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Can you fight a conspiracy,
if you say it doesn't eXist?
by Valerie Rush

Why Johnny Can't Tell Right From Wrong:
Moral Illiteracy and the Case for Character
Education
by William Kilpatrick
Simon and Schuster, New York, 1992
366 pages, hardbound, $23

Kilpatrick's newest book on the lack of moral, or what he
calls "character," education in the schools is a useful, if
flawed, contribution to the war that parents and other citizens
have begun to wage against the New Age takeover of the
American public school system. His review of the drug-,
sex-, and "life skills" education programs that now dominate
so much of our children's schooltime concludes that the non
judgmental, value-free, "me"-centered approach of these
programs is not only deliberately designed to shatter tradi
tional family- and church-centered values, but is creating a
generation of moral illiterates "who know their own feelings,
but don't know their culture."
In particular, he takes aim at the so-called "affective
education" model that, since the 1960s, has infiltrated class
rooms nationwide from its California spawning grounds at
the Esalen and Western Behavioral Science Institutes. Kil
patrick traces the evolution of the affective, or "human poten
tial," movement created by Carl Rogers and Abraham Mas
low from its 1950s roots as a (questionable) form of
psychotherapy for the emotionally disturbed to its now wide
spread application in virtually every public school curriculum
across the country. Rogers was one of the founders of the
"sensitivity" or "T-group" session which facilitated the
50

Reviews

flowering of the drug-rock coulllterculture in the 1960s.
Under the guise of helping children to "discover their own
values" (values-clarification) and develop "critical thinking"
skills, says Kilpatrick, the affective education model has
"helped create an educational system with a de facto policy
of withholding from children tbe greatest incentive to moral
behavior-namely, the convidtion that life makes sense."
Self-esteem, once judged a b�-product of achieving some
thing worthwhile, of making .a contribution to society, is
today defined in the schools as ' �self-acceptance." The central
message of all of these affecti�e programs is "you're fine as
you are," "you are you, and t,at is enough," and so forth.
The Platonic argument for teaching children to fall in love
with virtue, says Kilpatrick, has been replaced with the hedo
nistic philosophy of falling in love with oneself, of judging
the good to be "whatever gives, me pleasure."
In his chapter on affective drug-education programs, such
as Quest, Dare, and Smart, Kilpatrick documents the repeat
ed failure of these programs to' curb drug abuse. Study after
study of these programs yields the incontrovertible proof that
tobacco, alcohol and drug ab�se dramatically increases as
the result of these non-judgmflntal programs which eschew
"authoritarian guidance" (i.e. defining right and wrong) and
which tum educators into "neutral facilitators" of "self-dis
covery" sensitivity sessions. As Kilpatrick observes, these
programs' emphasis on self-expression, rejection of author
ity, and the quest for the true ilimer self is "indistinguishable
from the philosophy that insp�red the original outbreak of
wide-scale drug experimentation" in the 1960s.
Standard sex education manuals used in junior and senior
high schools regularly advise; students to "tune out" their
parents' voices, to "make your own choices," and to develop
tolerance for the choices of oth¢rs. As Kilpatrick notes, these
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programs have "resulted in classrooms where teachers act
like talk show hosts," where the merits of different forms of
contraception, techniques of masturbation, and the whole
gamut of sexual acts are discussed in a "value-free" environ
ment. With the emphasis entirely on "safe" sexual tech
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He also recommends that if pa�ents can't find a public
school free of the curse of "affectiye education," they can

Multicultural obscenities

Kilpatrick is most courageous when he takes on that polit

ical obscenity known as "multiculturalism," or "political cor
rectness." As he admits, "Being against multiculturalism is
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odes in the schools.
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Kilpatrick's "character-building ' proposals evade the re
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The real intention of the multiculturalists, suggests the

but misguided educationaIPhilOSO
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"To assign equal validity to all cultures, customs and
values," writes Kilpatrick, "is to create the educational

world.
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True, Kilpatrick goes further th n many critical writers
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Knowing the enemy
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(seeEIR Vol. 19, No.

Kilpatrick's book is an eye-opener for parents who are

wondering whatever happened to the eager, inquisitive
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34, Aug. 28, 992).

To praise, or even

wrath of the liberal education establ shment. But what could
be more educational?
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