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Abstract 
 

This paper examines preservice teachers’ experiences in creating obituaries for an educational 

psychology course.  It presents a constructive approach that allows students to demonstrate their 

critical application of Erickson and Kohlberg’s theories by utilizing their own experiences. 

Empirical data collected from this undergraduate course include students’ assignments, 

transcriptions of online discussion, obituary assignments, the instructor’s journal, and 

culminating surveys of the course. Analysis of the data (N=400 students) gathered (2012-2016) 

revealed two consistent themes: 1) preservice teachers’ self-efficacy and skills significantly 

improved regarding psychosocial development and moral reasoning as a result of this 

constructive pedagogy; and 2) students reflect applicable, meaningful learning and anticipate 

fostering effective, positive role modeling as future teachers and constructive educators. 
 

Keywords: teacher preparation, assessment, constructivism, learning theories, education, psychology, 

human development 

    

Introduction  
  

In the US it is becoming increasingly common to observe calls for moral content in schools, especially in the form 

of a moral education curriculum. Today‟s children encounter a multitude of conflicts, dilemmas and 

controversies. Ryan and Bohlin (1999) wrote “Today in America we have far too many twelve year olds pushing 

drugs, fourteen year olds having babies, sixteen year olds killing each other, and kids of all ages admitting to 

lying, cheating, and stealing at epidemic numbers.” Since then, children and teens have been inundated with 

images of negative behaviors as seen in TV and movies, improper modeling from adults and the overemphasis on 

violence by the media (Beachum & Mc Cray, 2011; Bailey & Krajewski, 1999). Reality programming, video 

gaming and social media convey a very powerful message to young people about expectation versus hard work, 

entitlement and immediate gratification, and how to resolve conflict (Elias, 2009).   
 

Recently, in the aftermath of shootings in Ferguson, MO, and Chicago, Il, (2014) directors of programs including 

the Leaders Network youth division have demanded police and other youth leaders to be trained in crisis 

prevention by the National Alliance on Mental Health.  Police, social workers and educators hold significant roles 

in modeling moral culture and moral manner. From the perspective of social justice, moral reasoning of educators 

is not simply an important aspect of teaching. It is essential that teachers demonstrate carefully developed insight 

and awareness on social justice issues in order to make sound moral judgments. They need to consider 

perspectives of the diverse racial, ethnic, social and cultural backgrounds of each student they teach.    
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In 2000, the National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE, 2002) identified the development 

of professional dispositions as an explicit obligation of teacher educators. NCATE included expectations because 

“the time had come for teacher educators to pay attention not merely to knowledge and skill development and 

teaching and learning but also to the moral and ethical development of teachers.”  (Wise, 2006, p. 5). In the 2002 

and 2006 editions of Standards, the glossary of NCATE Terms provides the following definition for dispositions:  
 

The values, commitments, and professional ethics that influence behaviors toward students, families, colleagues, 

and communities and affect student learning, motivation and development as well as the educator‟s own 

professional growth. (NCATE, 2002, p. 53; 2006, p. 53).  
 

Further, regarding collaboration and constructivist principles, NCATE directed that “Programs prepare teachers 

who are expert in content and how to teach it and are also innovators, collaborators and problem solvers.  To be 

successful teachers in challenging and changing environments, candidates must learn to use multiple assessment 

processes to advance learning and inform their practice with data to differentiate their teaching to match their 

students‟ progress.”  
 

Teacher education programs are to be mindful to infuse moral dilemmas, developmental theories, and discussions 

across the curriculum- in a methods course that suggests a connection between manner and content; in a 

multicultural course that critically examines the favoring of one culture over another; in an educational 

psychology course that explores moral functioning and how moral development in students occurs; in an 

educational philosophy course that attends to what morality entails and to the ethics of teaching; or in a classroom 

management course that discusses the integration of moral principles with the techniques of classroom 

organization (Fenstermacher, 2001).   
 

However, none of this is new. In his 1916 book Democracy and Education, Dewey outlined his theories of 

morals. He explained to educators that moral behaviors should be based directly on interactions with others and 

are as broad as each individual‟s lived experiences. Dewey believed experimental learning would foster an 

awareness of how students could contribute to and change society. (Lake et al, 2015).  
 

This paper examines student made obituaries as assessment of Erickson and Kohlberg‟s theories in an 

undergraduate educational psychology class. It presents a constructive approach to assessment that provides 

information that can be useful in implementing rational changes to teaching educational psychology or learning 

theories.  
 

The course „Educational Psychology‟ was a required undergraduate course for preservice teachers.  The main 

objectives of the course for students were to:   
 

• demonstrate an understanding of psychological, cognitive, and social psychological 

theories of Erickson and Kohlberg, et al.  

• apply theories to specific teaching, social service or classroom management situations   

• recognize and analyze age-level and developmental characteristics with special emphasis 

on the behavioral, emotional, physical, social and cognitive components  
 

The course was grounded in theories and research from cognitive research (Bruner, 1993) and constructivist 

learning theory (Vygotsky, 1978; Young, 1997).  Simulations, hands-on homework assignments, group work 

problem-solving, and elaborate creative projects were the norm for this course.  The goal of the instructor for this 

course aligns with the thinking: “The important point is that…the educational goal for social constructivists is to 

create social environments that encourage students to construct their own understanding” (Lin et al., 1999, p.47). 

Based on this belief, the course was designed to incorporate students‟ real-life experiences in order to allow the 

preservice teachers to develop skills and advance their understanding of basic learning theories.  
 

Materials and Methods  
 [ 

Data  
 

400 students enrolled in an undergraduate education psychology course (over a period of four years) participated.  

Students enrolled in this required course were preservice teachers (hereafter K-12 teachers) typically between 18-

21 year old sophomores to juniors, two thirds female and one third male.  This is the only required course that 

focuses on child and adolescent development and educational learning theories.    
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Data Collection  
 

In this study, several data collection techniques were used to ensure triangulation.  The primary sources of data 

included the end of course survey (Appendix A & B), the instructor‟s journal, and the obituary assignment 

artifacts (see examples in Appendix C).   In the following, each data source is described as well as the information 

each source was expected to provide.  
 

Instructor’s Journal  
 

Throughout the semester, a journal was kept to record reflections on activities, student concerns, rubric decisions, 

administrative issues, human and electronic resource availability, and the overall experience in general.  This 

journal documented both positive and negative experiences, as well as pedagogy notes for future classes.  
 

Threaded discussion  
 

At the due date, students were asked to view each other‟s obituaries on D2L (Desire to Learn platform) and 

discuss their findings.  They were asked to reflect, critique and evaluate their personal interpretations regarding 

others‟ explications established in the obituaries. The purpose of the threaded discussion was twofold: one, to 

promote knowledge construction between peers and two, to provide the instructor the ability to compliment 

strengths and encourage diverse responses.   
 

Uploaded Obituaries  
 

Students had the option to choose between Kohlberg‟s or Erickson‟s theory to make an obituary. Examples of 

excellence were shared to encourage students‟ creativity. The most popular theme was Disney characters (Ariel, 

Tinkerbell, Olaf the Snowman, Captain Jack Sparrow, Fred Weasely and Albus Dumbledore). Several students 

used real life people (Maya Angelou, Kim Kardashian, Beyonce, Lady Gaga, Ronald McDonald, Robin Williams 

and even John Wayne Gacy.) 
 

Some chose sports mascots including Benny the Bull and Wrigley‟s Billy Goat. A few wrote about close family 

members, or even themselves and projected hypothetical final stages.   
 

End of course survey  
 

The last week of the course students were asked to complete an anonymous 40 question survey that covered the 

obituary project. The survey was divided into seven categories: Techniques of instruction; Methods of 

assessment; Student Characteristics; Influences; Obituary project overall comments; and Open ended comments. 

As these surveys were exchanged for graded homework portfolios, 100% of the surveys were completed and 

returned.   
 

Data Analysis  
 

As only three of the sixty-five questions were open-ended responses, the surveys were first examined 

quantitatively for frequency counts. The likert-scale options for the responses delivered feedback for the 

Techniques of instruction according to not helpful, somewhat helpful, and very helpful.  As for the Methods of 

Assessment, student chose between not so much, somewhat, and liked a lot. Student Characteristics, Influences, 

Obituary Project Overall, and Comments were simply true or false choices. The three open-ended questions were 

aggregated, summarized and coded relating to particular themes. These emergent themes were identified and a 

coding scheme was developed.   Close examination of the instructor journal, the threaded discussion, the obituary 

artifacts, and the survey were placed into the scheme.  To ensure reliability, the emergent themes were 

triangulated across datasets.  Finally, concept maps from the narrative portions were constructed to organize 

particular categories and the frequency counts were charted to make interconnections explicit.  
 

Results and Discussion  
 

Analysis of the data revealed two consistent themes: 1) preservice teachers‟ self-efficacy and skills significantly 

improved regarding psychosocial development and moral reasoning as a result of this constructive pedagogy; and 

2) students reflect applicable, meaningful learning and anticipate fostering effective, positive role modeling as 

future teachers and constructive educators.  
 

For specific numeric data results and examples, see Appendices.   
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Instructor’s reflection on the experience and conclusion  
 

This experience, assessment via obituary, has confirmed the potential to achieve and even exceed the goals of 

traditional teacher education. By allowing and encouraging students to utilize their personal experience and 

understandings to create meaningful assessment opened a portal for the instructor to understand this generation‟s 

unique interpretation and ownership of crucial moral and developmental theories. Not only did students engage in 

their own construction of the theories, but the instructor was included and welcomed in the process of that 

construction. Considerations including culture, religion, gender and ability were not only visible facets in the end 

products, but evidently woven and even entangled throughout students‟ perspectives as they produced these 

artifacts. This outcome surpassed expectation for both the instructor and the students. At each semester end, it 

became obvious that the students had a much deeper appreciation and tolerance for each other‟s expression of 

their understanding. This concurs with Shaw & Jakubowski‟s (1991) notion that mental dissonance causes a great 

deal of reflection, and brings about change in students‟ attitudes. Not only did their attitudes toward each other‟s 

ideas and perceptions improve, but their interrelationships and acceptance of each other as all being future 

teachers was markedly developed. This, in turn, evidenced renewed ways of thinking (Collins, 1991).  
 

Conclusion  
  

The analysis of this research underscores the promise of infusing students‟ perceptions and experiences into 

educational psychology courses and suggests the following guiding principles for design:  
 

1. Holistic design:  the obituaries should blend preservice teachers‟ experiences generated 

from in-class learning, field and personal experience.  The best of these assignments were 

culminations of newly acquired knowledge as applied to current media and behavioral 

expectations.  

2. Design of the project:  while engaging students in a constructive project, instructors need 

to encourage authentic and relevant artifacts. While some students seek to create 

dissonance in their peers‟ beliefs, or simply produce for reaction or affect sake, they 

inadvertently promote higher level thinking skills.   

3. Contextualized learning:  integrating students‟ perceptions and personal experiences in a 

teacher prep course provides meaningful learning because that experience is not only 

timely, but embraced as a cohesive, relevant context.  Exposure to diverse interpretation 

as part of the context of general coursework lays the foundation for preservice teachers to 

use in their own future critical thinking and teaching. How they interpret, modify, and 

explain behaviors of icons, movie stars, and current characters encourages discussion 

regarding privilege, prejudice, and consequences of behavior.  

4. Multiple opportunity learning:  by allowing students feedback and class value, both the 

pedagogy and the content improve. Preservice teachers, given the opportunity to share and 

create hands-on experiences establish a trusting and friendly relationship both in class and 

online.  
 

The research shared here suggests teacher prep programs may benefit the most if we consider how learning 

theories through meaningful constructed obituaries, in class and online discussion complement each other.  The 

end of semester final evaluation and the artifacts suggest that utilizing this embraced constructivism as a mode of 

moral curriculum can promote moral learning and reasoning.  It also evidences teaching morality and 

psychosocial development effectively, so that educators can deploy moral content in a way that positively 

influences their own moral development and that of their future students.   
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Table 1 

   Survey on Creating Obituaries as Assessment of Theories  
  

Techniques of Instruction:  What techniques did you find helpful in learning the content for this 

project?  

                                                                                                     Not Helpful   Somewhat Helpful    Very Helpful  

Open discussion with classmates      3%    13%   84%  

Reading the text      3    27   63  

Reviewing others‟ projects on D2L      7    28   65  

  

Do you believe there is a correlation between the techniques you believe as helpful also are more fun and more 

motivating?    

    

100%  Yes   No  
 

Do you believe these techniques are useful to college students as well as K-12 students?           

         

100%      Yes   No  
 

Do you feel more likely to use this technique in your future classroom as a result of your personal experience 

learning with them?  97%Yes   2%No  
 

What techniques would you add to this project?  
 

Any other suggestions for utilizing this project as a learning tool are:   
 

Method of Assessment:  How much did you like the following?  

 

 

http://www/
http://www/
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                                 Not so much     Somewhat          Liked a lot  
 

Creative opportunity to earn your grade      3%          12%       85%  

Sharing my work with the class on D2L      4           12       84  

Reviewing others‟ projects on D2L      5           30       65  

  

Student Characteristics:  Please rate how you feel in general regarding this project:  

                               True      False  

I feel I was comfortable presenting or expressing my thoughts in this class     96  3  

I felt engaged in class:  Came to class regularly to hear others‟ project 

ideas/ plans  

95  5  

I felt generally comfortable in class with a multicultural diverse group  92  8  

I did not struggle with complicated ideas or theories covered by this project  93  7  

There is a connection between effort and success in this class  98  2  

I consider this information worthwhile as a future educator and citizen  98  2  

I feel this professor has high expectations for students‟ abilities  100  0  

  

Influences:  As a result of this project, I feel better about my skills  

                                       True      False  

Critical thinking and problem-solving issues regarding children‟s 

development  

100  0  

Applying Erickson and Kohlberg theories from my course to real- life  100  0  

Assessing child & adolescent psychosocial development and behavior  94  6  

Understanding my values and personal attitudes.  95  5  

I took this class as a requirement for my program  96  4  

Assessing my own assumptions about social, political, and/or economic 

issues  

92  8  

Recognizing others‟ moral dilemmas and psychosocial stages of 

development    

93  7  

I feel more confident about the theories having constructed them myself  98  2  

I am able to learn, understand, and respect professional ethics and 

standards  

93  7  

I am more tolerant of people with different backgrounds and lifestyles than 

me  

92  8  

I am more understanding and appreciate different cultural norms  90  10  

I enhanced my ability to understand different points of view  91  9  

I increased my capacity to make moral/ethical judgments  91  9  

I will remain more informed about local, national or international social 

issues  

90  10  

I will engage others in identifying and proposing solutions concerning 

social or economic issues  

91  9  

I plan to use constructivist teaching as a way of teaching in my future 

classroom  

98  2  
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Obituary Project Overall:  

                                              True    False  

This project helped me relate to the theories in a more meaningful way    

      

96%  4%  

The project let me express my learning as an individual   

  

92  8  

This project was a great tool for expressing my own interpretation    

    

83  17  

This project should be continued in this class  

  

92  8  

This project was too much work    

  

11  89  

The project carries the appropriate grade weight for the course  

    

90  10  

 

Table 2 
 

Responses to Open Ended Comments  
 

• “I don‟t think the obituaries were too hard to make.  I found the techniques used to be effective 

and meaningful.”  

  

• “I like the way the obituary make us take the content and APPLY it. This was different from my 

other classes in that it wasn‟t memorizing a bunch of theories.  This class made the theories a 

reality.”  

  

• “I enjoyed the obituary project because I was able to apply the concepts to a “real” person. “   

  

• “Now that I know how easy it is to have students collaborate once they are motivated, I will lead 

projects like this with my classes as a teacher.”  

  

• “It‟s really interesting to have classmates read your creation and praise your work.  It made 

learning worth more than school stuff. “  

  

• “Actually organizing the steps and stages of the theories, and editing the end product made me 

appreciate how to manage my time and perfect my work.”  

  

• “I really get the theories now because they‟re in my head- they‟re my experience- I won‟t forget 

them. They are stories with me the star of the show.”  

  

• “I always remember what I have to teach.  I can‟t forget the content of this class because I got to 

create it with my friends and be sure it was accurate before we posted it for the class to watch.”  

  

• “Active Process!  I was able to create something using my ideas and experiences.  I played a 

direct role in what I chose to learn and focus on. The freedom of expression allowed for more 

creativity. Thinking critically became necessary as I started to piece everything together.   

  

• “Makes the assessment continuous and the student contributes to assessment using self-

evaluation.  I was constantly looking back and fine tuning my work!”  

  

• “I never considered morality a curriculum. With all that‟s going on in the world, it very much 

should be.”  

  

• “Critically examining how one stage affects the next as part of a whole life story makes the 

content meaningful and realistic.” 
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• “I feel much more confident in teaching kids knowing what to expect from age to age; stage to 

stage.”  

 

• “This was a valuable project. I completed it using my grandfather and his experience growing up 

in India and moving our family here. I learned so much about cultural differences in never paid 

attention to before.”  

  

• I took for granted my personal beliefs and values until I read others‟ projects. Now I understand 

we all have somewhat of a “lens” we perceive experience through.”  

  

• This is something I will remember much longer than any test. It is my version of how the theory 

follows through, stage to stage.  

  

• I have learned patience and tolerance of why others are the way they are and am less quick to 

judge others‟ actions or reactions to societal issues.  

  

• “Project based learning is the best for remembering the information. I feel more confident about 

taking the state test because I know I can recall these theories- I made them.”  

  

• “This project will help me relate to elementary school students because I can expect a general age/ 

stage for their understanding and behavior.”  

  

  

Table 3 

 

Please refer to the following Obituaries as actual examples of student work. All have been used 

with permission by the students, and this study approved by IRB.  

  



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

40 

 
  

 

 

 

  

  



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

41 

 
 

 

  



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

42 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

43 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

44 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

45 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

46 

 
 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

47 

 
 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

48 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

49 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

50 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

51 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

52 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

53 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

54 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

55 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

56 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

57 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

58 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

59 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

60 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

61 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

62 

 
 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

63 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

64 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

65 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

66 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

67 

 
 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

68 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

69 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

70 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

71 

 

 



www.cgrd.org      American International Journal of Humanities and Social Science      Vol. 5 No. 3; August 2019 

72 

 


