our
ability to measure the effectiveness of related programming and interventions. In addition,
this will improve understanding and appreciation for the plurality of moralities held by
students in our schools, while enhancing our ability to design interventions addressing
personal moralities and behaviors that are incompatible with the school context. Using the
SMAQ holds potential for informing data-based decision making regarding social skills
education, deterrence, schoolwide positive behavior supports, school climate improvement
efforts, and monitoring a school’s progress toward creating a safe and supportive school in
compliance with education code and school safety plans.

This dissertation advances the science and practice of applied psychology in the
school setting. While domain-general measures of moral disengagement and a measure of
moral disengagement related to bullying attitudes are available for adolescents, prior to this
study there were no measures available to assess adolescents’ adaptability to common
school-specific moral norms. Unlike the theory of moral disengagement, the constructs
measured by the two scales (i.e., MCSS and MISS) that compose the SMAQ are theoretically
consistent with the field of school psychology’s transactional-ecological-developmental
approach to conceptualizing human attitudes, beliefs, and behavior. As previously argued,
the domain specificity of the SMAQ scales are also congruent with best practice in school
psychological and educational service delivery. In addition, the SMAQ’s assessment of the
duality of students’ moral agency, that is both their support for common school moral norms
and their rejection of moral norms incongruent with the school context, is consistent with
schoolwide prevention and promotion programming’s efforts to not only reduce student

problems but also promote student adaptability and success. Evaluations of educational
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practices and interventions aimed at facilitating students’ social-emotional-moral
development and promoting students’ prosocial behavior at school that only measure
students’ endorsement of moral norms incongruent with the school context (e.g., their moral
disengagement) are one-sided and incomplete; a more well-rounded assessment of the effects
of such programming must also measure students’ support for common school moral norms
and the reasons that justify them (cf. Domitrovich et al. 2010). Hence, the SMAQ was
developed to advance school psychology practice and educational assessment through
advancing an alternative approach to conceptualizing and measuring students’ adaptability to
the moral and social norms of the school context.
Research Questions and Hypotheses

Consistent with these aims, it was hypothesized that (a) the SMAQ would be
characterized by a conceptually sound and psychometrically robust multidimensional latent-
trait structure, (b) that the SMAQ would demonstrate measurement invariance across gender,
(c) that the higher order factor measured by the MISS would be negatively related to the
higher order factor measured by the MCSS and strongly predictive of self-reported bullying
behavior and Bandura and colleagues’ (1996) MDS, and (d) that the higher-order factor
measured by the MCSS would be negatively related to the higher order factor measured by

the MISS and would be strongly predictive of self-reported defending behavior.
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CHAPTER 3
METHOD
Participants

The target sample consisted of adolescents in Grades 7 and 8 attending a public junior
high school located in a midsize suburban city in southern California. At the time of this
study, the combined enrollment of the school was approximately 740 students. The data used
in subsequent analyses were collected as part of, but prior to, the implementation of a
schoolwide intervention aimed at promoting positive peer relationships and reducing bullying
and victimization, P3R Promoting Positive Peer Relationships (Faull, Swearer, Jimerson,
Espelage, & Ng, 2008). Self-reported demographic data indicated that the sample was 46%
male (n = 281) and 54% female (n = 328). The ethnicity breakdown was as follows: 42%
Hispanic/Latinx (n = 255), 41% White (n = 247), 7% Asian (n = 44), 1% African American
(n=7), 1% Native American or Alaskan Native (n = 4), 1% Middle Eastern (n = 4), 7%
Multiracial (n = 45), and 1% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander (n = 1). In addition, 42% of
students qualified for free or reduced-price lunch.

Aware of societal expectations for behavior, youth tend to exaggerate positive
attitudes and behaviors and downplay negative attitudes and behaviors on self-report surveys
(Carifio, 1994; Cornell, Klein, Konold, & Huang, 2012; Furlong, Sharkey, Felix, Tanigawa,
& Green, 2009). Thus, it is important to screen out invalid responders to achieve more
accurate prevalence rates of student risk behaviors (Cornell et al., 2012). Since surveys used
focused on bullying, rules, and moral norms at school, respondents may feel compelled to
downplay or exaggerate their bullying, defending, rule-breaking, and norm-violating

behavior. To attend to this issue, the survey included questions intended to identify
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mischievous responders. Students responded to the statement “I am telling the truth on this
survey” on a four-point scale ranging from totally false to totally true twice and in reverse
order. Although all students were considered eligible to participate in this study, usable self-
report surveys characterized by few missing responses and indication of honest responses to
the two general response honesty items were received from n = 609 participants (Cornell et
al., 2012; Furlong, Fullchange, & Dowdy, 2016).
SMAQ Development

Development of the SMAQ and its underlying scales adhered to Clark and Watson’s
(1995) basic principles for quality scale development. It was also informed by references on
measurement construction and validation (e.g., DeVellis, 2016; Wilson, 2004). The
establishment of construct validity represents the primary objective in measure development
(Clark & Watson, 1995). Construct validity is composed of three components: substantive,
structural, and external (Clark & Watson, 1995; Loevinger, 1957). Establishing the
substantive validity of a measure is the first stage in the measure development process.
Evidence of substantive validity is based on a specific conceptualization and theorization of
the construct. This involves a review of the relevant literature to determine the scope and
range of the construct of interest, identify problems with existing measures, explore if the
proposed measure is needed, and inform the creation of a broadly conceived and over-
inclusive initial item pool. Once substantive validity has been established, structural validity
is evaluated through testing the measure on a target sample and evaluating the item
distributions, latent structure, internal consistency, and construct boundaries utilizing
descriptive, factor analytic, reliability, measurement invariance, and concurrent correlational

analyses. Subsequently, evidence of external validity is examined in a variety of ways,

51



including administration to diverse samples, tests of its associations with theoretically similar
(convergent) and different (divergent) measures, and its usefulness in applied settings.
Substantive validity. To begin the measure construction process, the following
outlines the nature and scope of the types of the measures to develop: brief (16 items or
fewer), multidimensional measures of adolescents’ (a) incongruence with the moral norms of
the school context and (b) congruence with the moral norms of the school context. These
scales were intended to work in tandem in a single questionnaire to tap different dimensions
of students’ moral reasoning and adaptability to the moral norms of the school setting. Initial
scale development was prompted by the need for a school-specific measure of students’
moral engagement or adaptability to the school context as well as an alternative to Bandura
and colleagues’ original Moral Disengagement Scale due to previously discussed conceptual
and measurement shortcomings with the scale. Informed by the dual aspects of moral agency,
that is both refraining from behaving inhumanely and proactively behaving humanely
(Bandura, 2002), I aimed to also develop a school-specific scale tapping the norms and
reasons supporting prosocial human behavior. Effort was made to develop feasible scales that
could be utilized as a representation of students’ school-specific moral agency. These scales
are intended for use by researchers studying school climate, bullying and victimization, and
social, emotional, and ethical development as well as by practitioners for progress monitoring
and evaluating the effectiveness of programming targeting these constructs. Next, |
conceptualized the nature of the meta-construct to be assessed by the measures, which was
defined as youths’ personal moralities in relation to the morality of the school context. The
next step was to review the germane literature on this meta-construct and the pertinent sub-

constructs delimited by or closely related to the meta-construct.
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Ethical theory and biomedical ethics (e.g., Beauchamp & Childress, 2013; Rachels &
Rachels, 2003), Situational Action Theory (e.g., Wikstrom 2004), transactional-ecological-
developmental theory (e.g., Sameroff, 2009), the synthesized theory of moral neutralization
(Ribeud & Eisner, 2010), research on children’s moral development — especially, the social-
cognitive domain theory approach (Nucci, 2001; Turiel, 2002), common school norms, and a
review of several school districts’ codes of conduct (e.g., Virginia Board of Education
Student Code of Conduct — Policy Guidelines) provide the broad framework for the SMAQ.
Items in both the MISS and the MCSS are intended to address both domains of social
reasoning and knowledge postulated by social-cognitive domain theory: the moral domain
and the social convention domain; hence, items addressed behaviors and attitudes deemed
unacceptable in the school context based on the harm or injustice caused as well as those in
place to foster order, predictability, and an environment conducive to learning. The
construction of scales and subscales according to the higher order factors and subfactors
hypothesized to underlie students’ moral adaptability to school was informed Beauchamp
and Childress’s (2013) discussion of ethics and moral norms in their highly regarded
Principles of Biomedical Ethics (7! Edition). In addition, Gibbs’ (2014) synthesis of
Kohlberg’s and Hoffman’s theories into a moral domain defined by the principles of justice
and caring informed the conceptualization of the MCSS. For example, the SMAQ’s
bifurcation of scales into the MISS and the MCSS aligns with Beauchamp and Childress’s
distinction of the moral principles of nonmaleficence, beneficence, and justice.
Nonmaleficence is defined as the obligation “to abstain from causing harm to others,” which
aligns with attitudes characterized by moral neutralization (p. 150). Nonmaleficence is

related to but distinct from beneficence, which is defined as “all forms of action intended to
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benefit other persons,” including preventing harm, removing harm, and doing or promoting
good (p. 203). As Gibbs (2014) discusses at length, moral appeals to promote the good of
individuals and groups are normally compelled by empathy. Beneficence is also related to the
principle of justice, defined as “fair, equitable, and appropriate treatment in light of what is
due owed to persons” (p. 250). Though distinct, the moral principles of beneficence and
justice are closely connected since an adequate definition of the good includes that which is
just (Gibbs, 2014). As Piaget (1932/1965) explained, “between the more refined forms of
justice [...] and love properly so called, there is no longer any real conflict” (p. 324).
Translated into the language of statistical modeling, Piaget’s conclusion implies that caring
and justice are distinct, yet highly correlated, factors, and the other aforementioned moral
theories lend further credence this claim.

Moral incongruence with school scale. The MISS is consistent with the moral
principle of nonmaleficence and is informed by Ribeaud and Eisner’s (2010) empirical
synthesis of the constructs of moral disengagement, neutralization techniques, and secondary
self-serving cognitive distortions into the construct moral neutralization, though applied to
the school context. Ribeaud and Eisner refer to this construct as moral neutralization, though
in its application to the specific setting of school | have argued moral incongruence is a more
apropos name. Endorsement of items on the MISS generally represent acceptance of or
justification for some form of harm to others at school (e.g., theft, destructive conduct,
physical injury, verbal abuse, bullying). Thus, the relevant literature was reviewed related to
this metaconstruct, including subconstructs and measures devised to assess these
subconstructs that were within the scope of the metaconstruct. Prominent scales used to

measure moral disengagement, moral neutralization, and secondary self-serving cognitive
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distortions were reviewed and, in some cases, school-specific adaptations of items were
created for the MISS (e.g., Bandura et al., 1996; Barriga & Gibbs, 1996; Barriga, Gibbs,
Potter, & Liau, 2001; Gibbs, Barriga, & Potter, 1992; Hymel et al., 2005; Pelton et al., 2004;
Sykes & Matza, 1957). Ribeaud and Eisner’s (2010) synthesis suggests the construct of
moral neutralization is composed of four subconstructs or factors that tap into moral values,
beliefs, and attitudes: cognitive restructuration, minimizing own agency,
disregarding/distorting negative impact, and blaming/dehumanizing the victim. These
constructs were adapted for the school context and items were created that aimed to tap them.
Cognitive restructuring reframes school rule violations, antisocial behavior, and harmful
conduct as socially acceptable behavior. Minimizing own agency displaces or diffuses
responsibility for school rule violations, antisocial behavior, and harmful conduct on to social
pressures from others. Disregarding/distorting negative impact denies or minimizes injury,
harm, or the deleterious impact of school rule violations, antisocial behavior, and harmful
conduct. Blaming/dehumanizing the victim involves a biased perception of the victim that
constructs them as deserving of harm because they lack human qualities (e.g., feelings,
hopes, concerns) or their provocations of the aggressor make the injurious conduct inevitable.
From the perspective of student moral adaptability to school, it does not matter if students are
employing techniques of moral neutralization or hold personal moralities that concord with
these sub-constructs. Respondents’ responses are simply assumed to describe their personal
morality in relation to the school context.

As Beauchamp and Childress (2013) explain, “obligations not to harm others are
sometimes more stringent than obligations to help them” (p. 151); “rules of nonmaleficence

therefore take the form ‘Do not do X’” (p. 152). This idea certainly holds true in the school
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context and is embodied in its code of conduct, which sets criteria for disciplinary measures
(e.g., removal, suspension, expulsion), legal action, search and seizure, and mandatory
intervention and treatment. Based on a review of several school districts’ codes of conduct, a
classification system was created to categorize behaviors representing school rule violations
or offenses. Categories of school rule violations or offenses included: lying, stealing,
physical aggression, relational aggression, bullying, disrespect for authority, property
violations, alcohol and drugs, threats and intimidation, violence with a weapon, profane or
obscene language or conduct, rule breaking, gang-related activity, and disruptive behavior.
As these categories make clear, school norms defined by the code of conduct prohibit harm
to others and self and promote a school environment that is physically, emotionally, and
psychologically safe, trustworthy, respectful, drug-free, and conducive to learning and
teaching. MISS scale items were classified and evaluated by both moral neutralization
technique and school rule violation to ensure scale items adequately reflected the moral
norms related to nonmaleficence characterizing the school context.

Moral congruence with school scale. The items in the over-inclusive initial item pool
for the MCSS were organized according to four broad constructs composed of multiple
subconstructs. The MCSS was theoretically informed by social-cognitive domain theory’s
definition of morality as “conceptions of human welfare, justice, and rights, which are
functions of the inherent features of interpersonal relations,” and are learned via reflection on
the intrinsic effects of one’s actions on others’ well-being and issues of justice (Nucci, 2001,
p. 7; Nucci, 2009). Consistent with social-cognitive domain theory, the initial broad
constructs structuring the pilot scale and the creation of an over-inclusive item set were

informed by the four-component model of moral functioning (Bebeau, Rest, and Narvaez,
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1999; Johnson, 2011; Jordan, 2007; Narvaez & Vaydich, 2008; Rest, 1986), which
conceptualizes morality as grounded in four psychological processes that generate a moral
behavior: moral sensitivity, moral judgment, moral motivation, and moral character. The
constructs of moral sensitivity and moral judgment align with Beauchamp and Childress’s
(2013) theorization of the moral domain into the two primary principles of beneficence and
justice and Gibbs’s theorization of the moral domain into the two primary principles of the
good and the right as reflective of Hoffman’s emphasis on the development of attitudes
toward caring and Kohlberg’s emphasis on the development of attitudes toward justice.

It is worth noting that this decision to structure the MCSS around the four-component
model of moral functioning was informed by consultations with two luminaries in the field of
moral development and education, John C. Gibbs and Martin W. Berkowitz. Berkowitz
provided the author with a document listing all of the scales employed in the Measuring
Morality Survey. The scales included in the Measuring Morality Survey were selected in
consultation with an international group of scholars from sociology, psychology, and
linguistics from a broad range of theoretical traditions who study morality or theoretically-
related constructs; all scales included in the Measuring Morality Survey were reviewed to
help determine the nature and scope of the construct of interest and to glean insights into the
types of items that might be appropriate to include in the scales. More information on the
Measuring Morality Survey can be found at
http://kenan.ethics.duke.edu/attitudes/resources/measuring-morality/

Moral sensitivity is defined as awareness of how our actions affect other people and
“the ability to recognize moral issues in complex situations” (Jordan, 2007, p. 325). Moral

sensitivity involves possessing empathy, perspective-taking ability, making inferences about
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others’ behavior, interpreting others’ reactions and feelings and responding appropriately,
comprehending how behaviors can impact the welfare of self and others, forethought and
reflective action. Consistent with the psychological process of moral sensitivity, items were
created specific to the school context grouped into several subconstructs, some of which were
modeled after preexisting items and scales. Thus, included in the process of moral sensitivity
were items intended to tap the moral emotions such as empathy, sympathy, and guilt
(informed by Haidt [2003], Menesini & Camodeca [2008], and Wikstrom’s [2006, 2012]
Shame Scale), caring by connecting with others (informed by Narvaez [2009] Ethical
Sensitivity Scale), altruism (informed by Child Trends Positive Indicators Project),
perspective-taking (informed by Davis’s [1980] Interpersonal Reactivity Index [IRI],
Eisenberg & Mussen, [1989], and Narvaez [2009]), problem solving (informed by Bransford
& Stein [1993], Narvaez [2009], and Tirri & Nokelainen [2007]), and affective and cognitive
empathy (informed by Child Trends Positive Indicators Project, Davis’s [1980] IRI, and
Narvaez [2009]).

Moral judgment is defined as determining which action is right or wrong based on the
moral justifications or reasons that support particular lines of action. Social-cognitive domain
theory posits three different domains of moral judgment. The social domain concerns norms
and social rules that are particular to a social system or group and are designed to promote
the smooth functioning of social groups and institutions; the moral domain concerns issues of
harm and welfare, justice, and rights; and, finally, the personal domain concerns issues of
privacy and prerogative that primarily impact the individual (Nucci, 2008; Smetana, 2006;
Turiel, 1983). Consistent with the psychological process of moral judgment, which concerns

students’ understanding of social and moral rules and their ability to recognize and reason
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about moral issues, | created items specific to the school context grouped into several
subconstructs, some of which were modeled after preexisting items and scales. Thus,
included in the process of moral judgment were items intended to tap moral judgment
(informed by Gibbs’s [2014] Sociomoral Reflection Measure-Short Form Objective (SRM-
SFO), working with others (informed by Child Trends Positive Indicators Project), positive
peer relationships (informed by Child Trends Positive Indicators Project), trustworthiness
and integrity (informed by Child Trends Positive Indicators Project), and respect for
authority/student-teacher relationships. Moreover, informed by the research literature on
fostering youth moral development (e.g., Nucci, 2008, 2009; Turiel, 2002) and student
behavioral engagement (Connell, 1990; Connell & Wellborn, 1991; Fredricks, Blumenfeld,
Friedel, & Paris, 2005; Fredricks, Blumenfeld, & Paris, 2004; Fredricks & McColskey, 2012;
Jimerson, Campos, & Greif, 2003; Hazel, Vazirabadi, & Gallagher, 2013), items aiming to
tap students’ appreciation of the utility of and acceptance of school rules and norms were
also included.

Moral motivation is defined as the prioritization of “moral values over other personal
values (e.g., careers, academic achievement, affectional relationships, aesthetic preferences,
institutional loyalties, pleasure, excitement, etc.)” (Bebeau et al., 1999, p. 22). The concept of
moral motivation is informed by research on moral identity exploring how individuals may
organize a social identity around a set of moral commitments that they employ to construct
self-definitions that, in turn, influence their beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors (e.g., Blasi,
1984). As Aquino and Reed (2002) have argued, when an individual’s moral identity is
highly valued it can serve as a powerful self-regulatory mechanism motivating action in line

with a person’s moral commitments. As such, moral identity may be a better predictor of
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actual behavior than reported beliefs and attitudes (e.g., see research on tests of individuals’
“sacred values” in action by Atran, 2010).

Moral character/self-control is defined as the ability to overcome distractions and
obstacles due to the strength of one’s convictions, self-discipline, impulse control, courage,
persistence, and implementation skills. This factor is conceptualized as building on an
individual’s ability to set goals and control impulses as well as possessing the requisite skills
to act in alignment with goals. Items in this subconstruct were informed by the Social
Emotional Health Survey’s (SEHS) Emotional Competence Subscale and two of the scales
that inform measurement of this trait: Child Self-Control Rating Scale (CSCRS) and the
student version of the Behavioral Emotional Rating Scale (BERS-2) (Furlong, Sharkey,
Boman, & Caldwell, 2007). Grasmick, Tittle, Bursik, and Arneklev’s (1993) Low Self-
Control Scale was also referenced in the development of items for this factor (Wikstrom and
Svensson, 2010).

Scale structure. Since the aim was to develop a brief, multidimensional instrument
for use in schools, | determined that an optimal measure structure would consist of two scales
each comprised of three to four first order factors indicated by three to five items and likely
loading on to higher order factors. The goal was to create an inventory composed of two
scales that, when combined, would reflect the bidimensional meta-construct of student moral
adaptability (i.e., moral congruence and incongruence with school).

Following the selection and definition of the constructs of interest, an item structure
and pool was created. Consistent with Clark and Watson’s (1995) basic principles for quality
scale development, I first developed broadly conceived and over-inclusive initial item pools

for each of the scales. The initial item pools sought to tap the sub-factors | hypothesized
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composed the broader factors that make up the two-dimensional meta-construct of student
moral adaptability. Respondents were given the prompt, “For each of the following
statements, select the one choice that best describes you.” Items were phrased positively for
both subscales. For example, on the MISS, one item reads “Sometimes it’s okay to bully
other people at school” and, on the MASS, an item reads “Students should follow school
rules even if they probably won’t get caught breaking them.” A 4-point, Likert-like scale was
selected as the most appropriate (1 = completely disagree, 2 = somewhat disagree, 3 =
somewhat agree, 4 = completely agree). This response scale format was selected because the
subconstructs assessed are conceptualized as moral positions, values, or attitudes with which
students may or may not agree, subscribe to, or self-identify. Four response options
indicating an individual’s level of agreement or disagreement with a statement provides
students with a sufficient range of options to meaningfully distinguish them and is consistent
with similar scales. Moreover, this type of response scale was selected because the scales are
intended to measure the degree to which students endorse common moral norms at school
since it is assumed the scales composing the SMAQ will be used in efforts to better
understand school climate, which is directly impacted by a student body’s congruence with
school moral norms, and school climate improvement efforts as well as to assess the effects
of interventions aimed at facilitating students’ social-emotional-moral development and
effecting change in students’ attitudes and moral commitments.

Next, over-inclusive pilot scales for both the MISS and the MCSS were developed by
drafting numerous potential items corresponding to several potentially relevant
subconstructs. In some instances, items were modeled after preexisting items in the

aforementioned scales, but adapted for the school context. Subsequently, the pilot SMAQ
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was submitted to members of the author’s research team for content review. Based on
feedback from the research team, revisions to item wording were made and some items were
removed. This resulted in a 122-item pilot SMAQ, with 47 items for the MISS and 75 items

for the MCSS. See Table 1 and 2 for MISS and MCSS components, subscales, and items.
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Table 2

Overinclusive Item Pool for the Moral Incongruence with School Scale

Subscales and Items

Cognitive Restructuration at School Scale
It is alright to get in a fight at school if your friends are in a fight.
It is alright to beat up somebody who doesn’t respect your friends.
It is alright to lie to keep your friends out of trouble.
Slapping and shoving another student is just a way of joking.
It’s okay to join in when someone you don’t like is being bullied.
Sometimes it’s okay to bully other people at school.
Bullying is just a normal part of being a kid.
Some kids need to be picked on to teach them a lesson.
Sometimes other students need to be beat up at school.
Only a coward would ever walk away from a fight at school.
All students lie; it’s no big deal.
Some students deserve to be called bad words.
Some teachers just don't deserve to be treated with respect.
It’s okay to threaten and intimidate another student because hitting them is worse.
It's okay to disobey an unfair teacher.
It’s okay to take something that does not belong to you if it is not clear whom it belongs to.
It's better for other students to fear you than to like you.

Minimizing Own Agency at School Scale
Kids who are not taught to obey the rules should not be blamed for misbehaving at school.
Kids living in rough neighberhoods can’t be blamed for breaking school rules.
Kids cannot be blamed for using bad words at school when all their friends do it.
It's okay to get in a fight at school if another student makes you mad.
Sometimes you have to hurt another student if you have a problem with them.
You have to get even with students who don’t show you respect.
It's important to intimidate other students so they will leave you alone.
It’s okay to cheat on tests or schoolwork if it's the enly way to get a goed grade.
It's okay to sell drugs at school if you really need the money.
It's better to break schoel rules than betray your group of friends.

Disregarding/Distorting Negative Impact of Actions at School Scale
Spreading rumeors about other students doesn’t really hurt them.
Cheating a little bit on tests and schoolwork isn't really wrong.
Flipping someone off doesn't really hurt them.
It doesn't really hurt kids' feelings when you tease and make fun of them because it’s just another way of showing them attention.
Tagging or vandalizing a school building isn't really a problem since the school will just paint over it.
Kids with a lot of stuff don’t even notice if some of their stuff gets taken.
Kids don't mind being called bad words; they are used to it.
Being a little high or drunk at school deesn’t get in the way of doing well in school.
Skipping school sometimes doesn't really get in the way of deing well in school.
Getting bullied helps make people tougher.
All students lie to their teachers; it's not a big deal.
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Blaming/Dehumanizing the Victim at School Scale
Some kids just don’t deserve to be treated with respect.
If a student acts like a lowlife, it's okay to treat them badly.
Some kids get bullied because they deserve it.
It"s okay to pick on losers.
Most kids who get bullied bring it on themselves.
If someone at school leaves their backpack open or unattended, they deserve to have stuff stolen out of it.
Sometimes you have to ruin someone else’s reputation before they try to ruin yours.
If you think someone might try to hurt vou, it's smart to hurt them first.
If a classmate tells on you, it's okay to take revenge on them.
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Table 3

Overinclusive Item Pool for the Moral Congruence with School Scale

Components, Subscales, and Items

Moral Sensitivity at School
Maral Emotions at School Scale
I would feel ashamed if [ got caught stealing from another student.
[ would feel ashamed if I got caught bullying another student.
I would feel ashamed if my teacher caught me cheating on a test.
I would feel ashamed if my parents found out [ was disobeying and being disrespectful to teachers at school.
Caring for Others at School Scale
I am concerned about the wellbeing of my classmates.
I am concerned about the wellbeing of the students at my school.
I feel a sense of connection to the students at my school.
[ try to consider my classmates’ needs.
MNurturing positive relationships with other students is important to me.
Altruism at School Scale
[ feel obligated to help other students at my school.
I try to help other students feel better.
It's important for students to help other students, even if it"s hard.
It's right for students to help other students even if they are from different ethnic backgrounds.
It's right for a student to help another student, even if they don’t know them.
Perspective-taking at School Scale
It’s important for students to respect other students’ perspectives, even if they disagree.
I am able to cooperate with other students who do not share my opinions on what is right and wrong.
[ get along with kids who hold different perspectives or do not agree with me.
I consider other students” perspectives, not just my own.
I try to see both sides in a conflict.
Problem Solving at School Scale
When I have a problem with another student, I try to think of several different good solutions.
When I have a problem with another student, I try to find the best way to solve it.
When I have a problem with another student, I believe it is always possible to find a positive solution.
It"s better to for students to talk out their problems or get help than get in a fight at school.
It's important for students to help each other solve problems.
Empathy at School Scale
I feel bad when someone at school gets their feelings hurt.
I am happy when my classmates are successful.
[ understand how my friends at school feel.
It is important to me to understand how other kids at school feel.
I notice if | offend another student.
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Moral Judgment at School

Moral Judgment at School Scale
It"s important to think about the consequences of your actions before you do something.
There’s really no excuse for hurting other students on purpose; all students have a right to feel safe at school.
It is important to keep promises if you can because relationships are based on trust.
School goes best when students are honest.
It's wrong for students to take things that belong to other people because stealing is unfair.
All students have a right to be treated fairly.

Working with Others at School Scale
It's important for students to cooperate at school.
It’s important for students to make positive comments when working in groups.
Students can work well together in groups, even if they don’t know each other well.
When working in groups, it's important to do your fair share.
When working in groups, it’s important for students to respect other points of view.
Students with different backgrounds, beliefs and identities can get along.

Positive Peer Relationships at School Scale
Friends build each other up and encourage each other to be the best they can be.
Friends support each other through hard times.
Friends tell each other the truth.
Friends encourage each other to be kind to other students.
Friends encourage each other to follow the school rules.
Friends treat each other fairly.

Trustworthiness and Integrity at School Scale
It's important to keep the promises you make, even to people you don’t know well.
It"s important for students to tell their friends and teachers the truth.
There’s really no excuse for cheating on tests and schoolwork.
Students should accept responsibility for their actions, even if they will get in trouble.
It"s right to keep the promises you make to friends, even when it"s hard.

Following School Rules Scale
It is important for students to follow the rules at school because rules provide order to school life.
It's important for students to follow the school rules, even when they don't want to.
My rules for myself and the school rules are basically the same.
My schoel and I think the same things are right and wrong.
The school rules make sense to me.
School and classroom rules are there to help students learn and keep students safe.
Students should follow school rules even if they probably won't get caught breaking them.
There are good reasons for following the school rules.

Respect for and Relationships with Adulis at School Scale
Teachers at school deserve to be treated with respect.
It's important for students to follow their teachers’ directions, even if they don't want to.
Adults at school are working hard to keep students safe.
My teachers want to help me reach my full potential.
I believe my teachers want the best for me.
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Moral Motivation at School
Moral Motivation and Identity at School Scale
It would make me feel good to be known as a caring, fair, and honest student.
Being caring, fair, and honest is an important part of who [ am.
I strongly desire to be caring, fair, and honest.
My behavior at school shows others that I am caring, fair, and honest.
My comments at school communicate to others that [ am caring, fair, and honest.

Moral Self-Control at School
Self-Contral at School Scale
I can calm down when I get angry at school.
I can stop myself from breaking school rules.
[ think about the consequences of my actions, plan what I'm going to do, and do it.
I can do the right thing, even under pressure from others to do something [ think is wrong.
I follow teachers’ instructions.

Following this content review and with the permission of school administrators, the
pilot SMAQ was administered to a target sample of adolescents attending a local middle
school. Following administration, a focus group was held with the students to receive
feedback on item comprehensibility and to assess the degree to which respondents were
interpreting the items in the manner intended. Based on students’ feedback in the focus
group, minor changes were made to the wording of some items, while retaining all 122 test
items.

Next, the pilot SMAQ was administered to the seventh- and eighth-grade students
(described in the Participants subsection above) at a local junior high school as a component
in the evaluation of the Promoting Positive Peer Relationships program (Faull, Jimerson,
Swearer, & Espelage, 2008) during the 2014-2015 academic year. The questionnaire was
administered to students before the program began; however, students in the eighth grade had
exposure to the program during the previous school year as seventh graders. Students
completed the questionnaire anonymously using online survey software in a single

administration. Classroom teachers oversaw survey administration at school during regular
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school hours. Teachers instructed students to keep their answers private and complete the
survey in silence.

Structural validity. Once the substantive validity of the SMAQ was established, its
structural validity was assessed utilizing participant responses from the total sample. Initial
structural validity evidence was established by evaluating item distributions. Since measure
construction was guided by established theory and an a priori hypothesized pattern of
relationships among factors, exploratory factor analysis (EFA) was not employed to identify
the pilot measure’s latent structure and reduce the number of items (Raykov & Marcoulides,
2012). Instead, bivariate correlations among the set of items in each theorized sub-construct
were examined and the most highly correlated items were selected as best representing the
theorized factors. This approach had the further advantage of preserving the total sample for
subsequent analyses aimed at confirming the SMAQ’s latent factor structure and coherence,
examining concurrent validity, and assessing measurement invariance across gender.
Through this process, the number of items in each scale was reduced to 16 items in the MISS
and 16 items in the MCSS (see Table 4). In addition, the bivariate correlations for the MCSS
indicated a slightly different four-factor structure from the hypothesized structure. The moral
sensitivity, moral judgment, moral identity and motivation factors were retained, but the
moral character/self-control factor was dropped in favor of an emergent factor based on items
related to school rules. Since items related to empathy and caring in the moral sensitivity
factor exhibited the strongest correlations, this factor was renamed School Caring. The other
three factors on the MCSS were renamed School Justice, School Rules, and School Moral
Identity to capture the school-specific nature of the items comprising the sub-scales. On the

MISS, groups of correlations emerged consistent with the hypothesized four-factor structure,
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which was retained and named Cognitive Restructuration at School, Minimizing Own Agency
at School, Disregarding/Distorting Negative Impact of Actions at School, and
Blaming/Dehumanizing the Victim at School. Internal consistency analyses were conducted
on the resulting subscales and the latent structure was confirmed with confirmatory factor
analyses (CFA). Subsequently, measurement invariance was tested across gender, and the
CFA model was employed in a structural equation model that predicted bullying and
defending behavior as well as moral disengagement.

Concurrent Validity Measures

Bullying Participant Role Survey (BPRS): Bullying and Defending Behavior
Subscales (BPRS; Summers & Demaray, 2009). The BPRS was developed for use with
children in fifth to eighth grades, based on the Participant Role Questionnaire (PRQ)
developed by Salmivalli, Lagerspetz, Bjorkqvist, Osterman, & Kaukiainen (1996). The
BPRS measures students’ perceptions of bullying in their school and, based on students’
responses on 48 items, assesses four different participant roles: Bully, Victim, Defender of
the Victim, and Outsider. Students indicated how frequently they engaged in relevant
activities in the past 30 days, with responses provided on a five-point scale (never, 1-2 times,
3-4 times, 5-6 times, and 7 or more times).

There is evidence to support the psychometrics of the BPRS to accurately assess
various participant roles in the bullying situation (Summers & Demaray, 2009). Three studies
conducted with large samples have provided evidence that the measure is reliable in terms of
internal consistency (alpha = .93) and validity (Summers & Demaray, 2009). Summers and
Demaray have reported that an exploratory factor analysis resulted in a four-factor solution

that accounted for 55% of the variance with factor loadings ranging from .428 to .863.
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Evidence of reliability on the subscales is as follows: Bully Subscale (alpha = .90); Victim
Subscale (alpha = .93); Defender Subscale (alpha = .93); and Outsider Subscale (alpha =
.93).

Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement Scale (Bandura et al., 1996). Bandura’s
Mechanisms of Moral Disengagement Scale (MDS) was employed to measure the
individual’s tendency to use cognitive mechanisms that can disengage self-sanctions that
typically serve to regulate behavior and justify the use of violent and aggressive behaviors
(Bandura, 1991, 1999). This scale is the most commonly used measure of moral
disengagement internationally (Gini, Pozzoli & Hymel, 2013). The MDS is a 32-item
questionnaire designed to assess an individual’s proneness to moral disengagement (Bandura,
1995). Items are rated on a three-point scale (1 = disagree, 2 = not sure, and 3 = agree). The
MDS assesses the eight mechanisms of moral disengagement described above (Bandura et
al., 1996). The scale has shown good consistency (alpha = .82 and .86; Bandura et al., 1996,
2001), and results of factor analysis (Bandura et al., 1996, 2001) has suggested that an one-
factor structure accounts for approximately 16% of the variance.

Data Collection and Processing

Data Analyses. Data analyses were conducted according to the SMAQ development
process previously articulated. The structural validity of the SMAQ was confirmed using
confirmatory factor analysis (CFA). Initial interest was in the fit of an eight-factor model
composed of four factors for the MISS and four factors for the MCSS. Since the four factors
that comprise each of the scales were hypothesized to assess four highly related domains, the
next step was to empirically test whether a higher-order CFA supports conceptualizing the

four first-order factors composing the MISS and the four first-order factors composing the
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MCSS as second-order scales. Higher-order models examine if the first-order factors
measure a general higher-order (or second-order) factor that accounts for the pattern of
relations among the subfactors. The literature on scale development recommends that higher-
order factors be extracted when first-order factors are correlated since factor overlap suggests
further generalizability is possible (Gorsuch, 1983). Moreover, when higher-order CFA
supports a unidimensionality of data out of the first-order factors it indicates that the first-
order subscales can be combined to develop a second-order scale. Since the MISS and MCSS
are intended to be used together as a measure of students’ moral adaptability to school, a
second-order CFA was then conducted in which the two scales figured as two second-order
factors, comprised of their four first-order factors, in the model. Once the structure of the
final scale was confirmed, the CFA model was extended to conduct a latent variable path
analysis (LVPA) that predicted reported bullying and defending behavior as well as Bandura
and colleagues (1996) MDS.

Finally, the scales were assessed for invariance across genders. Measurement
invariance establishes that the parameters of a measurement model are statistically equivalent
across two or more groups. The basic steps of invariance testing were followed: CFA model
with overall sample; individual groups; configural invariance (CI) model; metric invariance
(MI) model; scalar invariance (SI) model (Sass, 2011; Steenkamp & Baumgartner, 1998). At
each step, equality constraints were imposed on successive models. Change in chi-square
tests were utilized to examine whether successive steps led to a significant decrease in model
fit; advancement through the steps of invariance testing is dependent upon the maintenance
of model fit (i.e., no significant decrement between steps). Configural invariance (CI) tested

the equality of factor structure across the two groups by allowing all parameters to be freely
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estimated, and then assessing whether the model maintains adequate fit. Cl tests whether
there are the same number of factors in each group as well as whether the same indicators
load on each of the same factors for each group. A CI model with adequate fit provides
grounds to pursue evaluation of more restrictive invariance models and establishes a baseline
model for comparison in subsequent steps. As such, the analysis of Cl would provide
evidence to evaluate if the SMAQ subscales fit equally well for both males and females.
Once CI was established, metric invariance (MI) was tested. Tests of M1 were performed to
examine the degree to which the indicators on the SMAQ exhibit comparable relationships to
the latent construct across groups. Ml tests whether the values of the factor loadings are
different for each group, and is a more restricted model compared to Cl. Factor loadings were
constrained across samples, and then tested to see if that constraint produced a significant
decrease in model fit. This was accomplished by comparing the chi-square value of the
baseline model with the chi-square value of the metric invariance model. If no significant
increase in model misfit is found, this is evidence of invariance of factor loadings. Thus, the
M1 analysis provided information on the equivalence of the factor loadings between gender
groups on each of the MISS’s and MCSS’s subscales. When latent factor loadings are equal
across both gender groups, this indicates that the two groups responded to the items in the
same way. Next, tests of scalar invariance (SI) were conducted. Sl tests whether the factor
means and indicator intercepts are invariant across both groups in addition to what has
already been established as invariant. Testing S| proceeds by constraining the indicator
intercepts to equality across groups and fixing one group’s latent mean to zero to create a
reference group used to assess equality of indicator intercepts across groups. Thus, Sl is a

more restricted model compared to MI. Establishing measurement invariance is an important
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step in validating a measure because when loadings and intercepts or thresholds are invariant
across groups, scores on latent variables can be validly compared across the groups and the
latent variables can be used in structural models hypothesizing relationships among latent
variables.

All CFAs and tests of measurement invariance were performed utilizing Mplus
software version 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012). Since all items were measured on an
ordinal four-point scale (i.e., categorical) and were not normally distributed, the robust
weighted least squares (WLSMV) estimator was used to fit the models, which is
recommended (Brown, 2006). Consequently, model fit statistics describe the fit of the item
factor model to the polychoric correlation matrix among the items for each group. Optimal
model fit was assessed based on fit statistics and factor loadings. The model’s goodness-of-fit
was evaluated employing the chi-square test of model fit, root mean square error of
approximation (RMSEA; Steiger & Lind, 1980) and its 90% confidence interval, the
standardized root mean square residual (SRMR), the comparative fit index (CFI; Bentler,
1990), and the Tucker-Lewis index (TLI). Acceptable model fit was determined according to
the criteria set forth by Hu and Bentler (1999): RMSEA (<.06, 90% CI <.06), SRMR (<
.08), CFI (>.95), and TLI (> .95) (also see Brown, 2006 and Fabrigar, Wegener, MacCallum,
& Strahan, 1999). Factor loadings as close to 1.0 were sought, since high item loadings on a
factor signify measurement accuracy. The scale of the factors was determined with unit-
loading identification (ULI). In the higher-order model, all four factors composing the
respective scales were specified to load onto a second-order factor. Tests of measurement
invariance were conducted using the convenience syntax in Mplus. Sass’s (2011) approach to

assessing evidence of invariance when using the WLSMYV estimator was employed. Thus,
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evaluations of model fit in invariance testing were based on (a) statistical significance of the
Ax? (keeping in mind this test statistic’s limitations due to sensitivity to sample size and
model complexity), (b) change in approximate fit statistics (i.e., ACFI, ARMSEA, and
ASRMR), and (c) magnitude of difference between the parameter estimates. Differences in
CFI values between models that are smaller than or equal to -.01 denote that it is

inappropriate to reject the null hypothesis of invariance (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002).
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CHAPTER 4
Results
Structural Validity
Preliminary Data Screening. Before performing structural equation modeling
analyses, all data were screened for missing data, multicollinearity, skewness, and outliers.
Missing data were estimated utilizing Mplus software version 7.3 using the weighted least
squares (WLSMV) estimator (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012). The distributional aspects of
the items included in the MISS and the MCSS were examined for normality utilizing
histograms, normal probability plots, and detrended normal probability plots. Item
correlations were examined for possible multicollinearity. On the MCSS, items’ correlation
coefficients ranged from .40 to .70, with the highest coefficients clustering on the
hypothesized factors, suggesting that these items likely measure the same construct. On the
MISS, items’ correlation coefficients ranged from .30 to .60, with the highest coefficients
clustering on the hypothesized factors, suggesting that these items likely measure the same
construct. On the MCSS, the item mean was 3.6 (SD = .54) and the scale mean was 43.7 (SD
= 6.4), indicating that on average students mostly agreed or completely agreed with the
items, with responses ranging from 1 to 4. On the 12-item MISS, the item mean was 1.2 (SD
=.39) and the scale mean was 14.1 (SD = 4.7) indicating that on average students mostly
disagreed or completely disagreed with the items, with responses ranging from 1 to 4. Both
scales exhibited unimodal distributions, with items on the MCSS exhibiting negative skew
(i.e., items clustering on larger values) and items on the MISS exhibiting positive skew (i.e.,
items clustering on smaller values), suggesting that ceiling effects may be present for both

scales. It is likely that these are examples of naturally skewed distributions of variables that
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are representative of the larger population given that individuals tend to self-report prosocial
behavior and attitudes. Since the robust weighted least squares (WLSMV) estimator is robust
to non-normality and floor or ceiling effects the items were retained (Brown, 2006; Flora &
Curran, 2004). The MCSS demonstrated strong overall internal consistency (Cronbach’s
alpha = .95) and the subscales of the MCSS did as well; the same was true for the MISS
(Cronbach’s alpha = .92). Bivariate correlations conducted among the SMAQ scales (MISS
and MCSS) and the concurrent validity scales — the BPRS Defender and Bully subscales and
the Moral Disengagement Scale — indicated weak to moderate statistically significant
associations in the expected directions, with the exception of the positive correlation between
the Bullying Scale and the Defender Scale (see Table 4).

Table 4

Intercorrelations Among the Student Moral Adaptability Questionnaire Scales and
the Concurrent Validity Scales

Correlation (1)

Scale MISS MCSS BS DS MDS
1. MISS 1

2. MCSS =377 1

3.BS 52 -.29" 1

4. DS .06 13" 22" 1

5. MDS 61" —.40™ 357 .05 1

Note. ** = Correlation is significant at the p <.01 level. MISS = Moral Incongruence with

School Scale; MCSS = Moral Congruence with School Scale; BS = Bullying Scale of the
Bully Participant Role Survey; DS = Defender Scale of the Bully Participant Role Survey;
Moral Disengagement Scale.

Bivariate Correlations. Bivariate correlations between items included in the over-
inclusive versions of each of the scales indicated that the items included in both the MISS
and the MCSS possessed strong to very strong positive relationships with one another within

each respective scale; that is items in the MISS were positively correlated with one another
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and items in the MCSS were positively correlated with one another. These results suggested
that the items included in each of the scales were related and potentially factorable.
Examination of the results of the correlational analyses revealed clusters of highly correlated
items in each of the scales that were consistent with each of the scales’ underlying theory.
These highly correlated clusters of items were interpreted as potential factors. Consequently,
the items demonstrating the strongest within-cluster relationship were selected as indicators
of their respective factors for use in the subsequent confirmatory factor analysis (CFA).
Confirmatory Factor Analysis. For CFA Model 1, a fully correlated eight-factor
latent structure for the SMAQ was tested utilizing data from the entire sample using Mplus
software version 7.3 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2012). The model test the fit of the
theoretically-based factor structure of constructs assessed by the initial 32-item SMAQ, with
16 items per scale and four items per subscale (MISS: cognitive restructuration at school,
minimizing own agency at school, disregarding/distorting negative impact of actions at
school, blaming/dehumanizing the victim at school; MCSS: school justice, school caring,
school rules, school moral identity). Results from this model indicated an adequate fit to the
data, y*> = 548.34, df = 436, p < .001; CFIl = .995, TLI = .995, RMSEA [90% CI] = .023
[.016, .028]. Consistent with expectations, all items demonstrated robust factor loadings for
each hypothesized latent construct (A range = .82 — .98, p < .001) and strong interfactor
associations in the expected direction. MCSS factors exhibited strong positive relations (¢
range = .83 — .90, p <.001), MISS factors exhibited strong positive relations (¢ range = .92 —
.95, p <.001), and MCSS factors exhibited moderate-to-strong negative relations with MISS

factors (¢ range = -.46 to -.66, p < .001).
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Given that the SMAQ was designed to be a brief measure utilized in schools and
because all items exhibited high loadings on their respective factors, following the CFA the
number of items in the SMAQ was further trimmed to increase its utility for its designed
purpose as a measure to be used for research and practice in schools. Taking into
consideration item loadings, face validity, and construct representativeness, the SMAQ was
reduced to 12 items per scale (i.e., MISS and MASS), with three items representing each of
the four subscales constitutive of the scales, for a total of 24 items (see Table 5). Thus, this

revised and reduced 24-item SMAQ was tested in CFA Model 2.
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Table 5

Standardized Factor Loadings for the Student Moral Adaptability Questionnaire

Items, Response Format. and Scales Loadings

Prompt: For each of the following statements, select the one choice that best describes vou.
Response: | = completely disagree 2 = mostly disagree 3 = mostly agree 4 = complerely agree

Moral Incongruence with School

Cognitive Restructuration af School Scale

I. Sometimes it’s okay to bully other people at school. 84
2. Sometimes other students need to be beat up at school. 93
3. Some students deserve to be called bad words. 85

Minimizing Own Agency at School Scale

4. It’s okay to get in a fight at school if another student provokes you/'makes you mad. g1
5. Sometimes you have to hurt another student if you have a problem with them. 89
6. It"s okay to cheat on tests or schoolwork if it"s the only way to get a good grade. 91

Disregarding/Distorting Negative Impact af Actions ar School Scale

7. Cheating a little bit on tests and schoolwork isn’t really wrong,. 85
8. Tagging or vandalizing a school building isn't really a problem since the school will just paint over it 87
9. Being a little high or drunk at school doesn’t get in the way of doing well in school. 80

Blaming/Dehumanizing the Fictim af School Scale

10. Some kids get bullied because they deserve it. 85

11, It"s okay to pick on losers. 90

12. If a classmate tells on you, it's okay to take revenge on them. 50
Moral Congruence with School

School Justice Scale

13. School goes best when students are honest, 89

14, It"s wrong for students to take things that belong to other people because stealing is unfair, 80

15. When working in groups, it’s important for students to respect other points of view. 83

School Caring Scale

16. It"s important for students to help other students, even if it’s hard. 89

17. I feel bad when someone at school gets their feelings hurt. 86

18. T am happy when my classmates are successful. 87

School Rules Scale

19, It is imporant for students to follow the rules at school because rules provide order to school life. 85

20. Smdents should follow school riles even if they probably won’t get caught breaking them. 84

21. There are good reasons for following the school rules. 93

School Moral Identity

22, It would make me feel good to be known as a caring, fair, and honest student. a7

23. Being caring, fair, and honest is an important part of who I am. 86

24, My behavior at school shows others that I am caring, fair, and honest. B9

Mote. All values were statistically significant at p < .001.
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As previously noted, the literature on scale development recommends that higher-
order factors be extracted when first-order factors are highly correlated, as was found in
Model 1, because factor overlap suggests further generalizability is possible. Hence, CFA
Model 2 extended Model 1 to test a second-order latent factor model in which the four first-
order latent factors structuring the MISS and the four first-order latent factors structuring the
MCSS were loaded onto two general second-order latent constructs (i.e., moral incongruence
with school; moral congruence with school). Findings from Model 2 also yielded adequate
data-model fit, > = 340.70, df = 243, p < .001; CFI = .996, TLI =.995, RMSEA [90% CI] =
.026 [.019, .033]. All items exhibited robust factor loadings for each latent construct (A range
=.85-.97, p <.001) and, consistent with expectations, the two general second-order latent
constructs (i.e., MISS and MCSS) exhibited a strong negative relation (-.60, p <.001). In
sum, the results denoted that both Model 1 and Model 2 fit the data well. Model 2 was
selected as the measurement structure for the SMAQ due to its superior parsimony and
because the four moral incongruence with school and the four moral congruence with school
domains loaded significantly onto their respective second-order factors (see Figure 1).
Consequently, the second-order factor model was selected for use in subsequent analyses;
however, in the multigroup invariance analyses, the scales were analyzed separately to
independently demonstrate measurement invariance for both the MISS and the MCSS in the

event the scales are used separately.
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Figure 1. Preferred second-order CFA measurement model for the SMAQ. All

standardized factor loadings were significant at the p < .001 level.
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Given that there may be interest in using one of the scales (i.e., MISS or MCSS) without the
other, it should be noted that the second-order latent factor models also independently
yielded adequate data-model fit (MISS: y~ = 155.80, df =50, p <.001; CFI =.979, TLI =
973, RMSEA [90% CI] = .060 [.050, .071]; MCSS: x~ = 145.30, df = 50, p < .001; CFI =

994, TLI = .993, RMSEA [90% CI] = .059 [.048, .070]). See Figure 2 and Figure 3.
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Figure 2. Second-order CFA measurement model for the MISS. All standardized

factor loadings were significant at the p < .001 level.
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Figure 3. Second-order CFA measurement model for the MCSS. All standardized

factor loadings were significant at the p < .001 level.

Multi-group Invariance Testing. Measurement invariance testing of the SMAQ’s
factor model, was performed in three stages employing a series of multigroup CFA testing
configural, metric, and scalar invariance. The MISS and the MCSS were examined for both
gender groups separately. For both the MISS and the MCSS, results suggested adequate data-

model fit for all levels of invariance for both gender groups (see Tables 6 and 7).
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Table 6

Multiple Group Measurement Invariance Testing of the MISS Across Gender

x df Ayl Adf CFI ACFI  RMSEA (90% CI)

Single Group Solutions

Baseline Model/Overall Sample 164.546 48 877 (65 [.054, .076]

Females (r = 318) 102.524 43 981 060 [.044, .076]

Males (=264 ) 91,919 48 9B4 059 [.040, .077]
Measurement [nvariance

Configural 104,970 06 30433 48 JGE2 005 (060 [L047, 071]

Metric 197.201 104 2222 B 9E3 A0 (055 [.044, D6T]

Scalar 210,139 124 12938 20 GBS 02 049 [L037, .060]

Mote: CFI = compamative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square emmor of approximation; Cl = confidence interval.
# ACF < - 00 signals back of nvariancs

b. Significamt chi-square signals lesck of mvariamee.

"< 05 Y0p < 0] **ep < 001

Table 7

Multiple Group Measurement Invariance Testing of the MCSS Across Gender

RMSEA (90%
P df Ay Adf CF1 ACF1 cn

Single Group Solutions

Baseline Model/Overall Sample 931617 48 9o7 2 [.029, .054]

Eemalgs (n = 303) 64.474 48 203 034 000, 053]

Males (1 = 248) 104.654 a8 004 6D [.051, .087]
Measurement Invariance

Configural 170,362 96 T6.775 48 L) =001 (053 [.040, .066]

Metric 170213 104 —0.179 ] 997 Aol {48 [.035, .061]

Scalar 197.747 124 27.534 20 906 - 001 46 1034, .058]

Mate: CF1 = comparative fit index; RMSEA = root mean square ermor of appraximation; Cl = confidence imerval
. ACF1 < -.01 signals lack of

invariance.
b Significant chi-square signals lsck of invariance.
*p= 05 ¥ < 01 **p < 001

Path Model Testing. Results from a latent variable path analysis (LVPA) utilizing
the SMAQ’s second-order factors of moral incongruence with school and moral congruence
with school to predict bullying behavior, defending behavior, and the original Moral
Disengagement Scale (Bandura et al., 1996) yielded an adequate data-model fit, y? =

3051.911, df = 2396, p <.001, CFI =.980, TLI =.980, RMSEA = [90% CI] = .021 [.019,
84



.023]). As expected, the analysis revealed a significant moderate-to-strong positive relation
between moral incongruence with school and both bullying behavior and moral
disengagement. Moreover, moral congruence with school exhibited a significant moderate
positive relation with defending behavior. Consistent with the results of the bivariate
correlations between the concurrent validity scales reported above, the bullying factor and
the defending factor demonstrated a weak but significant positive relation in the structural
equation model (SEM). A baseline model demonstrated that moral disengagement possessed
a significant positive relation to bullying behavior; however, when included in the LVPA
model with moral incongruence with school, moral disengagement’s relation with bullying
behavior was non-significant. The robust negative standardized path coefficient (-.602)
between the second-order factors (i.e., MISS and MCSS) and the moderate-to-strong positive
standardized path coefficients with outcome variables (i.e., bullying and defending behavior
and moral disengagement) in the hypothesized directions suggest that the MISS and the
MCSS possess good discriminant validity. Figure 4 provides a complete presentation of the

latent variable path model.
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Figure 4. Latent variable path model (LVPA) of Moral Incongruence with School and Moral
Congruence with School as predictors of Bullying Behavior, Defending Behavior, and Moral
Disengagement. *** = Factor loading (4) or standardized path coefficient (f) significant at

the p <.001 level. Dashed lines denote nonsignificant paths.
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CHAPTER 5
Discussion
Overview of the Study and Interpretation of Findings

The purpose of the present study was to develop and establish preliminary evidence
of validity of a brief self-report instrument for assessing adolescents’ adaptability to school
moral norms — the Student Moral Adaptation Questionnaire. The SMAQ was primarily
developed to serve as a measure of students’ personal morality and the degree to which that
personal morality is congruent or incongruent with the norms and rules of the school setting.
A secondary purpose was to provide researchers interested in better understanding students’
justifications for violating — as well as adhering to — common moral norms and rules at
school with a school-specific alternative to both the moral disengagement scale (in a variety
of forms) and its underlying conceptual framework. Consequently, one of this study’s initial
tasks was to critically assess the theory of moral disengagement and its measurement. This
investigation uncovered heretofore undocumented problems related to the adaptation of the
most widely used version of the moral disengagement scale from lItalian to English coupled
with issues in both the scale’s underlying theory and its operationalization in the measure. As
a result, an additional sub-purpose of this study was to re-translate and adapt the moral
disengagement scale for use with English-speaking adolescents in the United States.

The central purpose of this study was to construct an empirically- and socially-valid
assessment of students’ moral adaptability to school. With this aim in mind, the study
proceeded according to Clark and Watson’s (1995) principles for scale development. To
establish the measure’s substantive validity, the first step was to conceptualize and develop a

bi-dimensional model of students’ adaptation to the moral norms and rules at school; the
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model aimed to tap students’ beliefs, attitudes, and justifications for behavior that is both
incongruent and congruent with the school context. This involved consulting the research
literature to inform the theoretical development of the meta-construct moral adaptability to
school, its sub-constructs moral incongruence with school and moral congruence with school,
and several latent factors theoretically structuring these sub-constructs. Building on this
research-based theorization of the meta-construct and its sub-constructs, the next step was to
create scales and items to operationalize the constructs, with the aim of substantiating the
SMAQ’s substantive validity. The product of this preliminary stage in the measurement
construction process was an inchoate measure, over-inclusive in both scales and items. The
process resulted in a pilot version of the SMAQ composed of two scales, the Moral
Incongruence with School Scale and the Moral Congruence with School Scale. The pilot
version of the MISS was composed of four hypothesized subscales—cognitive
restructuration at school, minimizing own agency at school, disregarding/distorting negative
impact of actions at school, and blaming/dehumanizing the victim at school—and a total of
47 items. The pilot version of the MCSS was composed of 14 subscales—moral emotions at
school, caring for others at school, altruism at school, perspective-taking at school, problem
solving at school, empathy at school, moral judgment at school, working with others at
school, positive peer relationships at school, trustworthiness and integrity at school,
following school rules, respect for and relationships with adults at school, moral motivation
and identity at school, and self-control at school—organized around four broad constructs—
moral sensitivity at school, moral judgment at school, moral motivation at school, and moral
self-control at school—and a total of 75 items. The pilot measure was administered to a

target sample of adolescents in seventh and eighth grade, and then empirically examined.
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Bivariate correlations revealed clusters of items corresponding to the hypothesized subscales
for the MISS and clusters of items corresponding to three of the broad constructs structuring
the MCSS along with a cluster of highly correlated items suggesting an emergent construct
related to students’ understanding of school rules. Based on these findings, a 32-item pilot
version of the SMAQ was constructed with two scales, the MISS and the MCSS; each scale
was composed of four subscales with four items per subscale (MISS: cognitive
restructuration at school, minimizing own agency at school, disregarding/distorting negative
impact of actions at school, blaming/dehumanizing the victim at school; MCSS: school
justice, school caring, school rules, school moral identity).

In order to establish the measure’s structural validity, the second step of this study
focused on investigating the preliminary psychometric properties of the pilot version of the
SMAQ. Findings from the first-stage CFA, conducted with the 32-item pilot version of the
SMAQ, confirmed that the items included in the four subscales structuring the MISS and the
four subscales structuring the MCSS exhibited robust loadings on their factors and that the
model demonstrated excellent model fit. Moreover, consistent with expectations, results
indicated moderate-to-strong inter-factor correlations in the expected direction; MCSS
factors were positively correlated, MISS factors were positively correlated, and MCSS
factors were negatively correlated with MISS factors. Since all items exhibited high loadings
on their respective factors, at this stage additional items were omitted from each of the eight
subscales to make the measure more feasible for use in schools, resulting in a shortened 24-
item version of the SMAQ.

Employing the pared down version of the SMAQ, findings from the second-stage

CFA confirmed the hypothesized latent structure of the SMAQ as consisting of two
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negatively correlated latent constructs—moral incongruence with school and moral
congruence with school—each structured by four subscales demonstrating high loadings on
their respective domains with very good model fit. Based on these results, this model of
student moral adaptability was employed in a subsequent latent variable path analysis. In
regard to the second-order factor moral incongruence with school, this analysis found a
moderate positive association between moral incongruence with school and bullying
behavior, a strong positive association between moral incongruence with school and moral
disengagement, and a strong negative association between moral incongruence with school
and moral congruence with school, which demonstrated a moderate positive relation with
defending behavior. Moreover, findings indicated that, although a baseline model
demonstrated that moral disengagement possessed a significant positive relation to bullying
behavior, when moral disengagement was included in the path modeling analysis with moral
incongruence with school, moral disengagement’s relation with bullying behavior became
non-significant. The path analysis also confirmed that the second-order factors (i.e., MISS
and MCSS) possess moderate-to-strong associations in the hypothesized directions with the
concurrent validity measures, suggesting that the MISS and the MCSS possess good
convergent and divergent external validity and, importantly, are likely predictive of self-
reported bullying and defending behavior. Indeed, the evidence of a relationship found
between students’ moral adaptability to school and their self-reported engagement in bullying
or defending behavior is worthy of further investigation and is consistent with research
documenting that the way that students reason about bullying and defending—including their
propensity to morally disengage (Caravita, Gini, & Pozzoli, 2012; Gini, Pozzoli, & Hymel,

2014), their reliance on personal rather than universal moral schemes to rationalize otherwise
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unacceptable behaviors (Robson & Witenberg, 2013), and their basic moral sensitivity
(Thornberg & Jungert, 2013)—appears to be linked to their likelihood to engage in bullying
behavior. In addition, results of multigroup measurement invariance analyses of both the
MISS and the MCSS indicated that both scales demonstrated full factorial invariance for both
genders. These findings give credence to the SMAQ’s usefulness as a valid measure of both
male and female students’ moral adaptability to school.

Collectively, the results of these analyses provide preliminary support for the SMAQ
as a structurally valid measure of students’ moral adaptability to school and demonstrate that
the SMAQ’s scales and the latent constructs they denote are psychometrically sound for both
genders and converge or diverge in meaningful and consistent ways with measures of related
constructs (i.e., self-reported bullying and defending behavior). Thus, the confluence of
findings provide support for the study’s central hypothesis that the SMAQ possesses
substantive, structural, and external validity as evidenced by a statistically strong multi-
dimensional latent structure. Taken together, this initial validity evidence suggests that the
SMAQ warrants further research and is a potentially promising measure of adolescent
students’ personal moralities in relation to common school norms and rules for use in schools
as an outcome measure or progress monitoring tool.

Limitations and Future Research

The results reported above are promising and contribute valuable preliminary
psychometric information on the SMAQ); however, these findings should be considered in
view of the present study’s methodological limitations. First, since the sample was one of
convenience and composed entirely of students from Grades 7 and 8 attending a single

school, the degree to which the findings are generalizable to students in other areas of the
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United States or countries is currently undetermined. Consequently, prudence dictates that
these findings are likely only generalizable to schools with demographically similar
populations. It is worth mentioning, however, that the sample is fairly similar to the broader
student population in California in 2015-2016 (i.e., 54% Latinx or Hispanic, 24% White, 9%
Asian, 6% African American, 3% Multiracial, and 1% Native American or Alaskan Native;
59% eligible to receive free or reduced price school meals). Thus, more research is needed to
examine the SMAQ and its underlying theoretical constructs with diverse samples nationally
and internationally. This effort is currently underway; the SMAQ is being utilized in a study
in Japan and researchers in countries are interested in exploring its use with students.
Research is encouraged that further explores the SMAQ’s cross-cultural utility as well as
additional investigations of measurement invariance across gender, ethnicity, and location. In
addition, although there is research that suggests self-report surveys are reliable and fairly
valid means of measuring prevalence and incidents of human behavior (Aebi, 2009; Junger-
Tas & Haen Marshall, 1999; Kivivuori, 2007, 2011; Krohn, Thornberry, Gibson, Baldwin,
2010), the skewed nature of the data raises the possibility that it may have been impacted by
the demand characteristics of the school environment and the nature of the SMAQ), social
desirability effects (e.g., participants reporting more prosocial or school-congruent beliefs
and attitudes than they actually hold), and other forms of response bias. Thus, to attend to
these issues it is recommended that future studies employ other approaches to data collection
— such as having teachers and peers complete informant report measures, conducting
observations of school behavior, individual interviews, and focus groups, and comparing
self-report data to performance-based measures (e.g., disciplinary records, report card

comments) — to triangulate the findings and enhance understanding of the theoretical
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constructs. This would also garner additional helpful information on the degree to which
students reporting beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors that are congruent or incongruent with the
school context are in reality exhibiting behavior that is consistent with their reports; research
has identified several factors contributing to the inconsistency that can exist between
expressed attitudes and observed behavior, such as individuals’ attitude strength, self-
awareness, attitude specificity, and mischievous responding (e.g., Echabe & Garate, 1994;
Fishbein & Ajzen, 1977; Furlong et al., 2016; Liberman & Chaiken, 1996; Teger, 1970).
Furthermore, although the SMAQ’s interrelations with the concurrent validity measures
conformed to the a priori theory structuring the SMAQ (i.e., the direction and significance of
the relation between the MISS and MCSS and bullying and defending behavior and moral
disengagement), given the present study’s cross-sectional research design, causality should
not be inferred. Future studies should look at the SMAQ’s relationship with other important
constructs that are likely related to students’ moral congruence with the school setting, such
as exposure to potentially traumatic events and toxic stress, the student-teacher relationship,
school climate and culture, and subjective well-being and coping ability.

Finally, while the results of the present study provide evidence of the SMAQ’s
construct validity, this should not be taken as proof that this theoretical model is the best
model. As a theoretically driven analytic procedure, confirmatory factor analysis possesses
the ability to falsify proposed theoretical models according to how adequately the model fits
the observed data, however there remains the possibility that an equally good or better, yet
untested model exists; though, given how well the current data fit the proposed model, it
would be challenging to specify a model with much better fit. In addition, further

investigations into the construct of student moral adaptability utilizing other, yet to be
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developed, measurement methods, especially those that would provide a more in vivo
experience of the school context, are certainly warranted. For instance, one can imagine the
development of assessment instruments utilizing film (e.g., the Movie for the Assessment of
Social Cognition; Dziobek et al., 2006) and video game (e.g., Zoo U; Craig, DeRosier, &
Watanabe, 2015; www.ZooUgame.com) technology that provide students with a more
contextualized, interactive, and realistic experience of decision making and behavior within
the moral and social convention domains at school.
Implications for Theory and Practice

In light of its findings, this study holds several implications for the theory and
practice of school psychology. In terms of theory, one of the present study’s key purposes
was to offer researchers in the field of school psychology and education an alternative to the
theory of moral disengagement to make sense of the underlying processes driving students’
inappropriate and harmful behavior at school. Grounded in Ribeaud and Eisner’s (2010)
synthesis of moral disengagement, neutralization techniques, and cognitive distortions, the
MISS assesses the four key mechanisms of moral neutralization at school. Cognitive
restructuring reframes school rule violations, antisocial behavior, and harmful conduct as
socially acceptable behavior. Minimizing own agency displaces or diffuses responsibility for
school rule violations, antisocial behavior, and harmful conduct on to social pressures from
others. Disregarding/distorting negative impact denies or minimizes injury, harm, or the
deleterious impact of school rule violations, antisocial behavior, and harmful conduct.
Blaming/dehumanizing the victim involves a biased perception of the victim that constructs
them as deserving of harm because they lack human qualities (e.g., feelings, hopes, concerns)

or their provocations of the aggressor make the injurious conduct inevitable. Ascribing moral
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disengagement to all individuals reporting high aggressive or anti-social responses on self-
report moral disengagement scales is overly simplistic. Mechanisms of moral disengagement
versus divergent social norms or personal morality must be disentangled. Responses may
reflect underlying aggressive or antisocial group norms, attitudes, and behavior that may be
adaptive for students in other contexts — not necessarily the cognitive dissonance associated
with moral disengagement. Behavior is learned both directly and indirectly through the
observation of others. When individuals associate positive outcomes with an observed
behavior, be it prosocial and caring or antisocial and aggressive, they are more likely to
emulate that behavior (Bandura, Ross, & Ross, 1961). Therefore, students’ moral
engagement needs to be considered within context, including the school, family, peer group,
and community in which the student is embedded.

The present study also sought to conceptualize student adaptability to school as bi-
dimensional, that is as composed of both attitudes and beliefs that are incongruent with
school norms and rules as well as, importantly, attitudes and beliefs that are congruent with
school norms. Thus, the model of student moral adaptability explored and operationalized in
this study proposes that we study not only those personal moralities and moral justifications
undergirding harmful and inappropriate behavior but also those beliefs and attitudes that
promote caring, a sense of justice, and an appreciation for the pragmatic reasons underlying
most rules at school.

The SMAQ fills a critical lacuna in the assessment of school climate and social and
emotional learning (SEL) and holds important implications for theory and practice. The
specificity matching principle (Swann, Chang-Schneider, & McClarty, 2007) holds that

global measures should not be utilized to assess specific outcomes; rather the specificity of
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predictors and criteria should be matched. These school-specific scales measuring students’
(1) Moral Incongruence with School (MISS) and (2) Moral Congruence with School (MCSS)
in the Student Moral Attitude Questionnaire (SMAQ) can be used as an alternative to global
moral disengagement scales. The SMAQ will enhance researchers’, schools’, and teachers’
understanding of students’ personal moralities (i.e., their personal rules for right and wrong),
refine our ability to identify and target key areas of socio-emotional and moral development,
and improve our ability to measure the effectiveness of related interventions. In addition, the
SMAQ’s operationalization and application of Situational Action Theory (SAT) to the school
context makes a novel and important contribution to our theoretical understanding of how
students’ personal moral rules about what is right and wrong to do guide actions that may be
more or less compatible with the rules and norms of the school setting. It is hoped that this
will improve our understanding and appreciation for the plurality of moralities held by
students in our schools and enhance our ability to design interventions addressing personal
moralities and behaviors that are incompatible with the school context. Using the SMAQ
holds potential for informing data-based decision making regarding social skills education,
deterrence, school-wide positive behavior supports, school climate improvement efforts, and
monitoring a school’s progress toward creating a safe and supportive school in compliance
with education code and school safety plans.

The theoretical perspective undergirding the SMAQ provides guidance on how
schools can facilitate students’ congruence with the moral and social norms of the school
context. Empathy and moral engagement can be fostered gradually and systematically by
weaving social-emotional learning programming into school curriculums (e.g., Bowles, et al.,

2017; Domitrovich, Durlak, Goren, & Weissberg, 2013; Rimm-Kaufman et al., 2014) and
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through universal, classroom-based interventions (e.g., Second Step; Elias & Arnold, 2006;
Durlak, Weissberg, Dymnicki, Taylor, & Schellinger, 2011). Importantly, programming
grounded in a developmentalist approach to social, emotional, and ethical development, such
as social-cognitive domain theory (Nucci, 2009; Turiel, 2002, 2006) is recommended (on the
differences between the developmentalist and traditionalist approaches see Haddock, 2010).
A developmentalist approach to moral education emphasizes moral reasoning and the
development of empathy and teaches emotional regulation and conflict resolution skills
(Arsenio, 2002; Nucci, 2001, 2008, 2009; Turiel, 1983, 1989, 2002). From the
developmentalist perspective, authentic moral education means fostering the development of
the moral conceptions of fairness, human welfare, and rights coupled with an ability to
critically reflect on the norms and mores of society (Turiel, 2002). It aims to employ
practices that will cultivate students’ empathy for others, capacity to resist unjust
conventions, and motivation to contribute to the ethicality of our social institutions.

A developmentalist approach encourages classroom teachers to utilize community-
based norm setting activities for classroom management and the creation of positive
classroom climate (Nucci, 2009; Watson, 2003). For example, teachers and students could
work together in class meetings to construct moral norms based on “how we want our class
to be” (Child Development Project, 1996; Watson, 2003). In class meetings, children would
be given opportunities to present their preferences based on feelings and past experiences
(e.g., “We shouldn’t hit one another because it hurts.”) in an effort to set community-based
norms and create a social contract that all can abide by. In the case of behaviors related to the
moral domain, Nucci advises teachers to refer to the moral basis of the norm, rather than the

social basis in order to avoid reducing moral issues to social consensus or convention. In this
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way, students’ moral reasoning skills are strengthened and empathy is increased by enabling
them to grasp the intrinsic effects of harmful or unjust acts and form moral commitments
based on moral judgment, perspective-taking, and care for others rather than mere social
pressure or social convention (Noddings, 2002; Nucci, 2009; Turiel, 2002). Children raised
and educated in warm, caring, predictable, and fair environments are much more likely to
perceive the social world as grounded in goodwill and caring, predisposing them to beliefs,
attitudes, and behaviors that foster caring and just schools and societies (Arsenio & Gold,
2006; Arsenio & Lover, 1995; Watson, 2003).

In regard to preventing and responding to bullying and victimizing behaviors, schools
are encouraged to focus on bullying prevention efforts that help increase skills related to
moral reasoning and engagement within a contextual framework. Teaching students how to
consider multiple perspectives in a situation and evaluate the implications of their actions,
creates a framework for moral considerations in problem solving. Teachers are encouraged to
foster classroom community, collaborate with students on the construction of classroom rules
and norms, and provide students with opportunities to reflect on the sources of those school
values and rules (Nucci, 2009; Watson, 2003). Teachers and school staff are encouraged to
adopt a multifaceted framework that considers individual, peer, school, and community
contributions to the bullying process since moral deliberation and disengagement occur at the
individual level and are profoundly influenced by situational factors, such as interactions
with peers and the overall school climate (Espelage & Swearer, 2004, 2010; Jimerson,
Swearer, & Espelage, 2009; Kasen, Berenson, Cohen, & Johnson, 2004).

While facilitating students’ authentic ethical development is of undoubted

importance, the situationist, ecological-developmental theoretical argument that undergirds
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the concept of student moral adaptability urges the field of school psychology to be cautious
about placing a disproportionate emphasis on individual-level factors, which inevitably
generates individual-level solutions, in light of the fact that individual behavior tends to
conform to the behavioral norm for particular situations (Ross & Nisbett, 1991). When the
source of the problem is conceptualized as stemming from individual students’
underdevelopment, the logical response is to provide more or better programming and
interventions to teach social skills and foster students’ character or social, emotional, and
ethical development. However, from the perspective of situationism, which holds that
environments and contexts hold more explanatory power than individual factors like
character or personality, enhancing students’ commitment to care for other students and treat
them justly requires at least an equal emphasis on promulgating conditions conducive to the
cultivation of such values. As Harman writes, if we seek to enhance human welfare, “it is
better to put less emphasis on moral education and building character and more emphasis on
trying to arrange social institutions so that human beings are not placed in situations in which
they will act badly” (Harman, 2008, p. 11). Returning to the opening of this study, school
contexts that promote the just and caring treatment of all members of the school community
are essential, and the onus is on the school to appreciate, on the one hand, that its context is
but one important context that students are navigating and adapting to and, on the other hand,
that the school must actively take steps to create positive school contexts that both create
situations that bring out students’ best and foster personal moralities congruent with its
prosocial norms and conventions. As such, schools are encouraged to focus on facilitating
just and caring communities that hold students to authentic moral norms, that is those norms

that can be generated from the intrinsic effects of acts (e.g., acts that cause physical or
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emotional harm), and take a teaching approach to students’ struggling to adapt. Importantly,
schools are also encouraged to cultivate greater flexibility around the conventional aspects of
school culture, which, in addition to their practical utility, often also reflect dominant culture
norms, in an effort to foster closer alignment between the institutional culture of the school
and the diverse cultures represented in their student body.

A recent issue at a charter school in Boston with a strict dress code policy that
included forbidding students to wear makeup, nail polish, dyed hair, and braided hair
extensions provides an illustrative example (Lazar, 2017). When two 15-year-old African
American female students, who are twins being raised by White adoptive parents, decided to
wear their hair in braids to learn more about black culture, as they explained, they were
kicked off sports teams, blocked from attending the prom, and given 18 hours of detention.
From the social-cognitive domain perspective, the students’ actions appear to have violated
this particular school’s definition of the social convention domain, but not the broader moral
domain; students wearing makeup or their hair in braids surely does not cause other members
of the school community physical or emotional anguish, and likely does not interfere with
student learning and fostering school community and relationships either. If anything, the
harsh dress code the school adopted serves to make the 43 percent of the student body that
are students of color feel unwelcomed and discriminated against, as students protesting the
dress code made clear. According to social-cognitive domain theory, wearing hair braids
would be viewed as outside both societal convention and interpersonal moral considerations,
and therefore within the personal domain, or matters of preference and choice (Nucci, 2001).
Nevertheless, school administrators defended the policy along both moral and conventional

lines of argument, stating the dress code provides, “commonality, structure, and equity to an
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ethnically and economically diverse student body while eliminating distractions caused by
vast socioeconomic differences and competition over fashion, style, or materialism” (Lazar,
2017). This justification for the policy failed to persuade the American Civil Liberties Union,
which filed a discrimination complaint against the school with the state Department of
Education, and the state Attorney General, who wrote a letter instructing school officials to
immediately discontinue the policy. In a letter to the school, the Civil Rights Division of the
state Attorney General’s office countered that aspects of the dress code, “are not reasonably
tailored to those goals, if they bear any relation at all” (Mettler, 2017). In the end, the school
agreed to lift the prohibition against hair braids for the remainder of the school year. It is
hoped that this small concession will prompt the school to embark on a more comprehensive
reformation of its policies and create a truly ethical school climate that is welcoming and
responsive to its diverse student body as it provides them with a high-quality education. The
theoretical framework of student moral adaptability could assist the school in conceptualizing
such an effort, and the SMAQ could be utilized to better understand the degree to which its
students are adapting to and engaged with the moral and social norms of the school context.
Conclusion

This study provides preliminary psychometric evidence of the validity of a new
school-specific, instrument designed to assess students’ moral adaptability to the school
context — the SMAQ. Its grounding in the ecological developmental paradigm offers
researchers and practitioners in school psychology and education a tool for assessing
students’ moral engagement in school that is better aligned with these fields’ theoretical
orientations than is currently available. Importantly, the SMAQ’s theoretical base integrates

the situationist perspective, as represented by school psychology’s ecological-developmental

101



orientation and Situational Action Theory, with social-cognitive domain theory and its
bifurcation of social knowledge into the domains of morality and social convention, in a
conceptualization of school moral engagement that appreciates the school as a context for
adaptation.

The SMAQ’s bidimensional assessment of attitudes, beliefs, and behaviors that are
both incongruent and congruent with the moral norms and social conventions of the school
context is aligned with school psychology’s dual emphasis on reducing risk and promoting
wellness, adaptive behavior, and effective coping. Thus, the measure does not only seek to
assess beliefs, attitudes, and behaviors at odds the moral norms and conventions of the school
context, but also, with the MCSS, personal moralities that align with the norms and
conventions of the school and foster positive school climate, such as students’ orientations
toward treating others justly and with care, their understanding of the functional utility of
school rules, and the integration of such a personal morality into one’s sense of identity.
Consistent with this theoretical approach, the SMAQ’s MISS returns Bandura’s theory of
moral disengagement to its source in moral neutralization theory, now with items specific to
the school context and a re-conceptualized interpretation focused on understanding students’
personal moralities in relation to the school context, rather than the degree to which they are
employing the psychological mechanisms of moral disengagement.

While this study has provided initial support for the conceptual and psychometric
validity of the SMAQ’s measurement model and generated preliminary substantive and
structural evidence of validity, significantly more research is needed to more firmly establish
the construct validity of student moral adaptability, which the SMAQ aims to measure. In

particular, it will be important to further examine the measure’s cross-cultural utility and
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investigate whether it demonstrates invariance across gender, ethnicity, and location with
additional samples of students in middle and high school. Thus, though these results are
provisional, they are promising and provide preliminary support for the validity of the
SMAQ as a brief, bi-dimensional measure of students’ moral adaptability to the school
context. In closing, it is hoped that the theoretical construct of student moral adaptability
articulated in the present study will contribute to the developing body of research on the role
schools and educators play in the social, emotional, and ethical development of youth and the
creation of positive school climate. This study may prompt scholars in the field of school
psychology interested in this line of research to critically consider the degree to which their
theoretical orientation and the specific context of assessment are aligned with the theory of
moral disengagement and the instruments available to assess it; for researchers that, upon
reflection, find the theory and/or measures they are currently employing wanting, it is hoped
that the SMAQ will provide them with an alternative more well aligned with their theoretical
perspective and, thus, better able to assess and address their research questions. Finally, it is
hoped that scholars who take up this invitation will contribute to the further testing and
refinement of the SMAQ and its underlying conceptualization of students” moral adaptability

to the school context.
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Scale Translation and Adaptation of the Moral Disengagement Scale — Short Form for Children and Adolescents
and Analysis of Psychometric Adequacy

Research Question Hypothesis Analysis Result
Q1: Does the adapted Yes, the translated version of the MDS-Short Item Translation and Adaptation Supported
version of the MDS-Short | Form (English) will demonstrate judgmental Review Form (Hambleton &

Form demonstrate evidence of adequate linguistic equivalence. Zenisky, 2011; Vijver & Leung,
Judgmental evidence of 1997, p. 41)
adequate linguistic
equivalence with the
source versions?
Q2: Does the adapied Yes, the translated version of the MDS-Short Principal-components analysis with Supported
version of the MDS-Short | Form (English) will demonstrate empirical varimax orthogonal rotation
Form demonsirate evidence of adequate construct equivalence. The
empirical evidence of adapted scale will replicate the source scale’s
adequate equivalence original factor structure or reveal a similar factor
with the source versions? | structure.
Q3: Does the adapied Yes, the adapted version of the MDS-Short Form | Coefficient alpha (Cronbach’s Supported
version of the MDS-Short | will demonstrate acceptable consistency alpha): Homogeneity or internal
Form demonstrate (coefficient alpha of .70 or higher) and stability consistency among the set of items
acceptable (a) internal (reliability).
consistency Pearson Correlation: Test-retest
(homogeneity) and (b) Note: Caprara et al. (1995) reported o = .81; reliability
stability (reliability)? Bandura et al. (1996, 2001) reported o = .82 and
.86, respectively.

Development and Validation of the Student Moral Adaptability Questionnaire (SMAQ)

Research Question Hypothesis Analyses Result
Q1: Does the measure Yes, the measure will demonstrate evidence of Determine nature and scope of Supported
demonstrare substantive substantive validity. constructs
validity?

Create an item structure and pool
02: Does the measure Yes, the measure will demonstrate evidence of Descriptive Analyses Supported
demonstrate structural structural validity.
validity? Bivariate Correlations
The measure will be characterized by a
conceptually sound and psychometrically robust Confirmatory Factor Analysis
multidimensional latent-trait structure.
Reliability Analysis
The measure will demonstrate measurement
invariance across gender. Measurement Invariance across
Gender
03: Does the measure Yes, the measure will demonstrate evidence of Latent Variable Path Supported

demonsirare external
validity?

external validity.

The higher order factor measured by the Moral
Incongruence with School Scale (MISS) will be
negatively related to the higher order factor
measured by the Moral Congruence with School
Scale (MCSS) and strongly predictive of self-
reported bullying behavior and Bandura and
colleagues’ (1996) Moral Disengagement Scale.

The higher order factor measured by the MCSS
will be negatively related to the higher order
factor measured by the MISS and will be strongly
predictive of self-reported defending behavior.

Analysis/Structural Equation Model
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