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How do students and young people view their social and moral responsibilities? 
Gail Patterson

Hine, Lemetti and Trikha (2004) outline young people’s social and moral responsibilities as their perceptions of rules, their concept of right and wrong and their involvement in decisions that affect them. This highlights the reflexivity of the social and moral world in which young people develop; how society affects them and how they affect society. To improve a perceived deficiency in how young people understand what society requires of them it is important to understand how they view their responsibilities. This, in turn, provides insight into how to provide a better environment for their development.
Social and moral responsibility is closely connected to citizenship; indeed citizenship has been organised into three themes: social and moral responsibility, political literacy and community involvement (Crick, 1998). As such, many studies examine citizenship as a whole. When considering responsibilities it is also important to understand the concept of the scope of responsibility, which ranges from family and community responsibilities to national and global responsibilities. Furthermore, within different communities and countries, studies have illustrated how cultural differences can also dictate what young people’s responsibilities are (Homana and Green; 2006). Social and moral responsibilities can also shaped by factors such as gender and ethnicity, but also by more circumstantial factors such as homelessness and stigmatisation (Homana and Greene, 2006, p13-14).
Hine, Lemetti and Trikha (2004) state, quite concisely, their findings on how young people view their moral and social responsibilities. To summarise, they discovered that young people are keenly aware of the rules that govern their lives and believe that they are beneficial. They also have a good understanding of how rules apply in context and the consequences of disobedience and unfairness. But most interesting, perhaps, is their desire to be influential in the decision-making processes. The report details the personal and social factors that young people invest in adhering to what they view as their responsibilities, finding that they are well equipped to deal with the flexibility of rules and do not follow them autonomously. This facility was shown, however, to work both ways, as young people were also more discriminate about certain moral questions such as ‘when is it acceptable to steal’ (young children suggested never, whereas older children did not see it so clearly defined). Another key finding was that adherence to moral and social guidelines was encouraged through an active understanding of the motivation and consequences of such responsibilities (Hine, Lemetti and Trikha, 2004, p2-5). 
Ruth Lister has carried out extensive research into the area of citizenship with regards to young people. A study by her and her colleagues in 2003 found that young people were very expressive when talking about their responsibilities, which included respecting others, giving back to the community, being responsible and courteous and behaving in a socially acceptable manner (Lister et al, 2003, p247). They also found that there were considerable differences in the meaning of responsibilities across gender, ethnicity and social class, the latter of which they referred to as ‘insiders’ and ‘outsiders’. Such differences were clearly manifest: 
“‘insiders’ were about three times more likely than ‘outsiders’ to refer to employment/paying tax and were twice as likely to refer to being constructive; ‘outsiders’ were about three times more likely than ‘insiders’ to refer to looking after self or family. Female participants had a greater tendency to refer to obeying the law and to employment/paying tax and older participants to being constructive. The small number of Asian participants were more likely to refer to obeying the law” (Lister et al, 2003, p247).
Furthermore, the scope of responsibility has been linked to the demographic breakdown of the young people. They discovered that certain ethnic groups believed that their responsibilities stretched only as far as their own community, friends and family (Lister et al, 2003, p247-248). Lister also illustrates how responsibilities to society can be shaped by a young person’s upbringing, citing a participant who believed the being at home with her child was more important than earning money (and thus fulfilling a suggested obligation to society). The participant continues to mention how her being available for her child allows the child to understand their responsibilities as a citizen. 
Lister et al (2003) also found young people to be more talkative about their responsibilities than their rights. A Home Office study in the same year found that young people’s understanding of their responsibilities was still seriously deficient and showed that young people “were less likely [than older age groups] to perceive themselves as having responsibilities” (p19). They were, however, quite aware of the transition into adulthood and its association with an increase in responsibilities, though this was frequently exemplified by them in the form of rights, such as a right to drink or smoke rather than the responsibilities of smoking or drinking (Ireland et al, 2006, p34). 
According to Brooks (2004), young people want to help other people and bring about change. This was, however, not a particularly useful finding as the students questioned about their social and moral responsibilities were the same students that had chosen to participate in the study. The study also showed that young people who participated in the study by being active in their community were participating primarily for reasons of personal progression rather than altruistic reasons. However, the participants did show some propensity toward altruism, as involvement did have a “personal cost,” though it is unclear whether the personal cost is weighed purely against the personal gain, with no consideration for social and moral responsibilities. Awareness of responsibilities and subsequent opinion building skills were however enhanced through participation in the programme. As this was, in many cases, an initial immersion into such extra-curricular activities, it remains to be seen whether involvement in further activities would be similarly motivated for the same participants.
The National Foundation for Educational Research (2006) found, from students questionnaires, that they felt that citizenship meant ‘abiding by the law’ and ‘good behaviour,’ but did not feel that it was about ‘getting involved’ or ‘being active in the community in which they lived’. However, when asked in group discussions, students expressed that they thought belonging to and being active in the community (especially the school community) was important.  They also highlighted in the discussions that they felt they should “take responsibility for themselves and other students.” This may perhaps be due to the students feeling that they belonged to a community of other students rather than the ‘adult’ community outside of school. 

Many studies (Crick, 1998; Holden, 2006; Craig et al, 2004) have illustrated some success with the introduction of citizenship to the curriculum and other experimental projects. Young people who have participated in such programmes appear to have a greater awareness of, and, crucially, greater interaction with, the various social groups of which they are part. Below is a cross-section of the various areas of interest to the issue of social and moral responsibility in young people. Action and reaction to the issue is outlined, along with international comparisons and educational approaches.

When New Labour came into power in 1997 their manifesto included a large section on active citizenship with the aim of “re-engaging citizens with decision-making processes and sharing risks and responsibilities between citizens and state” (Jochum, Pratten and Wilding, 2005, p13). As a consequence, the last few years have seen a large investment into the area. The national curriculum has brought non-statutory framework into place for Personal, Social and Health Education and Citizenship at key stages 1 and 2 and the statutory citizenship programmes of study at key stages 3 and 4 (Brooks, 2004). The Crick Report was pivotal in bringing about these changes (Craig et al, 2004, pii). Though by no means was this the first to highlight the issue, but it was arguably one of the most positive responses. The 1998 study by the Government Advisory Group on Citizenship, led by Professor Bernard Crick, had a number of significant points:
· Social and moral responsibility in young people is an essential pre-condition to citizenship.
· An understanding of social and moral responsibility can be greatly enhanced through classroom-based education (the classroom is after all one of the most common social settings for young people)
· An understanding of the context of the responsibility, including the perception, reality and ideology of the particular moral or social issue is important and it is also essential to understand the point at which responsibility is delegated (for example, to the law or governing body).
· Responsibility is best learnt through discussion and active participation.
· Social and moral responsibility is tightly coupled with self-confidence in young people, serving, perhaps, as a mechanism for dealing with group conformity.
(Crick Report, 1998)

There is still, however, a deficiency of interest and understanding of responsibilities with those young people who have not been involved in such programmes. This perhaps illustrates that young people do not fully understand their responsibilities until there has been some illustration of the breadth and depth of them. It may therefore be necessary for young people to be taught such responsibilities rather than relying purely of self-initiation; the learning is pushed rather than pulled. This could in turn be a consequence of a lack of teaching of their parents’ generation (Kurtz, Rosenthal and Zukin, 2003).
Bringing citizenship education earlier in life and encouraging students to be active learners can have consequences in later life according to Berman (1998) who suggests that young people should not be treated as “citizens-in-preparation” but as “active members of their community.” The Boyce Public Affairs Award is presented by Missouri State University to students “who have a demonstrated record of service, leadership and qualities consistent with the goals of the public affairs mission” (Boyce, 2007). This not only encourages young people to think about their responsibilities in society but also provides, through an essay, the opportunity for the participants to voice their opinions on what society requires of them. The winner of this award in 1998, Chrystie Wolf, described her views on her responsibilities as an American citizen. In her essay, Wolf describes how she feels that she must “respond to the needs of [her] community” but also “make contributions to society.” Wolf also mentions how she was involved with community-based events from an early age, which reinforces the plausibility of the aforementioned connection between early education and its effect of refining the view of social and moral responsibilities (Wolf, 1998, p1). This is further emphasised by Smith et al (2005) who suggest that young people do not simply transition into responsible citizens, rather they are continually developing a sense of responsibility (Smith et al, 2005, p426).

An American study by Sheldon Berman (1998) argues that young people have significantly disengaged themselves from the social and the political world in the last thirty years (Berman, 1998, p1). Even at primary level it has been shown that children are noticing a deficiency in what they are being taught to what they think they should know. Holden (2006) notes that over half of the nine- to eleven-year-olds in her study felt that they had only learnt a small amount of what they needed and desired to be better informed (Holden, 2006, p244). Children’s narratives highlight the frustration they feel about decisions made on their behalf in educational aspects of their lives (for example, gaining places at schools) as they have knowledge about such decisions and desire to be consulted (Lucey, 2004, p93). A lack of development of social and moral responsibilities may then be at least partially attributed to a stifled environment where young people cannot put into practice, and thus learn from, what they view as acceptable decision-making.

Lawson (2001) proposed that simply involving students in curriculum-based community projects did not alter how students viewed their social responsibilities. The missing ingredient, she argued, was to include a certain degree of choice, for example, involving students in community projects that not only contributed to their grades but was also of interest to them individually. Applying the social characteristics of the individual to a specific community-based problem, therefore, allowed them to project their individualistic responsibilities onto collective responsibilities. Lawson also found that the implementation of the recommendations of the Crick Report have in reality achieved a skewed version of what was desired. Rather than students being taught how to actively assess, evaluate and apply their responsibilities and obligations, they are simply being taught exactly what is required of them (Lawson, 2001, p176). “Children, therefore, are seen as problems to be ‘managed’, ‘moulded’ and ‘reformed’ rather than as active citizens capable of thinking and making decisions about issues that concern them” (Cunningham and Lavalette, 2004, p258; Gewirtz, 2000, p367).
In 2005, Gifford and Watt published their findings from a project that built upon the outcomes of the Crick Report by engaging undergraduate students in citizenship studies, in particular with secondary school students studying similar topics. The report found that although the students were indeed better educated in what their responsibilities were, the transferral of this into their everyday lives was much less evident (Gifford and Watt, 2005, p14). Craig et al (2004) came to a similar conclusion in their prototype study with students aged sixteen and above, stating that although the foundations were laid, young people going into further education had little provision for continuation and enhancement of what they had learnt. As such, they concluded that citizenship development should be an entitlement throughout a young person’s educational lifespan.
A study by Rachael Brooks involved research/case studies with five voluntary community focused groups run in sixth form colleges. She also interviewed students and staff. Brian Simon, who funded the project, stated that “the teaching of citizenship needs to go beyond habituating the population to the social and political system as it now exists. It must, he claimed, involve critical analysis and aim at transformation – both of education and the social order”. Brooks found that most young people joined extra-curricular activities to want to help other people and bring about change. (Brooks; 2004)
Biesta and Lawy (2006) offer an interesting theoretical approach to the issue of deficiencies in the social and moral responsibilities of young people. In their article they argue that young people must be understood in terms of their individual situational context. One example they use is drawn from a study by France (1998), which shows a correlation between young people living in a low-income situation and a distinct lack of social responsibility. France argues that “undertaking any form of social responsibility was rejected in that participation in the local area would only increase their own experiences of being poor” (Biesta and Lawy, 2006, p74). Consequently, this results in a recoiling from responsibility to inhibit further inclusion in their social context, and thus aids their economic advancement. France further explains that as a consequence of a throttling of social opportunities over the last few decades young people are less willing to undertake social responsibilities, at either a local or a national level. France summarised that deficiencies in aspirations to social responsibility found in young people (in low-income situations) is linked to their perception of insufficient rights, which in turn may highlight dissatisfaction with their environment (Beauvais, McKay and Seddon, 2001, p71). Lister et al (2003) found a similar trend where ‘outsiders’ were more disconnected with the wider community, believing their responsibilities to themselves and their families were paramount (Lister et al, 2003, p248).
The decline in social and moral responsibilities is, of course, not limited to the United Kingdom. Indeed, this decline, tied with the current trend toward international community, is increasingly important globally. Homana and Greene (2006) compared active civic participation in young people in the United States and Australia. Their findings, though not a direct analogue to the British milieu, contained many similarities. For example, McAllister (1998) also recommended integration of such matters into the Australian education curriculum. Though differences between the UK, Australia and the US are evident within Homana and Greene’s study (such as compulsory voting in Australia leading to high turnouts), it is clear that these similar socio-political settings have produced environments in which there is a disparity between how young people view their social and moral responsibilities and what the wider society expects. Pittman (2001), like France (1998), attributes this to lack of opportunity. For this to be true, however, such progressive diluting of responsibility should coincide with reducing opportunities. Pittman suggests, in her US-based study, that this is partially due to young people’s responsibilities often being defined through too much focus on dealing with problems than on growth and development: “what we want them to do, not just what we do not want them to do” (Pittman, 2001, p2-5). This has the obvious outcome that young people may understand how not to be destructive, but lack the skills to be “constructive” (Lister et al, 2003, p247). 
Kristjánsson (2006) offers a variation on the commonly understood deficiencies in responsibility. Writing from the University of Akureyri in Iceland, he broadens the scope of moral education in schools proposing to include subjects such as third-world poverty. Internationalising the scope of responsibility suggests that the way young people view their moral and social responsibilities does not simply need correcting rather it needs adapting to accommodate the global community. This may be clarified by considering the pretext that young people’s current views are compared to post-war views (though not suggesting that was a societal ideal). Such a clarification highlights that social and moral education in itself is not simply a problem that needs solving, rather it must be reconstructed to a level beyond the point from where it declined.
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