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Judd Kruger Levingston defines moral education as “Any effort on a teacher’s part to 
engage students in questions about the meaning and nature of human existence and 
questions about personal behavior and ethics.” 
 
Levingston, a Mt. Airy resident with almost 25 years of teaching and educational 
administration on his résumé, has written Sowing the Seeds of Character: The Moral 
Education of Adolescents in Public and Private Schools (172 pages, Praeger Publishers, $45). 
The book looks at many different schools – public, private and religious – and outlines 
ways that issues raised in regular academic courses can lead to discussions about larger 
ethical issues.  
 
For example: In an American history class, the teacher might ask “why didn’t Abraham 
Lincoln fight harder to free the slaves in his administration, and then 100 years later, 
why did President John F. Kennedy wait for more than two years before doing much 
about civil rights?” 
 
Another teacher, this one in a science class, might encourage students to discuss “If 
Marie Curie knew that her discovery of radium could produce dangerous results that 
might make herself and other people sick, why didn’t she stop what she was doing?” 
 
And a French teacher might ask, “Why did the French make so many words masculine 
instead of feminine?” 
 
The possibilities for discussions of issues larger than just learning the dates of the Civil 
War, the fact of Curie’s discovery, and a familiarity with French vocabulary enrich the 
discussion. Clearly, Levingston says, there are daily opportunities for teachers to expand 
their course material to address moral and ethical issues. 
 
Levingston, 45, in addition to being an educator is also a rabbi. The worry for many, it is 
clear, is that “moral” or “ethical” education might actually become religious education, 
or education that promotes a specific set of beliefs or political views. That’s not what he 
believes moral education to be. 
 
“Teachers cannot avoid being moral educators. Whatever they do, just by walking in the 
classroom, being the adult in the room, they are moral educators,” Levingston told the 
Local. 
 
“Through the curriculum that they transmit, the material they choose, that the school 
chooses, there are moral decisions being made at every step,” he says. 
 
There are different kinds of schools, and they have different approaches to moral 
education.  
 
“In some faith-based settings,” he writes in his book, “moral education aims to 
indoctrinate, and in other faith-based settings and in secular school settings, moral 
education may be part of an open process that doesn’t necessarily lead students to a 
single conclusion.” 
 



Any English class studying Mark Twain’s Huck Finn would be remiss if it didn’t deal 
with the elements of race it describes. Any biology class, when dealing with ecology and 
the specialization of some species, can be asked, “to consider the costs and benefits to 
biodiversity of urban, suburban and rural development.” 
 
Levingston’s interest and commitment to moral education began when he was in high 
school. 
 
“Part of what drove me to become a rabbi and a moral educator was class in moral 
philosophy I took as a senior at Phillips Exeter Academy in New Hampshire.  
 
“It was that, and a 10th grade class in New Testament,” that sparked what was to become 
his lifelong interest. 
 
“The literature we read at Exeter was always raising moral issues, whether it was Henry 
David Thoreau or Shakespeare,” he says. 
 
Following Exeter, Levingston earned a bachelor’s degree Magna Cum Laude from 
Harvard in both history and science. Along the way he also studied at Peking University 
in Beijing and later earned both a masters and a doctorate at the Jewish Theological 
Seminary. His doctoral dissertation was entitled Startlingly Moral. 
 
Although a rabbi, his teaching experience has been a variety of schools, including the 
Bryn Mawr School in Baltimore; Trinity School and, later, the Solomon Schechter High 
School in New York City; two years as head of the upper school at Chestnut Hill 
Academy (2002-2004); and now at Barrack Hebrew Academy (formerly Akiba Academy) 
in Bryn Mawr, Pa. 
 
Moral education isn’t limited to the classroom material, Levingston says. In order to 
write his book, he studied several different schools, spending time at each. He visited 
Muslim, Roman Catholic, Jewish, Quaker and secular public and private schools, in 
addition to calling on his experiences at the places he’d worked. 
 
“In the schools that I visited,” he says, “I saw many teachers taking advantage of what 
they call ‘teachable moments,’ seizing an opportunity to teach a child something in an 
informal moment. When a teacher asks a student to pick up a piece of paper off the 
floor, she or he also has an opportunity to remind the student that he or she has a 
personal responsibility for the cleanliness of the school. 
 
“When a teacher calls out a student on teasing in the halls, students know that their 
actions have impact both on their peer whom they are teasing and also on the overall 
climate of safety in a school. Students feel appreciated as whole human beings when 
their math teacher stays to watch their field hockey or basketball game. 
 
“When teachers greet students in the halls and when the adults greet one another, they 
set a positive tone for a moral community that values every individual.” 
 
The bottom line for Levingston, a parent of three, is that “Schools are moral institutions 
because they care for young people.” He also realizes that “There’s no single correct 
approach to moral education.” 
 
All schools, whether private or public, denominational or secular, have, he says, an 
innate responsibility for moral education. 



 
“Morality isn’t just about ethics – meaning how do we treat one another – it’s also 
questions of meaning. What is my role in the world? What can I do in the world? It’s 
also: Who am I? What is my identity?” 
 
The moral approach of a school really flows from its mission, Levingston says. The core 
of moral education, he says, is in the classroom, and is built on “using existing course 
material to generate conversations that go beyond the specifics of the course itself.” 


