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Ethics education?
So, what’s next?

Character education in the public school system?
Scary.

Oregon's Board of Education will hold its first pub-
lic reading today in Portland of a policy that could re-
quire the state’'s public schools to teach its students
qualities like respect, empathy, responsibility and hon-
esty.

The policy stems from a report submitted to the
state Legislature by the board that lists character educa-
tion in its definition of standard education, the re-
quired curriculum each school must provide.

The platform is also in response to an obscure,
rarely enforced law, which states public schools are re-
sponsible for teaching ethics and morality. Education
officials fear school districts that don't offer such les-
sons could risk losing state-funded support.

But whose mora?s will the schools teach? Whose
ethical standards will
be preached? Which
value system will be
enforced?

It seems the Oregon
Education Department,
from where the policy
originated, didn't ac-
count for the multitude
of perspectives regard-
ing character definition
in this state.

Seeing as how this
policy comes from an
arm of our benevolent
government, it seems

standard for the

probable the depart-
ment  would pi::ft a ‘Tdeal’ American.
norm that's no doubt

best for us; that would serve to protect us from our-
selves, as well as make its job of control a little easier.

The most predictable standard is the white, mid-
dle-class, patriotic, hard-working, basic “Leave-it-to-
Beaver” norm. This grade of behavior exemplifies what
America is “supposed” to be; the imaginary image of
we, the masses, held in the minds of the few ruling
elite.

Reality is a bit different, though. Americans come
in a variety of shapes, colors, sizes — and value sys-
tems. Those attempting to enforce the development of
character need to consider the diversity of ethical
stances present in this country before setting some am-
bivalent standard for the “ideal” American

And that leads to another point: There is no ideal
moral standard by which to measure. Because we all
have different life experiences, our individual person-
alities are inherently different.

No group, and especially not our “democratic, lib-
eral” government, has the right to dictate what our eth-
ics and morals should be. Granted, some qualities are
more desirable than others and more conducive to our
society, yet the “teaching’ of character still treads on
shaky ground.

And besides, consider the current condition of our
school systems. The declining reading, writing and
mathematical skill levels of our graduates show these
areas need our fullest attention right now.

The policy is expected to be accepted by the board,
which will hold another public reading/comment
meeting during its Nov. 21-22 session in Salem before
making its final decision.

It's in our best interest to further evaluate this pro
posed plan before its approval; should it pass, Oregon’s
children will be subject to a system of enforced charac
ter forming that may soon extend beyond the bounda
ries of “morality.”
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It's time to set limits on what

government officials do with
the money and power we give
them

Scott Reeves

Portland State University
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