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In his famous “marshmallow test”, 
Stanford University psychologist Walter 
Mischel offered four-year-old children 
a deal: if they could delay eating a nice, 
fresh marshmallow until he returned from 
a 15-minute errand, he would give them 
two marshmallows. But if they ate the 
marshmallow before he returned, that 
would be the only one they would get. 

What would you do if you were four? 
Different four-year-olds did different 
things. Some devoured the marshmallow 
in a matter of seconds. But others man-
aged to wait the full 15 minutes and earn 
the second marshmallow. Mischel’s study 
subsequently followed its subjects into 
their senior year of high school and com-
pared the “grabbers” with the “waiters.” 

Those who could delay gratification 
at age four were, as teenagers: still bet-
ter able to delay gratification in pursuit 
of goals; better able to make plans and 
follow through on them; more likely to 
persevere in the face of difficulty; more 
self-reliant and dependable; better able to 
cope with stress; better able to concentrate 
on a task; more academically competent 
– scoring, on average, more than 100 
points higher on a college entrance exam 
than the children who did not delay 
gratification on the marshmallow test at 
age four. 

Human beings, given the right support, 
tend to rise to meet high expectations. 
Chastity is difficult, but so is most of what 
is truly worthwhile in life. It is time for all 
of us, schools and parents, to raise the bar. 
Our children will someday thank us. 

Mischel concluded: the ability to 
regulate an impulse in the pursuit of a 
goal is a “meta-ability” that affects the 
development of many other important 
capacities. 

Through history, self-discipline – the 
control of our impulses, appetites, and 
passions – has been considered a mark 
of good character. In our time, however, 
wisdom about sexual restraint was swept 
aside by the sexual revolution, still mak-

ing its way around the world. 
But there is hope on the horizon. Chas-

tity may be making a comeback. In the 
United States, high school students who 
say they have not had sexual intercourse 
are in the majority for the first time in 25 
years. There are fresh new voices speak-
ing up for sexual sanity: Wendy Shalit, 
author of A Return to Modesty, and Girls 
Gone Mild; and Dawn Eden, a former 
rock music historian who has written The 
Thrill of the Chaste: Finding Fulfilment 
While Keeping your Clothes On.   

What assets do young people need to 
be able to draw upon in order to live a 
chaste life style in our current culture? I 
think there are three: 

The first is “ethical wisdom” about 
what is right and good and, in particular, 
why chastity is necessary for self-respect 
and authentic happiness. 

The second is  “strengths of character” 
that make it possible to live a chaste life 
style – virtues such as self-control in the 
face of sexual temptation; the self-respect 
that motivates modesty; a deep respect 
for the rights, dignity, and value of other 
human beings; a sense of responsibility 
for others’ welfare; the fortitude to resist 
sexual pressures; the integrity that keeps 
us faithful to our beliefs and values; the 
determination to start over if we’ve made 
mistakes; and, if one has religious faith, 

the humility to rely on God’s grace in the 
face of struggles and failures. 

Third, we need “ethical support sys-
tems”: clear teaching and good example 
from our parents; a school-based, char-
acter-centred course in marriage and 
family preparation; a school-wide culture 
of character; and solid teaching about 
chastity in our churches, temples, and 
mosques are examples of ethical support 
systems that, working together, can max-
imise the support a young person needs 
to live chastely in a world that does not 
value this virtue. 

Let’s look more closely at each of 
these areas. 

Ethical wisdom 
How can we help young people de-

velop the solid ethical wisdom they will 
need to lead a chaste life? Here are a 
dozen things we can do. 

Teach the meaning of love. Love 
is more than feelings. All good things 
are worth waiting for. If it’s love, love 
waits. 

Teach the meaning of chastity. Chas-
tity is much more than not having sexual 
intercourse. As one speaker puts it, “You 
can refrain from sex and still be unchaste 
by looking at pornography, etc... Chastity 
is a way of living, of honouring the gift 
of your sexuality.” 

Help young people develop a vision of 
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marriage and a future orientation. Says 
one veteran abstinence educator: “Kids 
won’t be motivated to wait unless they 
know what they’re waiting for. Once they 
start thinking about marriage as a personal 
life goal and begin to think about what 
they would like to bring to their marriage, 
they have a real reason to save sexual 
intimacy for the special person they want 
to spend their life with.” 

Teach the rewards of waiting. Ethical 
wisdom means understanding that waiting 
for marriage carries many rewards – im-
mediate rewards as well as future ones. 
For example: waiting for marriage to have 
sex will make your dating relationships 
better because you’ll spend more time 
getting to know each other. Waiting will 
increase your self-respect. Waiting will 
gain you respect for having the courage of 
your convictions. 

Teach the emotional 
dangers of premarital 
sex. For example one 
newsletter has shared 
stories from the lives of 
high school and college 
students that illustrate 
ten emotional dangers 
of premarital sexual 
involvement: worry 
about pregnancy and 
disease, regret, guilt, 
loss of self-esteem and 
self-respect, the cor-
ruption of character, 
fear of commitment 
– and others. 

Develop the ethical reasoning needed 
to answer the question, “What if I use 
protection – doesn’t that make sex respon-
sible?” Can our young people identify the 
ethical fallacies in this kind of thinking? 
Does using a condom really make unmar-
ried sex a “responsible” act? 

Examine the consequences of cohabit-
ing. We should explain to them that part 
of the thrill of beginning a married life 
together is learning about sex together, 
just as in other areas of the relationship. 
We should also acquaint them with what 

‘Those who could delay gratification at age 
four were, as teenagers: still better able to 

delay gratification in pursuit of goals; better 
able to make plans and follow through on 

them; more likely to persevere in the face of 
difficulty; more self-reliant and dependable; 

better able to cope with stress...’
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the research shows about cohabitation, 
which, as one scholar says, “is bad for 
men, worse for women and horrible for 
children”. 

Address the question, How far is too 
far? Discussions of sex often focus on 
why not to have intercourse but don’t give 
clear guidelines concerning how far you 
should go if you don’t go all the way. 

Teach media literacy. Especially in 
today’s media-driven culture, ethical 
wisdom must include the ability to think 
critically about all forms of media and 
fortify our young against pornography. 
With the rise of the Internet, you don’t 
have to seek pornography out; it comes 
to you. Ethical wisdom isn’t all young 
people need to resist this temptation, but 
clear thinking will help. 

Develop religious literacy. Religious 

literacy – knowing about religion – isn’t 
the same thing as religiosity (seriously 
practicing a faith), but religious literacy 
is important and should be part of every 
student’s store of ethical wisdom. We 
should first of all encourage students to 
find out what their own religious tradition, 
if they have one, teaches about sex. A lot 
of them don’t know. 

Develop an understanding of universal 
moral principles. All the forms of ethical 
wisdom I’ve discussed thus far have to do 
specifically with sex and reasons to be 
chaste. But these ethical insights are more 

likely to lead to ethical action if they build 
on a base of broader ethical understand-
ings that apply to the full range of moral 
behaviour, not just to sex. For example, 
ethical wisdom also means helping stu-
dents grasp the truth of a big idea: there 
is a “natural moral law” stamped into 
our human nature. Behaviours that are in 
harmony with this natural moral law are 
good and lead to happiness; behaviours 
that go against this moral law cause us 
problems. 

Teach the skills of ethical decision-
making. Part of the ethical equipment 
young people need in order to make good 
decisions in the nitty-gritty of moral living 
is a series of “ethical tests”. For example: 
The Golden Rule Test – Would I want 
people to do this to me? The Truth Test. 
The What-If-Everybody-Did-This Test. 

The How-Would-My-
Parents-Feel Test. And 
so on for religion, con-
science, consequences 
and front-page-of-the-
newspaper tests. 

Strengths of char-
acter needed to live a 
chaste life 

Ethical wisdom cre-
ates a disposition to 
behave ethically, but 
in a great many cases, 
wisdom alone will not 
be enough to guarantee 
moral action, especial-
ly chaste actions. In the 

face of sexual temptations and pressures, 
we need a cluster of supporting virtues 
such as modesty, self-control, courage, 
and integrity. 

How can character education help 
young people develop good character? 
There are literally hundreds of ways that 
can be found in the literature of character 
education, which has grown dramatically 
over the past two decades. Websites such 
as those of the Character Education Part-
nership, Boston University’s Center for 
the Advancement of Ethics and Character, 
and our own Center for the 4th and 5th Rs 
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‘We can motivate students to examine 
their own character and think about 
the sort of person they would like to 

become by exposing them to inspiring 
persons of character.‘

Learning self-discipline the key to success
(Respect and Responsibility) are good places to begin to find 
books, articles, and other resources.  

Let me focus here on just two general character develop-
ment strategies from our Smart & Good High Schools report: 
“self-study” and “other-study.” We think these strategies can 
be easily incorporated into any classroom, course, or other 
educational context. We believe these strategies maximize the 
effectiveness of character education by helping students take 
personal responsibility for developing their character. 

Self-study involves assessing our character strengths 
and weaknesses, then setting goals for improvement, and 
monitoring our progress. The rationale for self-study is that 
to ensure progressive growth in our character, we must first 
know ourselves. 

Other-study involves the systematic study of other individu-
als or groups for what we can learn from them about character 
and its contribution to a good life. Other-study recognizes 
that we can gain a great deal from the example of others. 
Other-study therefore carefully analyses the paths others have 
followed that have led to either success or problems. Here 
are some character education activities that show how to use 
self-study, other-study, or both in combination. 

Have students formu-
late and pursue mean-
ingful life goals. These 
would include: maturity 
of character (becoming 
the best person we can 
be); loving relationships 
(marriage, family and 
close friendships); con-
tributing to society (mak-
ing a positive difference 
in the lives of others). 

Study persons of char-
acter. We can motivate students to examine their own character 
and think about the sort of person they would like to become 
by exposing them to inspiring persons of character. This can 
take the form of reading a biographical sketch or full biography, 
listening to a story, hearing a guest lecture, or watching a good 
video or film about an historical or contemporary person of 
admirable character. 

Have students set character development goals based on 
the virtues needed for a successful marriage. Most young 
people have marriage as an important life goal. Marriage takes 
character. What character qualities make a good spouse? In 
small groups, students can brainstorm the qualities they think 
make a good husband or wife. Then they can listen to a guest 
presentation by a couple who have built a successful, lasting 
marriage. 

Have students write a personal mission statement. In one 
case a teacher set the stage by showing a clip from the Tom 
Cruise film, Jerry McGuire, in which the hero takes the risk 
of writing a public mission statement pledging to care about 

other people. She then gave them questions including the fol-
lowing to answer: What kind of person do I want to be (with 
regard to character, not career)? What do I want to do (with 
regard to contributions and achievements, not career)? What 
unchanging values or principles will be the basis for my being 
and doing? Imagine you are at your own funeral. What do you 
want people to be saying about you? 

Building ethical support systems for chastity 
Once young people are seriously engaged in the project 

of becoming the best persons they can be, they will make 
progress in the virtues. But still more is required if we wish, 
as character educators, to maximize support for living a life 
of character. We must create supportive moral environments, 
ones that help to offset the negative influences of a world that 
is hostile to chastity and many of the other virtues we want to 
foster. In our homes, schools, churches, youth groups, and other 
environments that we can influence, we must do everything we 
can to create a culture of character that supports good character 
and chaste living. 

Many practices can be used to build a school-wide culture of 
character. These include “touchstone” statements encapsulating 
the ethos or “way” of doing things at a school, curriculum units 

or courses and programs 
like the “Reasonable Rea-
sons to Wait: Keys to 
Character” program. This 
is a well-designed study 
producing solid evidence 
for the effectiveness of a 
well-crafted abstinence 
education program. 

Human beings, given 
the right support, tend to 
rise to meet high expecta-
tions. Chastity is difficult, 

but so is most of what is truly worthwhile in life. It is time for 
all of us, schools and parents, to raise the bar. Our children 
will someday thank us. 
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