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Why is Johnny reading books with two daddies rather than Little House on the Prairie?
Our nation has replaced the Spiritual, as well as Cardinal, virtues that once infused our literature
with modern morals such as pride, acceptance, and tolerance of everyone and every lifestyle. Our
traditional morality based on Judeo-Christian values has been corrupted, and this is evident in
modern American culture. Infant murder, even if a child is born alive, not to mention the horror
of abortion, is accepted and legalized. Rising numbers of youth suicides and sexual harassment
give voice to the moral condition of America’s children. Children are being instructed through
school curriculum that they can choose their gender or even become animals if they desire. The
educational system as a whole has rejected its original purpose, which is to instruct students in
the truth, goodness, and beauty.

One of the repercussions of this rejection is degenerate literature. Vices, like pride for
example, are now being labeled as virtues in our modern society. Granted, people can be proud
of their country or family, but self-promoting conceit has always been regarded with aversion.
Pride is a hero’s archetypal downfall, and even children have an intuitive disliking for braggarts.
The original sin in the Bible, committed by Lucifer, was pride, and caused his fall from highest
of angels to darkest of beings. However, the traditional moral views have been cast aside, and in
our present-day we have a Pride Month celebrating self-centeredness, and promoting individuals
who are expressing their “true” selves. In reality, this month glorifies the worst vice of human
nature. Egotistical self-obsession is being applauded as a virtue.

What has America come to? These moral backslidings are prominent throughout society
but the most concerning area is in the educational system, primarily in the literature young
children are being exposed to, such as same-sex parents, encouraged abortions, and pride.
Traditional moral literature must make a dramatic comeback in our public schools if we are to
see a change in the moral lives of America’s future generations.

America's founding educational system was primarily moral. The New England Puritans
who first came to America believed the Bible held the moral code, and in order for their children
to have access to the Scripture’s truth, reading was a necessity. In his article, “A Brief History of
Moral Education, The Return of Character Education, Current Approaches to Moral Education,”
Kevin Ryan, a defender of moral education and champion of reintroducing morals to public
schools, states that laws were passed in the colony of Massachusetts around 1642 requiring
parents to educate their children. This law indicates that the foremost concern of education at that
time was morally educating children, and who better to implement this objective than parents?
The government encouraged parental involvement in education, unlike the modern school
system, and required parents to educate their children in morals. As common schools spread
throughout the colonies in the colonial period, “formal education had a distinctly moral and
religious emphasis.”' The founding fathers and other influential Americans prioritized education
and emphasized that while it could be beneficial for economic reasons, the main reason was for
its moral impact, for democracy at its core is a moral compact of the people.

' Ryan, Kevin. “A Brief History of Moral Education, The Return of Character Education, Current Approaches to
Moral Education,” accessed November 24, 2025, Education.stateuniversity.com.



During the nineteenth century, school was promoted for both secular and moral reasons,
but advocates for moral education still remained. Teachers were trained for the purpose of
advancing “the moral mission of the school and attend(ing) to character formation.” 2 Textbooks
such as the McGuffey readers were used in classrooms, and these readers upheld the “notion that
education itself was primarily moral, and only secondly intellectual.” * Tragically, traditional
moral education encountered dramatic reform in the nineteenth century, as separation of church
and state became more strictly interpreted, and progressive education was established so that
religion and school could be distinct. However, as Ryan states in his article on moral education,
“it is impossible to create a school devoid of ethical issues, lessons, and controversies.” * As
American education gradually shifted to progressive education in the late 1800s, early 1900s,
there was a dramatic change in America’s social structure. “As many schools attempted to ignore
the moral dimension of schooling,” Ryan states, “three things happened: Achievement scores
began to decline, discipline and behavior problems increased, and voices were raised accusing
schools of teaching secular humanism.” *Following these crises, solutions had to be provided. In
order to compensate for poor scores, bad behavior, and offensive teaching, laws like the No
Child Left Behind Act and others were enacted to counteract the drawbacks of removing moral
education. But there was a bigger problem than just bad behavior or grades behind the lack of
moral education.

A democracy runs on the governing of the people. As John Locke said in his Second
Treatise of Government, the government should be from the people, for the people, and by the
people. If the morality of a nation is corrupted and traditional morals are not being installed in
the next generation, a democratic nation that runs by the common consent of the governed cannot
subsist. This should alarm every American sending their child to a school teaching progressive
education, an education that does not consider traditional morals but teaches self-dependance,
pride, and tolerance as virtues. Education has become paycheck preparation and information
inheritance. In other words, the primary focus of schooling is money-making with an
overemphasis on knowledge, and lack of instruction in traditional morals.

This thesis is built around my personal concern about the lack of moral literature in
schools and on children’s bookshelves. What happened to the Great Books? I am not even
speaking about the Bible, though I consider it the greatest moral book of all. I am alluding to The
Chronicles of Narnia, Little House on the Prairie, Heidi, Lassie Come Home, Anne of Green
Gables, The lliad, The Odyssey, The Trojan War, The Hobbit, The Shakespearian dramas, The
Wind in the Willows, Treasure Island, Robin Hood, The Bronze Bow, and King Arthur. These
moral tales uphold values such as the traditional family, the Cardinal Virtues, truth, goodness,
and beauty.

?Ryan, Kevin. “A Brief History of Moral Education, The Return of Character Education, Current
Approaches to Moral Education.

*Foreword of McGuffey s 6th Eclectic Reader by Henry Steele Commager. Copyright 1962.
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Where are these texts, and countless others from our rich literary history, in the public
schools? Why have they all disappeared, only to be replaced with filtered textbooks, graphic
novels, and digital reading? However, the crucial question is, why moral literature? What does
moral literacy have to do with a child’s behavior? Many voices support my claim concerning the
importance of moral literature and how foundational it is in forming a child’s character. This
thesis will prove that moral literature’s existence in the public schools is crucial. Narrowing the
area of interest however, my thesis will focus on public middle schools, as it would be more
difficult to introduce morals to high schools if they are lacking in middle schools. Now to prove
that children desperately need to read moral books in middle school.

Entering into this debate concerning moral literature being reintroduced to the public
middle schools, the question may be raised, why moral? What do morals have to do with
education? What does moral literature even mean? Defining “moral” is no simple matter. It is an
abstract word that does not have a simple definition, is difficult to grasp, and cannot be seen or
touched. For an understanding of the word let us turn to Latin, the wellspring of English. The
Latin root of moral is mos, moris meaning the codes or customs of a people. At the root of the
matter, morals have to do with the people. Kevin Ryan states that morals are the “social glue that
defines how individuals should live together.” * Morals are the tacitly agreed upon standards of a
society. That is to say, morals are what the society deems virtuous or condemnable. However,
just as people have their own definitions of truth, goodness, and beauty, morals can be subject to
change. Nearly two and a half centuries ago, America had a different set of morals, and these are
what I am contending for in school literature, not pride or tolerance. On the contrary, I am
arguing against the existence of books containing such morals in middle school classrooms. To
be clear, my argument is for the morals that built America, such as courage, perseverance, and
freedom, not for the modern morals that are tearing America apart. In the past murder and pride
were condemned, but modern morals have been corrupted. American society has largely
determined that these traditional morals no longer stand.

Now that the definition of moral has been addressed, some may question why morals are
crucial in education. Contrary to public belief, human nature is not perfect at birth. Holding to
Sowell’s Tragic Vision, as expressed in Emile Phaneuf’s article “Sowell’s Visions,” that man is
fallen and sinful by nature, this thesis operates on the assumption that human nature is fallen and
not morally sound. The need for morals is apparent everywhere in society from toddlers to prison
inmates. Neither are we blank slates without innate human nature, as the Tabula Rasa belief
states, contradictorily: “Human behavioral sciences have already demonstrated that the human
mind does, in fact, come with certain innate biological programming, which is unique for every

individual.””

¢Ryan, Kevin. “A Brief History of Moral Education, The Return of Character Education, Current
Approaches to Moral Education,” accessed November 24, 2025, Education.stateuniversity.com.
? Phaneuf, Emile. “Sowell’s Visions,” December 5, 2013, https://fee.org/articles/sowells-visions.



Simply put, humans are flawed, but not robots in need of programming. Children are not
empty vessels to be stuffed with information. Thus, schooling should be a continuation of the
moral education kids have hopefully received at home from their parents, and if not a
continuation, then at least a beginning. Kevin Ryan asserts that, “Most thinkers, educational
practitioners, and parents acknowledge that children are born helpless and need the care and
guidance of adults into their teens and often beyond.” ® Certainly, there is a widespread
agreement that children need instruction but the rub comes in how it is carried out. How are
children educated not only intellectually but also morally? This is a question no one can seem to
answer, although it desperately needs a reply. One way schools attempted to teach morals was
through Character Education. During the late twentieth century, when as Ryan puts it, “there
was... a growing reaction against organized religion and the belief in a spiritual dimension of
human existence,” * educators dropped morals and any allusion to religion in public schools. A
decline in both intellectual and behavioral conduct followed this lack of moral education and as a
result schools “rediscovered the word character,” '° in the early 1980s. Character education was
an attempt to address children's moral instruction without offending people by calling it moral,
which has religious connotations. But the problems with this approach quickly became apparent
over time. Public schools were treating character education as yet another program, rather than
“infusing it” as Ryan states, into every part of the curriculum.

I personally interviewed a teacher who taught for thirty-three years in a public middle
school, and she stated that teachers were ill-equipped and undertrained for character education,
as they felt it was a counselor’s job to handle such matters. In order for character education to be
effective it should be infused into the entirety of the curriculum, rather than pushed off into one
class. “Critical to the infusion approach,” Ryan asserts, “is using the curriculum as a source of
character education. This is particularly true of the language arts, social studies, and history
curricula... The curricula of our schools not only contain the core knowledge of our culture but
also our moral heritage.” ' This is where moral literature comes to our attention. It serves as a
conduit for conveying morals to children. In order for schools to teach children morals, their
curriculum must be infused with moral elements, down to the books they read and the songs they
sing. Moral instruction cannot be pushed off into a singular program called character education,
in which the teachers have no training or resources. My outcry is for the reintroduction or return
of moral literature, which means that it has previously been in the classrooms. I long for the
restoration of Pilgrim’s Progress, Little House on the Prairie, The Chronicles of Narnia and
thousands of the like in public schools. American education has changed since the founding,
ultimately for the worse. My opinion, supported by numerous scholarly sources, is that the lack
of moral literature has greatly harmed the public schools.

*Ryan, Kevin. “A Brief History of Moral Education, The Return of Character Education, Current
Approaches to Moral Education.”
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If this literature is not provided by public schools, millions of children enrolled in this
system are at a loss. How will they receive the true, the good, and the beautiful, or the values
upon which America was founded? Children must be morally instructed, and moral literature is
the best approach. Virtues and moral habits impressed at a young age will serve children the rest
of their lives, Lord willingly transforming them into “productive, contributing members of their
communities.” ' Thus the eminent need for morals, and as will be further expounded, moral
literature.

In his article, “Tales of Virtue - Moral Development and Children,” James Wilson states
that even the most upright societies lack perfect wisdom and courage and must point to morals
beyond themselves. This is where moral literature becomes vitally important. “Hence the
reliance on heroic stories as the embodiment of cultural ideals,” Wilson asserts, “when virtues
have fallen into desuetude, the need for stories about virtuous and courageous men, women, and
children becomes more acute.” " This means that moral stories present intellectual ideals in a
relatable way, making the virtues come to life by portraying them in characters. All of mankind
tells stories, from African natives to Londoners. Some tales are meant to entertain, but generally
these stories contain morals, meant to instruct the younger generations. But what is the benefit of
reading moral stories? The gift of reading is not to be taken lightly, for there is something unique
that occurs in 2 human mind when engaging with a book. The reading experience cannot be fully
reproduced in other forms of entertainment such as movies or plays because the act of reading
informs and shapes the mind like nothing else.

The closest thing to reading is eating; in other words, whatever you consume either
benefits or harms you. If children eat junk food for every meal they will get sick, and the same
principle applies to intellectual food. If children read books that stuff them with propaganda and
questionable morals, they will be intellectually ill and morally bankrupt. Their minds must be
nourished with wholesome nutrition, and moral literature is a feast that will satisfy their hunger.

Moral literature forms children' s character in three ways: imitation, interest, and
identifiability. William J. Bennett claims in his article, “Moral Literacy And Character
Formation,” that moral literature is a resource to teach children “fundamental traits of character.”
"4 Bennett, who served as Secretary of Education for Ronald Reagan, earned his doctorate in
philosophy from the University of Texas, and wrote numerous books on education further
expounds, “We can help the grasp and the appreciation of the desirability of these traits through
the curriculum.” ** In other words, the first impact of moral literature is that children will desire
to imitate the examples set before them. Bennett then lists several historical and fictional
characters who exemplify honorable traits that children can read about and be inspired to

'2Ryan, Kevin. “A Brief History of Moral Education, The Return of Character Education, Current
Approaches to Moral Education.”

" Wilson, James Q., “Tales of Virtue - Moral Development and Children.” April 1, 1994. Accessed
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emulate, such as Honest Abe, courageous Joan of Arc, and freedom-giver Harriet Tubman.

Conversely, the evils of human nature can just as easily be displayed in characters who
warn children by their example, such as the boy who cried wolf, greedy King Midas, and the
stingy Scrooge. Bennett states, “Our literature and history are a rich quarry of moral literacy. We
should mine that quarry. Children must have at their disposal a stock of examples of right and
wrong and good and bad—examples illustrating that, in many instances, what is morally right
and wrong can indeed be known.” '° Bennett also addresses the second and third impacts moral
literature have on children. His claim is that stories interest children, give them specific, common
reference points, and “help anchor our children in their culture, its history and its traditions.” "’
This means children can engage with good stories, gain knowledge of moral right and wrong
from a young age, and receive instruction in their country’s traditions and history by reading
moral literature. Children are interested in moral tales, and recognize the values and history.
Bennett finishes with a definition of traditions, stating they “are a source of knowing the ideals
by which we wish to live our lives.” '* The moral tales children read will teach them ideals which
they may accept and live out in their own lives.

Morals cannot be fully learned by imitation so a certain degree of immersion must be
applied. In order for deep concepts to be easily grasped by growing minds, these notions must be
presented in a way that children can fully engage and understand them. A notable author who
emphasized this point, as well as the importance of moral literature is William Kirk Kilpatrick,
who wrote several books about psychology and morality, as well as commentaries on educational
topics in many academic journals. In his article, “Moral Illiteracy and the Case for Character
Education,” Kilpatrick maintains that moral literature plays a central part in the formation of
character. The title of his article might cause concern, especially after all the failed attempts at
character education, but his “Case for Character Education” differs greatly from the public
schools’ attempt to teach morality through a singular character education class or even a
school-wide program. Kilpatrick takes the opposite stance in his approach to character education
stating, “The proper form of education in regard to morality... is necessarily, an initiation, ‘men
transmitting manhood to men,’” as C. S. Lewis puts it. And this is best accomplished not by
direct moral exhortation but indirectly through example and practice. One cannot have classes in
moral education. It is, rather, more like an apprentice learning from a master.” '° His slant toward
morally educating children is that virtues must be seen and imitated, not taught in a class.

'® Bennett, William. “Moral Literacy and Character Formation.”

"7 Ibid.
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However, as previously stated, imitation only goes so far. This is the benefit of moral
literature. The moral stories children read defend against societal desensitization, indirectly
reinforce moral teachings, and expand their imagination. In other words, moral literature also
strengthens moral teachings that children receive from parents, guardians, or mentors. Reading
traditional moral tales also serves as a protection against numbness towards social norms. Lastly,
Kilpatrick states that “the transformation of the moral life is rarely effected without a
transformation of imagination.” *° In the hope of transforming children’s moral lives, let them
read the moral tales that ignite their imagination.

Lois S. Mariano wrote a research paper for his Master of Arts degree titled “Teaching
Tales of Virtue” on the effect of moral literature on middle school students. His carefully
documented study and references to many other respected authors supports and credits his
research. The result of Mariano’s research was that in his study group of twenty-three sixth grade
students all were positively affected by the five week period of moral literature lessons. He states
that the students delighted in the opportunity to “read, write, and discuss the beliefs which
impact their daily behavior.” 2! The main benefit Mariano ascribes to moral literature is the fact
that these books allow children to analyze role models, advance in reasoning and comprehension,
and grow in relatability. Mariano asserts that “the school’s role is important in teaching children
to think as active, concerned citizens whose hearts, hands, and minds can actively engage in
improving their own reality and that of their community.” ** His solution to this challenge of
instructing children to grow into upright citizens is moral literature, stating that it can open “a
forum for students to think, to grow, and to become compassionate, responsible citizens.” %
Throughout the rest of his study Mariano documents the further effects of moral literature,
highlighting the fact that quality books stir the imagination and creativity of students as
Kilpatrick maintained.

In another study group that Mariano mentions with sixty fifth grade students, they
analyzed and documented the “motivations, decisions, and consequences of actions by characters
in books selected for their portrayal of such values as responsibility, honesty, patience,
temperance, compassion and others.” ** This is the goal of reading moral literature: to promote
engaging conversations and prompt students to analyze characters so that they might be
transformed. Mariano finishes his report with this statement, “The worth and positive impact of
endearing literature which at once causes one to celebrate or to mourn can be further measured
by the opposite effect of heartless literature, that which does not lift the soul,

2 Kilpatrick, William Kirk. “Moral Illiteracy and the Case for Character Education.”
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stir the imagination, or fire the brain.” * Moral literature serves more purposes than good
entertainment or traditional retelling of tales. It inspires change and ignites a fire of passion in
young hearts to be like the great men of old.

All children should have the opportunity to read such stories and be changed from the
inside out. If public middle schools are not providing moral literature for their students, literature
that is crucial for the development of children’s character, what are public middle schoolers
reading? What material is shaping their minds and informing their opinions?

I interviewed a public school teacher who taught in a local middle school for thirty-three
years. She worked in the language arts department, and in her experience the bulk of public
school reading was textbooks. She stated that within these textbooks the primary focus was on
nature, science, and technology, not moral instruction or character building. The reason for this
aversion to morals in schools goes back to the genesis of progressive education. Teaching morals
holds religious connotations, and tip-toeing around the minefield of religion causes schools to
emphasize the “safety-zone” of STEM, and rely heavily on textbooks or modern literature.

Textbooks have their place in education and are excellent resources when requiring an
overview of a particular subject or an expert’s opinion on a topic. However, this is the problem.
If the majority of a middle schooler’s reading is from a textbook, then they are being fed broad
overviews and pre-formed opinions, rather than learning by deduction and forming their own
ideas. Most schools claim to teach critical thinking but in reality, if a school’s language arts
program is built largely around textbooks, they are telling students what to think, not teaching
them how.

One of the crucial benefits of moral literature is the formation of character. How are
textbooks shaping the moral behavior of children? There is no relatability, transformation, or
character emulation to be gained from studying a textbook, instead it is a sterile information
transfer. A child comes to the “knowledge bank” of a textbook, withdraws facts, and comes again
only when requiring information. Again, this is appropriate in moderation, but when the majority
of a student’s reading is textbooks this is a cause for concern.

Louis Markos, a professor of English with a PhD from the University of Michigan
asserts the following concerning textbooks in his book Passing the Torch: “Still with a few
exceptions, textbooks have more often than not hindered the preservation of our cultural
traditions and the instilling of them in the young.” * His reasoning behind this claim is simple,
“Most textbooks bend the past to make it fit our own modern prejudices and blind spots.” 2’ In
other words, Markos claims that moral stories, or as he calls them “the Great Books”, preserve
and instill traditions in the youth, while textbooks distort the past and act as a crutch for our
modern opinions.

¥ Mariano, Lois S. “Teaching Tales of Virtue: The Effect of Moral Literature On Middle
School Students.”

% Markos, Louis. Passing The Torch: An Apology for Classical Christian Education. Downers Grove, IL:
InterVarsity Press, 2025.
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He follows this claim stating, “Too often, modern textbooks fall prey to the historical
point of view. Rather than encourage students to have their beliefs and behaviors tested by
grappling with the words and ideas of the Great Books, they shield them from any words or ideas
that run counter to our own modern sense of moral, intellectual, and aesthetic superiority.” 2

Textbooks do not offer the same benefits as the Great Books, such as changing beliefs
and altering behaviors for the better. Textbooks can change people’s opinions or give them more
knowledge, but they cannot transform the reader in the way the Great Books do. Markos
compares the Great Books to lathes which students can utilize to shape and hone their character.
He finishes his chapter “Books Versus Textbooks” by asserting that “to stand naked and face to
face with the Great Books is to have our thoughts tested and our actions altered. Those same
works, when they are filtered through a textbook that defangs, deconstructs, and domesticates
them, only reinforce our feelings of smugness, self-satisfaction, and self-righteousness.” ?* The
danger of a textbook-focused language arts program is the potential for students to disregard the
past and act upon ideas they do not actually understand.

Relevant examples of this indoctrination of pre-formed opinions are the walkouts that
have occurred in schools all over the country in just the first four months of this year. Defending
Education, a platform that investigates and tracks the number of K-12 student walkouts
documented three hundred and eleven school walkouts in 2026.*® This should arouse
suspicion and cause concern for what American public schools are teaching. The majority of
these students most likely have no idea why they are walking out, and yet they are protesting
political issues such as gun control and anti-Immigration and Custom Enforcement (ICE) actions
that their teachers and modern textbooks are addressing. While textbooks have their place, it is
much more beneficial for students to read the actual works of great writers and be transformed in
the process, rather than being indoctrinated by modern propaganda and force-fed, pre-formed
ideas.

However, textbooks are not the only replacements for traditional morals in middle school
literature. Graphic novels have largely replaced traditional novels or the classics, and many
middle schoolers read on devices rather than hard copy books. Overall the literary situation for
middle school students is grim, especially considering the fact that the majority of middle
schools only assign one to two full-length books a year. The few books being read in school or
for free reading time are generally recommended by libraries. These latest books, crowding the
library shelves, are full of our nation’s modern morals, such as tolerance and choice, which are
embodied by such perversions as trans-characters and the celebration of abortion. A website
called Mombian, a self-proclaimed resource for Lesbian moms and LGBTQ parents, had this to
say about modern literature, “The start of 2025 has seen a wide range of terrific new middle

# Ibid.
» Ibid.
30 “K-12 Student Walkout and Protest Tracker,” Defending Education, March 9, 2026, defendinged.org.
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grade books starring transgender and nonbinary youth, in contemporary settings, a near future
community on Mars, and fantastical worlds of excitement and wonder.” *!

It is alarming to consider this content being consumed by middle schoolers, who should
be learning about courage, prudence, and discerning truth from error by reading moral tales and
becoming moral citizens. Instead, tolerance and choice are being shoved down their throats,
making them question their very identity. Even the award winning books have fallen prey to this
propaganda. A 2015 Caldecott Honor book, This One Summer, promotes queer identities and is
one of the most challenged books because of mature content yet is highly recommended for
middle schoolers. Truth Is, by Hannah Sawyerr, a 2025 National Book Award winner for Young
People’s Literature, details a high-schooler’s abortion and subsequent life after her “right
choice.” Another example is the fact that there is a children’s book award, the Stonewall, for
LGBTQ+ books. These are the books on library shelves that are being consumed by middle
schoolers. The majority of the little reading that they do in school or in their free time is spent
with these agenda-filled books. The need for moral literature is more pressing in our day and age
than ever before as textbooks and graphic novels are forcing modern morals such as pride,
tolerance, and choice into our children’s minds with every page they turn.

Unbelievers, or atheists, might argue against my claim for morals by stating that teaching
morals in public school is indoctrinating students in Christianity, and that no religion should be
taught in schools because everyone is entitled to believe what they want. The reply to this debate
lies in distinction. Today people equate moral with religious, and most Americans equate
religious with Christian. Therefore, if my claim is that modern schools should teach morals, the
general assumption is that I am talking about Christian morals or virtues such as faith, hope, and
love. This assumption is faulty because an important clarification is missing: moral is not
synonymous with Christian. Traditional American morals are rooted in Judeo-Christian values,
and this is our heritage. Our inheritance is worth passing on, but morals are not embedded in a
particular belief system such as Christianity. As has been previously stated, morals are the codes
and customs of the people, or the generally agreed upon right and wrong in a society.

A perfect example of this distinction is the fact that pagan societies had morals they lived
by. As C.S. Lewis states in his book, Mere Christianity, “If anyone will take the trouble to
compare the moral teaching of, say, the ancient Egyptians, Babylonians, Hindus, Chinese,
Greeks and Romans, What will really strike him will be how very like they are to each other and
to our own.” ** Lewis follows this by giving several examples of the universal understanding of
right and wrong, or morals, such as selfishness and retreat from battle never being admired or
feeling shame in double crossing the people who have been the kindest to you.

*'“New Middle Grade Books With Trans and Nonbinary Protagonists Offer Insight and Adventure,”

Mombian, April 3, 2025, mombian.com.
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Most everyone sees the benefits in the Cardinal Virtues: courage, justice, prudence, and
temperance. Non-Christians and Christians both value courageous people, being treated justly,
knowing what to do, and having freedom to govern themselves. Teaching children morals is not
“religious” or indoctrinating them with Christianity, but giving them examples of praiseworthy
characteristics that they can emulate in their own lives. As Lewis stated, every civilization has
morals they live by, and without them we are raising up a generation of unjust, unwise,
overindulgent cowards. I think we can all agree this is not what our society needs. Rather, let us
strive to bring up those who will justly and wisely serve their communities with courage and
honor by educating them in morals.

Language art educators might debate my claim for moral literature by asserting that there
is no need for fictional, moral literature when history or historical fiction is available. Why read
made up stories such as The Chronicles of Narnia that have morals when history is full of moral,
as well as immoral characters, that children can emulate? This raises a good point because
history is full of examples of good versus evil, and people of both traits are exemplified in
historical texts. However, moral stories, or to borrow from Aristotle, “(poetry) is something more
philosophic and of graver import than history, since its statements are of the nature rather of
universals, whereas those of history are singulars.” ** In other words, poetry, or fictional stories,
are universal events that could happen anywhere, anytime, to anyone, while history is a singular,
completed event. As a result, these fictional stories have a deeper impact on children because,
“the poet’s (or storyteller’s) function is to describe, not the thing that has happened, but a kind of
thing that might happen, i.e. what is possible as being probable or necessary.” 3

Aristotle’s point is that history tells what has been and poetry, or storytelling, tells what
could be. This aligns with William Kilpatrick’s opinion that moral tales ignite children’s
imagination, which in turn has the ability to transform their lives. Of course children will be
inspired or disgusted by historical figures, but these figures are from the past, and are singular,
while the characters in fiction live forever and are universal. These fictional characters show
children what could be, not what has already been done. Both are important, but to be inspired by
possibility is sometimes more influential than being inspired by chronology.

Those who support LGBTQ+ and pro-choice abortion books might argue against my
claim that modern literature contains harmful morals and counter that children need to read about
relevant topics because they promote values such as empathy, difference, and affirmation which
are not harmful to children. My reply to that view is this: what exactly is modern literature
promoting as praiseworthy and virtuous? My argument would be that modern books are centered
around self, while the classics aim at something bigger than individuality.

A perfect example of this distinction between classic and modern literature is the book
George by Alex Gino, which was written in 2015 and retitled Melissa in 2022. This novel is
about a fourth-grade boy named George who thinks he is a girl named Melissa. The book’s plot
is whatever George wants, he deserves to get. The world revolves around George’s desire to play

33 Aristotle. Aristotle’s Poetics, New York: Hill and Wang, 1961.
34 Ibid.
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Charlotte in his school play, Charlotte s Web. His mother and teacher are portrayed as insensitive
and unaccepting of his gender switch, while the people who affirm George are shown as true
friends. In contrast, Edmund in The Chronicles of Narnia, thinks he knows what he wants:
Turkish delight, which never satisfies him, and the White Witch’s affirmation, which he never
gets. Ultimately, this childish boy finds out that his egocentric desires led him astray and that
there are consequences for sin. Aslan the lion lays down his life for Edmund’s self-centeredness
and pride because there is always a price for sin. These two books perfectly demonstrate the
values promoted by classic and modern books.

Who learned a better lesson, George, who believes the world revolves around him or
Edmund, who now understands the consequences of sin, redemption, and realizes there is
something bigger than himself in the world? The values of traditional moral literature are
enduring, universal truths. Modern literature forces "relevant" issues onto children by writing
them into the literature while the classics uphold sin as evil and righteousness as good. Issues
exist in the world and it will not help to ignore them but modern literature promotes self-centered
values as praiseworthy and virtuous. Modern literature will continue to suffer as long as self is
the center.

However, it does not harm children to read about different people as long as they have
someone trusted they can discuss the differences with. Learning about other peoples’ experiences
and journeys is one of the main purposes of reading. While it is true that if all we ever read about
was our experiences or even our own beliefs it would serve no purpose to stretch and sharpen us,
caution must be used in reading books of differing opinions, especially for young,
impressionable minds. This is why the schools involvement in providing good, moral stories for
middle schoolers or at least providing discussion for other challenging works is vital. Children
can be exposed to different people and their opinions in stories, but good books and room for
discussion must be available as well.

In conclusion, inculcating traditional morals is crucial for society as a whole because
without them the very backbone of American democracy is crippled. More importantly,
instructing children in morals is beneficial for both their character and intellect, and reading
moral literature is one of the best conduits for conveying these morals. There is a grave lack in
modern literature as textbooks, graphic novels, and digitalized reading take over the shelves and
head space the Classics used to hold. We must take a stand against the agenda being fed into our
children’s brains through messages of tolerance and pride, and one way we can do so is
transforming the language art curriculums of public middle schools. Fight with me for the
reintroduction of moral literature, and champion change for the sake of the next generation and
our nation’s future.
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