
Abstract

Research objectives and problems: The aim of this study was to de-
termine whether there is a statistically significant relationship between
elementary school students’ level of moral development and their ac-
ademic achievement. The research examined the connection between
students’ moral development and their overall grade point average
(GPA), as well as their achievement in art-related subjects (painting
and music) and science subjects (mathematics and physics).

Research methods: The study employed a survey technique to collect
data on students’ academic performance and a scaling technique to
measure moral development. The moral development scale consists 
of 65 items assessing moral knowledge, attitudes, and behavior.

Process of argumentation: The paper is structured around a theoret-
ical and methodological framework. The theoretical section analyzes
major theories of moral development and relevant empirical find-
ings, while the methodological section presents the research aims,
questions, hypotheses, sample description, instruments, and research
procedure.

Research findings and their impact on the development of educa-

tional sciences: The analysis shows that there is no statistically sig-
nificant relationship between overall academic success and moral
development, nor between achievement in science subjects and
moral development. It is also important to note that students who
earned higher grades in painting achieved a higher level of moral 
development than other students. Students with high grades in art
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demonstrated statistically significantly higher results on the moral development
scale. Given that this relationship was not confirmed for music, the hypothesis
concerning art subjects is only partially supported.

Conclusions and/or recommendations: Regardless of the results obtained, fu-
ture research should be directed toward examining children’s morality in a larger
sample of students. Although the level of moral development does not statisti-
cally significantly differ depending on students’ overall academic success, the dif-
ference observed in art-related subjects provides a basis for more detailed
investigation. Further studies with larger and more diverse samples are needed to
validate these results and explore potential mediating factors influencing moral
development.

Introduction

In this paper, the connection between the level of moral develop-
ment and school success is presented through several key subheadings.
The goal is not only to provide factual information but also to raise read-
ers’ awareness of the importance of this topic. The first part of the paper
contains a theoretical analysis of the problem and a description of the
most common approaches to researching morality, as well as general
school achievement. The importance of moral upbringing for overall de-
velopment is a very significant area of pedagogical research.

The second part of the paper presents the empirical study, includ-
ing the research aims, questions, hypotheses, sample characteristics, in-
struments, and procedure. The results are analyzed in relation to previous
findings in pedagogy and related disciplines, with the goal of identifying
practical implications for educational practice. A detailed description 
of participant selection and methodological steps is included to enhance
transparency. This study is motivated by the need to better understand
how moral development interacts with school-related outcomes, partic-
ularly in subjects that differ significantly in their cognitive and affective
demands.

The importance of morality is examined not only through the lens 
of contemporary society but also with reference to the historical signifi-
cance of moral education for children’s growth and development. Because
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morality is an important part of young people’s lives, it is understandable
that such circumstances increase the need for scientific analysis of the re-
lationship between morality and other areas of human functioning. Re-
gardless of the results presented at the end of this paper, it is necessary to
encourage the moral development of children and young people.

The purpose of this work is not to overstate the importance of moral
education. All claims are grounded in scientific evidence and the results
of empirical research. Recent research has refined the conceptualiza-
tion of moral development, showing that it encompasses six key dimen-
sions: equality, empathy, morality, tolerance, self-control, and kindness
(Wongwanich, 2024).

School success and moral development

This research is based on the hypothesis that there is a relationship
between students’ level of moral development and their academic per-
formance. Previous studies provide mixed results regarding this connec-
tion, highlighting the need for further investigation. Academic success is
not limited to overall grade point averages; it also includes performance
in specific areas such as the arts and sciences.

Although hundreds of definitions of morality exist in various social
sciences, most authors agree that morality consists of unwritten rules 
and customs that shape interpersonal relationships (Kalin, 1998). Moral
considerations commonly involve judgments of right and wrong and 
decision-making in moral dilemmas. Morality is closely connected to 
conscience, reflected in feelings of pride, guilt, or remorse. It is important 
to emphasize that morality is formed in a specific environment, which 
attests to its changeability. Morality is shaped by environmental and so-
cial influences, which illustrates its dynamic nature. Historical examples,
such as gladiatorial training in the Roman Empire, demonstrate practices
that would be considered morally unacceptable today (Zelenak, 2015).
Such examples underscore the importance of evaluating morality in con-
temporary educational contexts. From today’s moral standpoint, such
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practices are entirely unacceptable—not only do they fall outside the
framework of moral principles, but they would also violate legal regula-
tions, which represent the minimal level of moral norms.

How, then, can we foster moral development in young people in a so-
ciety oriented toward pragmatism and utilitarian values? What content
should be offered in education, and how can moral competences be de-
veloped to their fullest extent? In contrast to moral education, the issue
of grades occupies a highly visible place in the educational system. For all
participants in the educational process, academic performance often 
receives far more attention than the level of a child’s moral development. 

Current research on children’s moral development generally falls into
two categories:

1. Research on moral behavior, which focuses on explaining observ-
able actions.

2. Research on moral reasoning, which examines how children think
about their own and others’ actions (Vasta et al., 1998).

Considering that students who are focused on art often possess spe-
cific personality traits, we might expect them to demonstrate a higher
level of moral development. Empathy, understanding of others, equality,
and openness to people are characteristic of those with artistic orien-
tations; therefore, it can be anticipated that they would score higher 
on measures of morality. In order to understand how to improve students’
moral development in the future, it is important to identify the factors 
associated with this ability. Given that people are not born as moral be-
ings, the influence of the environment and social context is undeniable.

Children’s level of moral development is also reflected in different
forms of moral behavior. Težak and Čudina-Obradović (2005) state that
there are several forms of moral behavior. The most basic form is mani-
fested in children’s decency, that is, their acceptance of certain rules most
often established by parents. These rules usually concern maintaining order,
personal hygiene, putting toys away, and similar expectations. This form of
behavior is learned in everyday life and through the personal example 

506 Marija Tomic
Level of moral development and school success 
of elementary school students
(pp. 503–518) 

e-
 IS

SN
 2

54
3-

84
09



of parents and teachers. As is well known, children do not simply listen to
what adults say; they observe what adults do. Thus, personal example is
the most effective means of teaching such behavior.

This type of behavior is often accompanied by emotional reactions.
When a rule is broken or appropriate behavior is absent, children may 
experience feelings of guilt and shame (Težak & Čudina-Obradović, 2005).
The family, with support from the preschool , should continuously work
to prevent selfishness, arrogance, lack of self-control, and other unac-
ceptable behaviors (Zubak, 2017). These qualities form the foundation 
of morality.

Theories of moral development

One of the most influential theories of moral development was pro-
posed by Lawrence Kohlberg, a professor at Harvard University. Kohlberg
based his concept of morality on Piaget’s theory of cognitive develop-
ment. Using moral dilemmas, he identified three levels of moral devel-
opment, each consisting of two stages (Zhang & Zhao, 2017). Piaget
developed his own theory of moral development by observing children
between the ages of three and thirteen during play. For Piaget, it was par-
ticularly interesting to analyze the rules that children established during
games, as well as the situations in which these rules were violated. His
observations included both naturalistic and experimental approaches
(Vasta et al., 1998). The naturalistic approach involved observing children
in their everyday play, whereas the experimental approach involved pre-
senting moral dilemmas to assess developmental stages.

As part of the experimental approach, Piaget presented children with
different types of moral dilemmas to determine their stage of moral de-
velopment. According to Piaget, children’s experiences with others play 
an important role in determining their transition from one stage to the next
(Petrović, 2011). The first stage, occurring approximately between the ages
of two and four, is considered the pre-moral stage, during which the child
does not follow any rules (Singer & Revenson, 1997). In the second stage,
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from ages four to seven, children develop an absolutist orientation to rules.
At this stage, known as the heteronomous or conventional phase, children
follow certain rules but are not yet able to fully understand or critically eval-
uate them. The final stage is characterized by an understanding of rules as
well as the ability to create new ones. Piaget noted that this stage usually
occurs around the ages of eleven or twelve. Broadly speaking, these stages
can be described as moral heteronomy and moral autonomy. 

Turiel’s model of interpreting moral actions concerns how individu-
als judge whether something is right or wrong depending on the con-
text. Within this theory, there are two domains: the personal domain and
the conventional domain (Hren, 2008). In the personal domain, judg-
ments are based on psychological states and personal preferences,
whereas the conventional domain refers to social agreements. In contrast
to Kohlberg’s three levels of morality, Turiel’s model emphasizes the par-
allel influence of these two domains. These earlier theories of morality
provide an important foundation for applied moral research.

Although the theories of Kohlberg, Piaget, and Turiel dominate re-
search in this field, it is also necessary to mention Gilligan’s (1982) influ-
ential theory of the morality of justice and care. According to Gilligan,
there are two categories of morality: the morality of justice and the moral-
ity of care. Her research supports the finding that women tend to use the
morality of care more often, whereas men tend to rely more on the moral-
ity of justice. Applied to Kohlberg’s moral dilemmas, these categories cor-
respond to two types of behavior: one based on justice, and the other 
on providing assistance. The morality of care involves taking a protec-
tive stance toward the victim in moral dilemmas, regardless of the cir-
cumstances. 

All of these theories contribute to our understanding of morality.
However, for this phenomenon to be more clearly understood, it is nec-
essary to confirm certain patterns through empirical research. Research
findings not only support existing theoretical frameworks 
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Overview of the results of similar research

A review of the professional literature reveals several relevant stud-
ies on moral development and education. Previous research has focused
on moral education, moral reasoning, and moral failures among young
people. Numerous studies have examined moral education as well as the
moral shortcomings exhibited by youth. The crisis of education and moral
values in Croatia is also evidenced by unpublished findings from the proj-
ect Poverty in Croatia. The study conducted by Marina Vlahović and Ivan
Rimac examined the values most important to the citizens of Croatia Ac-
cording to the respondents, the values of self-education, empathy, and al-
truism ranked lowest on the acceptance scale, while wealth, success, and
health occupied the top three positions. Perceptions of what is consid-
ered good or bad also changed depending on respondents’ age. Re-
search conducted in Osijek found that 9% of students would not like to
have members of a national minority in their surroundings. Furthermore, 
as many as 54% of respondents believed that more content about other
cultures should be included in the curriculum (Kragulj & Jukić, 2010).

Another important study in the field of moral education is the re-
search conducted by Havighurst and Taba (1949). The basic premise of
their work was that moral behavior is shaped by character traits, not just
situational factors. Their results showed that family, peers, and religion
have a significant influence on character formation, which led them to
identify five character types: amoral, selfish, conforming, irrationally con-
scientious, and rationally altruistic. This research takes the psychological
characteristics of the individual as its starting point and uses them as the
foundation for examining moral behavior. The present study also relies on
psychological concepts as theoretical assumptions for the development
of its research framework.

Although numerous studies on morality already exist, it is necessary
to monitor social change and shifts in individuals’ moral development.
Given that we live in a society marked by moral inconsistency, research 
in the field of morality is imperative for the future development of peda-
gogical science. The erosion of value systems, lack of tolerance, peer 
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violence, extreme hedonism, selfishness, and the diminishing presence of
empathy and altruism all indicate an urgent need for changes in value
orientations. Pedagogy, as a discipline concerned with children, parents,
and schools, has the potential to influence individual development and
contribute to shaping a new kind of society. Moral education is not only
the responsibility of schools or parents but of the broader social com-
munity and the social environment in which children grow up. Although
it is expected that moral values evolve over time, it is necessary to adapt
educational strategies and values accordingly to meet children’s devel-
opmental needs. What was once considered morally unacceptable may
now form the basis of everyday human behavior.

One of the more interesting studies related to the examination of
morality was conducted in 38 countries among members of the Islamic
world. The results show that most respondents associate morality with
faith in God. For example, 76% of respondents from Kosovo and 65% from
Bosnia and Herzegovina stated that faith in God is a necessary condition
for morality. The same study also reported attitudes regarding divorce,
gambling, alcohol consumption, and similar issues as prerequisites for
moral behavior (Campbell & Marshall, 2007). As we can see from the
above, all the parameters used to assess morality are based on postulates
that are prohibited by Sharia law; therefore, this research cannot be ac-
cepted as a comprehensive assessment of morality across all nations. 
A positive correlation has been found between moral development, emo-
tional intelligence, and academic achievement in secondary school stu-
dents (Reyal, 2025).

Research methodology

The aim and significance of the research

The aim of this study was to determine the relationship between 
students’ academic success and their level of moral development across
different subject groups. Understanding these relationships is essential
for improving pedagogical practice and fostering holistic development 
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in children. Modern technology and social changes have influenced moral
reasoning among young people, making it increasingly important to ex-
amine these aspects at different developmental stages. In order to sup-
port the advancement of moral development, it is necessary to determine
its links with other aspects of personality. Because the future of each in-
dividual—and therefore the future of society—depends on moral educa-
tion, dedicated research in this pedagogical field is necessary. 

In recent years, modern technology has contributed to moral chal-
lenges among young people. It is particularly important to examine the
moral aspects of personality at different ages. The concept and under-
standing of good and bad change depending on the age of the respon-
dent. Especially relevant for practical research is how children and adults
interpret and justify moral actions. Differences in responses to moral dilem-
mas demonstrate that children perceive the concept of good differently
than adults do. Through workshops and forums, it is essential first to raise
educators’ awareness of the importance of moral development and then
to work with parents as key contributors to the child’s upbringing. The 
results are important not only for the present but also for future im-
provements in education. In which direction should we guide students?
How can we address the shortcomings related to the moral dimension 
of personality?

The study was conducted in two elementary schools in Banjaluka
with a sample of 120 students from the 8th and 9th grades.

Research hypotheses

Based on the aim of the research, we formulated a general hypoth-
esis: we assume that there is a relationship between school success and
students’ level of moral development.

• hypothesis I: We assume that there is a relationship between stu-
dents’ GPA and their level of moral development.

• hypothesis II: We assume that there is a relationship between stu-
dents’ success in art subjects (painting and music) and their level 
of moral development.
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• hypothesis III: We assume that there is a relationship between stu-
dents’ success in science subjects (mathematics and physics) and
their level of moral development.

Research methods and techniques

In accordance with the research problem and topic, theoretical analy-
sis and synthesis were used. Through these methods, literature related
to morality and academic achievement was examined in detail. The main
empirical techniques used in this study were surveying and scaling, which
collected data on students’ academic success and level of moral devel-
opment. The study combined theoretical analysis with empirical research.
The survey method was used to gather information about students’ aca-
demic performance, while the scaling technique measured their moral
development.

• The moral development scale consists of 65 items assessing moral
knowledge, attitudes, and behavior.

• Academic performance was measured using general grades, as well
as grades in art subjects (painting and music) and science subjects
(mathematics and physics).

Research results

Data were analyzed using the Mann–Whitney and Kruskal–Wallis tests
to assess differences between groups. The research, conducted in two el-
ementary schools in the city of Banjaluka on a sample of 120 respondents
(8th- and 9th-grade students), had as its primary goal the identification 
of the relationship between students’ moral development and their over-
all academic success, achievement in art subjects (painting and music),
and achievement in science subjects (mathematics and physics). The study 
examined the relationship between students’ moral development and:

1. Overall academic success
2. Achievement in art subjects (painting and music)
3. Achievement in science subjects (mathematics and physics)
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Statistical analysis showed that 62 boys and 58 girls participated 
in the study.

Table 1. Students’ gender distribution

Gender

Regarding overall academic success, most students are rated as ex-
cellent or very good, while only 24 received a rating of good.

Connection between level of moral development and overall 

academic success 

We assumed that students with excellent overall academic success
would achieve higher scores on the moral development scale compared
to students with lower academic success. However, the results of the
Mann–Whitney test (see table below) showed that there is no statistically
significant difference in this regard.

Table 2. Connection between overall academic success 

and the level of moral development

Test Statisticsa,b

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: Scale of moral develompent
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Frequency Percent Valid Percent Cumulative Percent

Valid

Male 62 51.7 51.7 51.7

Female 58 48.3 48.3 100.0

Total 120 100.0 100.0

General success

Kruskal-Wallis H 59.453

df 56

Asymp. Sig. .351



Connection between level of moral development and academic

success in art

We assumed that students who achieve higher grades in the artistic
subjects (painting and music) would score higher on the moral develop-
ment scale compared to students with lower grades. The results of the
Mann–Whitney test (see table below) showed that there is a statistically
significant difference in this regard. Students with higher achievement
in painting scored better on the moral development scale. However, the
same cannot be said for achievement in music; therefore, this hypothesis
is only partially confirmed.

Table 3. Connection between the level of moral development 

and students’ success in art

Test Statisticsa,b

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: Scale of moral development

Connection between level of moral development and academic

success in science

We assumed that students who achieve higher results in the science
subjects (mathematics and physics) would score lower on the moral de-
velopment scale. However, the results of the Mann–Whitney test (see
table below) showed that there is no statistically significant difference in
this regard.
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Kruskal-Wallis H 56.579 60.169

df 56 56

Asymp. Sig. .053 .327



Table 4. Connection between the level of moral development 

and success in science

Test Statisticsa,b

a. Kruskal Wallis Test

b. Grouping Variable: Scale of moral development

Summary of findings

• No significant relationship was found between overall academic suc-
cess and moral development.

• A partial relationship exists between painting grades and moral de-
velopment.

• No significant relationship was found for music or science subjects.

Conclusion

Based on the conducted research, several important observations 
can be made. Although the study did not yield the expected results, 
it opened space for new questions and further investigation. Given that
only one hypothesis was partially confirmed—specifically, the connection
between success in painting and moral development—future studies
should delve into the causes of this phenomenon in greater detail. 

The main hypothesis was not supported; nevertheless, more exten-
sive and detailed research on this topic should be conducted in the future.
If the number of respondents were substantially larger and the research
conditions more controlled, it is reasonable to assume that the results
might differ. One reason why the auxiliary hypothesis regarding the 
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Grades in maths Grades in physics

Kruskal-Wallis H 54.798 57.361

df 56 56

Asymp. Sig. .520 .424



connection between moral development and success in artistic and sci-
entific subjects was not confirmed may be the limited ability to analyze
lower-achieving students, of whom there were very few. Students almost
uniformly receive excellent grades in subjects such as music and paint-
ing, so it is difficult to establish significant relationships with moral de-
velopment.

The findings of this study may be useful to educators and profes-
sionals in various social science fields and encourage them to act within
their capacities to promote children’s moral development. Although the
main hypothesis regarding the overall relationship between academic
success and moral development was not confirmed, the partial con-
firmation related to painting suggests promising directions for future 
research.

Recommendations for future research

• Conduct studies with larger and more diverse samples to validate
these findings.

• Include students with a wider range of academic achievement to
better understand correlations across performance levels.

• Explore potential mediating variables, such as empathy, personal-
ity traits, and social environment, that may influence moral devel-
opment.

• Consider longitudinal designs to examine changes in moral devel-
opment over time.

Despite limitations in sample size and scope, the results underscore
the importance of continued research into the relationship between
moral development and academic performance. By addressing these
areas, future studies may contribute to the design of educational inter-
ventions that promote both academic success and moral growth in 
students.
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