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Abstract: Forgiveness education is more than the teaching of forgiveness. Since forgiveness education
cultivates virtuous characters and the best self as the moral self, it sets the foundation for moral agency
development. Based on a review of research and the literature about the psychological processes of
forgiveness and moral agency, this article illustrates how the forgiveness virtue and moral agency
operate and enhance each other for their common roots in the moral self. Due to their symbiotic
relationship, promoting moral agency development in forgiveness education is beneficial for the
cultivation of mature forgivers, mature moral agents, and good citizens with virtuous characters. To
maximize the effectiveness and the impacts of forgiveness education, the GMIRA method is proposed,
which involves setting the learning goal of living and being the best self, social modeling towards the
goal, and blending the holistic moral agency concept into the existing forgiveness curriculum using
the IRA (invitation, reflection, and assessment) strategies. Since moral agency is adaptive, the IRA
methods can be flexibly applied to fit individual developmental needs across time and social-cultural
contexts in all types of education. This novel idea is open for future research.

Keywords: moral self; moral agency; forgiveness education; moral education; self-regulation; moral
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1. Motivation

Cultivating moral agency is essential for forgiveness education. Moral agency refers
to the ability and capacity of exerting one’s moral self [1]. It is latent in each of us until it
manifests in kindness, respect, fairness, benevolence, forgiveness, or other virtuous forms.
When an individual displays these virtuous behaviors, we praise the individual as “a
good person” for being moral. Exercising the virtue of forgiveness requires moral agency;
according to Pasupathi and Wainryb, this means requiring an individual’s moral capacity
of understanding regarding the actions of the self and others and moral sense-making from
one’s own experiences [2]. As moral agency involves self-reflection and self-regulation [3,4],
moral agency development may improve student learning and development because the
effect of self-regulated learning is large on academic achievement in a meta-analysis [5].
Also, the effect of moral agency on good citizenship in a democratic society is robust
and consistent, with or without controlling the covariates of education, age, religion,
political affiliation, and community-engaged mom [1]. Since moral agents are “socially and
personally responsible, ethical, and self-managed (Berkowitz and Bier [6], p. 2)”, cultivating
moral agency in forgiveness education is beneficial.

However, there are three major roadblocks for the cultivation of moral agency in
forgiveness education. First, the conception of moral agency has been unclear or incomplete
to many educators and policy makers. Moral agency is often reduced to moral cognition
or moral emotion without considering the holistic nature of human beings. Second, the
operating mechanism supporting the relationship between moral agency and forgiveness
is unclear in the current literature. Third, there is a lack in the literature regarding the
application of the holistic moral agency concept in our educational systems.
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Agenda for This Article
To address the above issues, the discussion is conducted as follows:

The epistemology of holistic moral agency (Section 2)

The definition of moral agency and its 6M components (Section 3)

How moral agency is related to the forgiveness virtue based on the process model [7]
and the dynamic model [8] (Section 4)

The symbiotic relationship between the forgiveness virtue and moral agency (Section 5)
How forgiveness education facilitates moral agency development (Section 6)

Why moral agency development matters in forgiveness education (Section 7)

How to cultivate moral agency in forgiveness education (Section 8)

Key takeaway (Section 9)

Notably, Sections 2 and 3 aim to clarify the moral agency conception from a holistic
developmental perspective. As the intricate relationship between moral agency and the
forgiveness virtue is unfolded in Sections 46, their operation can be visualized through
one’s moral self. Section 8 highlights the practical pedagogical strategies to facilitate moral
agency development in forgiveness education.

2. Epistemology of Holistic Moral Agency

Be aware of the term “agency”. It may have different meanings depending on the epis-
temological roots and goals of scholars [9]. Based on the social psychological perspectives,
Hitlin and Elder classified agency into four types, namely existential, identity, pragmatic,
and life course, all of which overlap with the concept of self [9]. Even though agency may
or may not infer moral agency, moral agency always infers agency. This distinction is
needed because agency is derived from a self that may or may not be moral; in contrast,
moral agency is derived from a moral self only. A moral self is a special subset of a self.

With that said, moral agency is interpreted from the lens of human developmental
science in this article. As such, moral agency is not a moral theory of a particular political,
religious, cultural, intellectual, and social kind. Rather, it is a psychological construct
pertaining to human agency as a moral being. According to Bandura, moral agency is a
special form of human agency that is self-organizing, self-regulating, and self-reflective; it
may be proactive (as in kindness) or inhibitive (as refraining from temptation) [3,4,10]. A
moral agent refers to an individual who exerts the moral self; moral agency refers to the
moral capacity, ability, and power of a moral agent to exert the individual’s moral self [1].

Presumably, moral agency is latent in each of us. When triggered, moral agency
manifests itself in the form of virtuous moral behaviors like kindness, respect, and gen-
erosity. However, moral agency is more than moral behaviors. As noted by Pasupathi and
Wainryb [2], moral agency is the moral capacity of understanding through life experiences,
which involves beliefs, desires, and goals. To Peter and Liaschenko, moral agency involves
moral deliberation and moral autonomy [11]. In Black’s view, moral agency is about rea-
soning with a free will to avoid harming others [12]. While their insights about moral
agency are important, there is a lack of accounting for the emotional part of human beings.
When moral agency is reduced to a moral mind with rational thinking only, it would be
incomplete [1,13,14].

Taking a broader perspective, Ryan and Lickona proposed an integrative view of moral
agency involving knowing, affect, and action [14]. Knowing means the knowledge of moral
values with moral reasoning, moral imagination, and judicious judgment. Affect means an
emotional appeal to being good with conscience and empathy, as well as the commitment
and identification with moral values. Action means acting willingly with the competence
and habit of being good. Ryan and Lickona believe that the three components of knowing,
affect, and action may not always work together, but when they do unite, full moral agency
will occur. On the other hand, Berkowitz proposes that there are seven parts of the moral
anatomy of a moral agent, which include moral behavior, moral values, moral personality,
moral emotion, moral reasoning, moral identity, and foundational characteristics [15].
While these conjectures of moral agency are quite comprehensive, there has been a lack of



Educ. Sci. 2024, 14, 1346

30f23

research studies about how they operate holistically. With that said, moral development
research, such as the study of the four components of ethical judgment, ethical sensitivity,
ethical action, and ethical focus by Narvaez [16], who followed West’s approach, may
furnish indirect support to the tripartite of moral agency involving knowing, affect, and
action.

The latest proposal for moral agency comes from the epistemology of holistic human
development, which has been validated and tested for its robust and consistent relationship
with good citizenship [1]. Where every human being is unique and holistic, so is a moral
being. Given that the moral developmental trajectory is different for every individual at
different times in life, a holistic approach to moral agency development is most appropriate.
In this holistic moral agency conception, a moral agent would exert the moral self with six
basic components, namely moral cognition, moral emotion, moral goals, moral autonomy;,
self-efficacy beliefs, and moral behaviors (which is abbreviated as 6M). Presumably, the 6M
support one another. As each of the 6M components grows at varying rates at different
times in different contexts, moral agency development is individualistic and dynamic, with
the potential to adapt to different socio-cultural contexts. Moreover, as the 6M grow, a
moral agent’s moral values, moral identity, and moral motivation will grow accordingly.
Hence, the 6M components are succinct and fundamental for moral agency development.

How we understand the concept of moral agency matters in education and in edu-
cational research. Relying only on moral cognition carries the inherent risk of “moral”
justification for the selective disengagement of one’s moral commitment [10]. Cognitive
distortion, due to interpersonal rejection, is negatively associated with forgiveness [17].
Also, moral agency cannot be reduced to empathy or other moral emotions, even though
empathy is often associated with forgiveness and the forgiving process [17,18]. This kind of
reductionism might explain why the impacts of social emotional learning (SEL) programs
on moral development varied widely in character education [6]. Given the strong and con-
sistent empirical evidence of the 6M holistic moral agency’s effect on good citizenship [1],
the following discussion about moral agency will be based on the holistic 6M conception.

3. Definitions

6M: This is an acronym for the six basic components of moral agency, comprising
moral autonomous will, moral behaviors, moral cognition, moral emotion, moral goals,
and self-efficacy beliefs.

IRA: This is an acronym for invitation, reflection, and assessment. The IRA is blended
with the 6M as an educational strategy to promote moral agency development.

GMIRA: This is an acronym for goal, modeling, and the IRA, which aims to inspire
and motivate moral agency development.

Moral agency: This refers to the capacity, ability, and power of an individual to exert
the moral self. It is holistic, humanistic, and individualistic. It represents the moral psyche
involving the 6M.

Moral agent: This refers to an individual who manifests the moral self. Ideally, a
moral agent will exercise the 6M by thinking, feeling, and acting towards a moral goal with
an autonomous will and self-efficacy belief.

Moral cognition: This refers to the thinking faculty of the moral self towards moral
goodness. This involves truth-seeking with open-mindedness and humility, an awareness of
biases of oneself and others, comprehension, discernment, dialectic reasoning, identifying
causes and consequences, and prudence in judgment and decision-making.

Moral emotion: This refers to the emotions of a moral self who is aware of one’s
emotional state and responds aptly to the moral concern of the well-being of the self and
others via self-regulation.

Moral goal/moral purpose: This refers to the good purpose towards the well-being
of the self and/or others [16]. The moral goal for forgiveness may vary in scope. It is
narrow when the goal of forgiveness aims at benefiting oneself only, such as forgiving to
stop the mental and emotional suffering of oneself. Reversely, it is broad when the goal of
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forgiveness aims at benefiting the public at large, such as forgiving for the magnanimity
and love of humankind, including an adversary.

Moral autonomous will: This is also called moral autonomy, moral free will, or moral
independence. It refers to the freedom of self-determination and commitment to being
good. (Note: a free will may or may not be moral, e.g., a free will that does harm against
the innocent is not moral.)

Self-efficacy belief: This is a belief or strong perception of the self’s capabilities to
produce desirable outcomes [3,4].

Moral behavior: This refers to good conduct that promotes the well-being of the moral
self and others.

4. How Moral Agency Is Related to Forgiveness Virtue

Forgiveness is a gift of goodness to an offender in lieu of revenge for an offense.
According to Enright [19], this goodness is the love of mankind that propels a change in
heart for what is best for the other person, including those who have hurt us; therefore,
agape love is the essence of forgiveness. To forgive is not about dismissing or denying
the wrong. Instead, as North [20] has explained, a forgiver must recognize the wrong and
overcome the resentment to forgive an offender, which requires compassion, benevolence,
and love for the change in heart to occur. Forgiveness facilitates rejection, redemption,
and restoration. That is, it rejects the perpetual cycle of antagonism and vengeance; it
pays forward to help the forgiven redeem the self with a second chance, even though
the forgiven may not deserve it; and it promotes the restoration of the relationship of
the wounded parties. While forgiveness may not necessarily lead to the reconciliation or
restoration of the relationship, forgiveness suggests the acceptance of an offender, which
makes the healing of the damaged relationships or reconciliation possible. This notion
of restoring harmonious ties of trust, affection, and mutual sympathy is fundamental for
recreating the bonds between human individuals, which is “the foundations of a natural
moral vision”, according to North ([20] pp. 507-508). This restoration function makes the
forgiveness virtue especially valuable for its role in addressing transgression and conflict
situations.

Forgiveness can significantly diminish emotional, mental, and physical suffering, al-
though these results are not guaranteed [21]. Research studies have shown that forgiveness
improves self-esteem [22] and reduces anger [23-25] and anxiety [26]. The virtue of forgive-
ness is not the same as pseudo-forgiveness like forgetting, denial, or compromising. Rather,
the former requires work to overcome resentment with a change in heart to offer compassion,
benevolence, and love for the goodwill to an offender [20]. As such, forgiveness helps to
restore relationships, peace, and hope [7,20].

According to Fitzgibbons [21], forgiveness may work at cognitive, emotional, and
spiritual levels in the four phases of forgiveness therapy, namely uncovering, decision,
work, and outcome. The fourth phase, “outcome”, is also called “deepening [7]” and
“discovering [27]” because a forgiver needs to work deeply for emotional release and
self-discovery, which may eventually lead to new meaning about past experiences and new
purposes for the future.

Less discussed thus far in the literature is that the work of forgiveness in these four
phases also amounts to exercising the agency of one’s moral self. As alluded earlier,
forgiveness is a moral response to wrongdoing [20], which requires an agent’s moral
cognition of the wrong as well as the ability and will to tamper anger with compassion
and empathy. Moreover, a forgiver has to “lower (the self) in modesty and humility ([20] p.
507)”. These suggest that exercising moral agency is paramount in the forgiveness process.

4.1. 6M Operation in Enright Process Model of Forgiveness [27]—(Table 1)

In this sub-section, the intimate relationship between moral agency and forgiveness
is extracted by applying each of the holistic moral agency components (the 6M) to the
forgiveness process using the 20-step Enright Process Model of forgiveness therapy [7].
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This model’s efficacy has been validated and applied in research studies around the world
in the last three decades [28]. To illustrate the operation of moral agency in forgiveness,
the discussion may refer to the parable about a father forgiving his prodigal son who
has improverished and suffered from squandering the inheritance through a debauched
lifestyle [20]. A summary of the 6M operation in the forgiveness process is created in Table 1
as well, which includes the dynamic process model [8] for comparison.

Table 1. Relationship between Moral Agency (the 6M) and the Forgiveness Process.

Moral Agency~The 6M [1]

Process Model
Forgiveness [7], p. 68

Dynamic Model
Forgiveness [8]

Mature
Forgiveness [29]

Moral Cognition:
An open-mind and humility in
seeking the truth.
Aware of biases.

Good comprehension,
discernment, reasoning,
dialectical thinking, and

decision-making.
Awareness of choices and their
consequences.

Rehearse and reflect on the issues of
conflict, people and situations (#5).
Gain better insight into the injustice and
injury involved (#6, 7, & 8), the suffering
for self and others (#4), and the
continuous hurt from an unhealed
wound (#7).

Reframe who the wrongdoer is (#12).
Consider multiple values: forgiveness,
along with compassion, justice, and
agape.

New insight about forgiveness in ending
suffering (#9).

Find meanings in suffering and
forgiveness (#16).

Social contexts and cultural values
influence appraisal of conflict,
dialectical thinking and causal

attribution, which affects the
motivation and decision of
forgiveness. e.g., collectivist culture in
the East emphasizes interpersonal
harmony; individualist culture in the
West emphasizes intrapersonal
well-being. In appraising the
transgression, the East separates the
causal attribution between people and
situation for the holistic thinking with
broader context, but the West focuses
on a particular object and is more
individual-centered.

[Implied] Strong and
persistent awareness of
the goodness in
forgiveness

Moral Emotion:

Confront the anger (#2).
Work on empathy and compassion

Cultures influence the emotional
process of forgiveness. In
interdependent self-construal culture
(the East), socially engaged emotions,

Expert in managing
negative emotions; less

Excellent emotional awareness toward the offender (#13). like guilt and respect, may lead to Sft rugghng m
and regulation for the self and Bear and accept the pain (#14). more forgiving responses. In Hi OIBIVENEss.
: . igh capability to
others. Express empathy and compassion independent culture (the West), control anger while
towards an offender (#13). socially disengaged emotions, like offerin g’ustice
anger and pride, may lead to more &) ’
unforgiving responses.
3 forms: (1) Decisional forgiveness
(i.e., positive or negative behavioral
intention toward the transgressor). Applying the

Moral Behavior:
Good action that promotes
well-being (e.g., respect, kindness,
and forgiveness)

Offering forgiveness instead of
continuing resentment to an offender
(#15).

(2) Emotional forgiveness (i.e.,
replacing unforgiving emotion with
positive emotion). (3) Behavioral
forgiveness. One may express
forgiveness behavior without
emotional forgiveness.

forgiveness virtue
consistently across time,
people, and
circumstances.

Moral Goal
(or Moral Purpose):

[Implicit]. A moral goal is necessary for
a commitment to forgiving an offender
(#11). e.g., stopping the personal pain of

Maintaining cultural values in the East
(e.g., social harmony and cooperation)

Strong and persistent
goals, e.g., agape love,
magnanimity, peace,

Virtuous end targeted by a moral “secondary injustice” for an unhealed vs. enhancing personal Well_.b emng 1 ete.
- . the West (e.g., reduce suffering and A forgiving life
agent for being good. wound, magnanimity, respect and love . 1 well-bei b 1
for others, including an offender. improve mental well-being). ecomes a mora
! identity.
[Implicit] It varies according to Consistently

Moral Autonomous Will:
Self-determination and
commitment to being good.

Forgiveness is a choice that cannot be
coerced upon a self. It’s up to one’s will
and commitment to forgive (#10 & #11).

cultural orientation between
independent or interdependent
self-construal.

committing to
committing to a
forgiving life.

Self-Efficacy Belief:
A belief of self-competence to
produce desirable outcomes.

[Implicit] Self-efficacy belief grows as
one practices empathy, compassion (#13)
and forgiveness (#15), and experiences
positive outcomes, e.g., decrease in
emotional pain (#20) and increase in
hope with new purpose in life (#19).

[Implicit] It varies in accord with
cultural preference of approach or
avoidance. Approach focuses on the
competence to achieve positive
outcomes or state (e.g., solve conflict).
Avoidances focuses on eliminating
undesired outcomes (e.g., avoid
conflicts)

Persistent and strong
belief in the self’s
capacity to forgive for
desirable outcomes in
life.

It promotes a strong
identity of a virtuous
forgiver.
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4.1.1. Moral Cognition in Forgiveness

A moral agent cannot simply forget and forgive because the virtue of forgiveness
requires exercising one’s moral cognition. In the case of the prodigal son, the father would
rehearse and reflect on the past about the son’s situation. To forgive the son, the father must
first open the mind to reflect well about the issues of the conflict, people, and situation and
not just the son’s violation of family honor, values, and trust (Step #5 [7]). In this uncovering
phase of the Enright Process Model, the father may apply dialectical thinking to decipher
the complicated causes of his son’s situation, which may involve multiple perspectives
from his own life experiences and from his son’s, as well as the family’s deficiency in
supporting the upbringing of the son. This inquiry for the truth of the past will help the
father acquire better insight into the injustice, the injury, and the impacts of continuous
suffering from an unhealed wound (Steps #4, #6 to #8). After weighing in multiple values
(such as forgiveness, compassion, justice, and agape), the father may gain new insight
about forgiveness as a choice to end the suffering (Step #9) in the decision phase. After
making the decision about forgiveness, the father starts to deliberate about forgiveness
with more careful thoughts through the work phase. With an open mind, the father may
realize that he can reframe who the son is, despite his son’s wrongdoing (Step #12). As the
father goes through the last phase of the deepening process, he may discover the meanings
of suffering and forgiveness (Step #16). While he realizes his own susceptibility and needs
for others’ forgiveness in the past (Step #17), he also realizes that he is not alone because
his son may need forgiveness too (Step #18). The father now recognizes a new purpose in
life (Step #19) as he opens his mind to accept his son.

Notably, the moral cognitive faculty of the forgiving father is actively working through-
out the four phases of the Enright Process Model. Also, open-mindedness is essential for
a moral mind to search for the truth of matters besides good reasoning skills about the
causes and consequences. The open-minded moral mind is more than thinking about right
or wrong; rather, it must be open to acknowledge human susceptibility and to accept the
offender as a worthy human being with humility. With these kinds of moral cognition,
a moral agent, like the forgiving father, can begin to realize that forgiveness is a feasible
moral choice to alleviate the situation for the well-being of all.

4.1.2. Moral Emotion in Forgiveness

An important function of forgiveness is the release of anger and resentment. However,
forgiving an offender can be difficult, particularly amid a conflict or when an emotional
injury is deep [21], which may linger for years in some cases [30]. While being aware of the
difficulties of the emotional state of the self and others, a moral agent can self-regulate the
emotional response for the well-being of the self and others. For the case of the prodigal
son, the father must first uncover and confront his anger rather than harboring it (Step
#2 [7]). When the father becomes aware of the emotional drain and exhaustion from the
son’s violation (Step #4), he reassesses the emotional suffering of the self and the son’s
(Step #7). While new insight into the suffering may emerge, the father may realize that the
suffering will not end with the same old resolution strategies. This emotional awareness
may motivate the father to soften his heart towards the son (Step #9). With the practice
of empathy and compassion towards the son (Step #13), the father learns to manage pain
and other negative emotions (Step #14). By practicing forgiveness, the father learns to
release the negative affect (e.g., pain, anger, and depression) and replace it with a positive
affect (e.g., peace and joy) [21-23,31,32]. The father may feel these emotional benefits more
strongly at the end of the forgiveness process (Step #20).

Hence, through the forgiveness process, a moral agent (as illustrated by the forgiving
father) becomes more aware of the emotions of the self and others and learns to self-regulate
emotional responses via forgiveness. Moral emotion does not work alone; instead, it is
weaved with moral cognition [33] and moral action during the forgiveness process. This
reflects the holistic power of moral agency as the moral self organizes, reflects, and regulates
itself [3,4].
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4.1.3. Moral Goal for Forgiveness

While a moral goal may not be explicit in the forgiveness process model [7], it is
revealed implicitly when a moral agent commits to forgiving an offender in the decision
phase (Step #11). Without a meaningful purpose, a commitment to forgiveness is impossible,
and the work phase of forgiveness would fail. This does not mean that forgiveness is set
out as a moral goal. As demonstrated in the case of the prodigal son, the father’s first goal
is to stop the suffering and to improve the relationship with his son for the well-being of
all in the family. For these moral goals, the father is motivated to commit his moral self
through the work and deepening phases of forgiveness. As such, a new purpose in life
(Step #19) becomes possible.

The above illustration demonstrates how a moral goal helps to fortify a moral agent’s
commitment and determination to a forgiving life. In addition, when a moral agent
experiences the benefits of forgiveness, the virtue of forgiveness can turn into a personal
goal [34]. This implies that forgiveness education can be instrumental in sparking the
journey of mature forgivers.

4.1.4. Moral Autonomous Will to Forgive

It would be immoral to coerce oneself to forgive. To forgive or not is a choice that
rests upon a moral agent [27]. Moral autonomous will is required in the decision phase
of the forgiveness process model [7], (Steps #10 and #11). In the aforementioned case,
should the father lack the moral autonomous will, the forgiveness process would go awry.
Additionally, pseudo-forgiveness (such as dismissal and compromising) may occur, and
the true benefits of forgiveness may not prevail.

4.1.5. Self-Efficacy Belief in Forgiveness

The belief in self-efficacy is implicit in the work and deepening phases of the forgive-
ness process [7]. As aforementioned, when the father (a moral agent) begins practicing
empathy and compassion (Step #13) and offers the gift of forgiveness to his son (an offender)
(Step #15), the father starts to experience the positive outcomes of relief from emotional
and mental suffering (Step #20), with increasing hope for a new purpose in life (Step #19).
The father’s self-efficacy belief is generated through the forgiveness processes as he realizes
the positive outcomes of forgiving others.

The more a moral agent practices the virtue of forgiveness with experiences of positive
outcomes, the stronger the self-efficacy belief is as a forgiver [35]. Therefore, mature
forgivers are more likely to have a stronger self-efficacy belief than immature forgivers.
Cultivating the belief in self-efficacy is important for the development of mature forgivers.

4.1.6. Moral Behavior

Forgiving an offender is a graceful and generous behavior. Since forgiveness puts a stop
to vengeance and reduces suffering in humanity, its virtuous quality qualifies as a moral
behavior. Marvelously, when you give the gift of forgiveness to others, you receive the healing
yourself. This paradox of forgiveness is found in the anecdotes of many forgivers [7] (Step
#20), as well as in clinical and nonclinical forgiveness interventions [36,37]. As alluded to
earlier, the moral behavior of forgiveness helps to reduce participants’ negative affect, such as
anger, anxiety, and depression [22-26,31,32,38,39], while it also enhances the positive affect
for hope and self-esteem [28], as well as a eudaimonic happiness affect and behaviors [40].

Forgiveness is not an easy task [21]. The deeper the injury, the harder it is to forgive an
offender. Psychologically speaking, forgiveness deviates from the natural human instinct of
reciprocation. That is, I reciprocate kindness to you when you are kind to me, or reversely,
I reciprocate affliction to you when you afflict me. The first reciprocation instinct is fine
because it generates a positive cycle of goodness between human beings (Figure 1).
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Figure 1. Cycle of goodness (the first instinct).

The second instinct is problematic because it degenerates into a vicious cycle of
vengeance (Figure 2), endangering relationships and harmony.

-

Figure 2. Cycle of vengeance (the second instinct).

Forgiveness rejects the second human instinct by replacing vengeance with the gen-
erosity of goodness to an offender (Step #15 [7]). Resisting the temptation of the second
human instinct requires courage. As a moral behavior, forgiveness not only courageously
shuts down the vicious cycle of vengeance, but it also returns with generosity by reopening
the goodness cycle that allows fresh air and new purpose in life (Step #19), as depicted in
Figure 3.

et

= When B forgives A,

en B forgives
A QB
#\j

it stops the vengeance cycle
(initiated by A) and
reopens the goodness cycle.

Figure 3. Forgiveness reverses the cycle of vengeance into the cycle of goodness.

4.2. Socio-Cultural Influences

How would socio-cultural factors affect forgiveness? If so, what is its implication on
the 6M moral agency operation in forgiveness? In the dynamic model proposed by Ho
and Fung [8], the Eastern collectivist culture tends to think broadly, with the preference
of interpersonal harmony and social well-being. In contrast, the Western individualistic
culture tends to focus on a particular object with the preference of personal well-being.
As such, socio-cultural contexts affect the understanding of the injustice gap, dialectical
thinking, and causal attribution between people and situations, as well as the appraisal
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of transgressions and how a moral agent’s emotions are socially engaged (e.g., guilt and
friendliness that promote interpersonal bonds) or disengaged (e.g., superiority and anger
that promote individual attributes). These dynamics may lead to the motivations of
avoiding or maintaining one’s social bonds, which affect the decision and emotions of an
individual and ultimately the expression of forgiveness or no forgiveness.

Applying the dynamic model to the prodigal son’s case, the father may or may not
forgive the son, depending on the family culture and values. For instance, if the family
emphasizes honor and social order, the father may not be able to forgive his prodigal son
for the latter’s violation of the family’s honor, social order, and harmony within the family.
In another family that emphasizes the values of cohesiveness, inclusion, and love, the father
may forgive his prodigal son because family love outweighs the son’s wrongdoing.

Despite the influence of socio-cultural dynamics for different social groups [31], there
are similarities in forgiveness across cultural groups too [41]. For instance, both the Chinese
and American cultures recognize the problems of transgression and the metaphor of
debt cancelation in forgiveness; they both have similar emotional responses related to
shame and guilt following one’s own wrongdoing [42]. In addition, regardless of socio-
cultural differences, forgiveness intervention can be effective across different racial groups
within the same country [31] and across the world [25,32,43,44]. As Kim and Enright have
noted, the essence of the forgiveness virtue centering on beneficence makes it socially and
culturally adaptive, even in different religious contexts [29].

Likewise, moral agency is adaptive to different socio-cultural contexts. In Bandura’s
view, since cultural communality requires basic agentic capacities and mechanisms of
operation, successful agency would blend the different modes of individual, proxy, and
collective agency regardless of where an agent resides [4]. Given that moral agency is
holistic, its 6M components are dynamic and adaptable to fit across various people, time,
and socio-cultural contexts (Table 1).

5. Symbiotic Relationship Between Moral Agency and Forgiveness

As illustrated thus far, moral agency and forgiveness frequently hang out together,
which suggests that they have a symbiotic relationship. Their close relationship is reason-
able considering their common roots in an agent’s moral self (Figure 4).

Compassion

Forgiveness

Other unnamed
virtues

Cognition

Figure 4. Moral self as the root of moral agency (the 6M) and moral virtues.

Whereas forgiveness stands out as the virtue of a moral self, moral agency stands out
as the capacity and ability of a moral self. The symbiotic relationship between forgiveness
and moral agency is mutually beneficial. As shown in the research study of a 12-hour
knowledge-based forgiveness intervention for clergy members, participants not only in-
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creased their knowledge of forgiveness, but they also increased their self-efficacy which, in
turn, increased their interest to promote forgiveness in future congregations [35].

Sometimes forgiveness does not work, especially when there is character weakness or
when moral values are absent [21]. In these situations, cultivating moral agency to build
up a moral self (e.g., practicing the 6M for the virtues of kindness, humility, and empathy)
before exercising the forgiveness virtue may be helpful. As Enright has suggested, when it
is hard to forgive, an individual can first practice gentleness with oneself, humility, courage,
and/or patience [19].

On the other hand, practicing the virtue of forgiveness helps improve our moral
agency. Recalling our previous discussion, practicing forgiveness helps to boost a moral
agent’s self-efficacy belief [35] and moral goal [34]. While moral agency is our inner capacity
of being good, it becomes realized only with real-life practices. All practices of virtues,
including the virtue of forgiveness, are opportunities to strengthen our moral agency.

In short, when a moral agent exercises the virtue of forgiveness, the moral agent is
also exercising one or more of the 6M components. However, a moral agent may operate
one’s moral agency with or without forgiveness. Forgiveness needs a moral self to bloom;
moral agency needs real-life practices of virtues to thrive. Since forgiveness exercises are
opportunities to grow the forgiveness virtue and moral agency, forgiveness education plays
an important role for the cultivation of mature forgivers and mature moral agents.

6. How Forgiveness Education Facilitates Moral Agency Development

Nominally, forgiveness education is about cultivating the virtue of forgiveness. But
more than that, forgiveness education also supports moral agency development. As shown
in a meta-analysis [25], one of the prominent impacts of forgiveness education is anger
reduction, which is a manifestation of moral agency capacity in regulating one’s emotion.
Moreover, as the learning and practice of the forgiveness virtue increases the willingness to
forgive in a divided community, it reduces prejudice towards a different ethnic/cultural
group [31]. Prejudice reduction implies the development of a moral mind with an open
mind, as well as the development of moral autonomous will towards moral goodness
and self-efficacy beliefs in forgiving another’s wrong as a desirable outcome. Hence, the
learning of forgiveness is beneficial for moral agency development.

Whereas moral agency is about the capacity and ability of a moral self, strengthening
the moral self with the 6M muscles is essential for moral agency development. The
forgiveness education curricula [45,46] fit well in this regard because they emphasize
learning and practicing being the best self, along with a wide range of virtues, such as
kindness, respect, generosity, courage, justice, agape (as the love of humanity for the
inherent worth in all human beings), and balance (as in the virtue of the mean). Every
lesson about a virtue is an opportunity to practice and strengthen the 6M muscles of a
moral self. Therefore, forgiveness education facilitates the growth of moral agency.

Is it possible for the best self to be something other than the moral self, such as the ideal
self (whose attributes we like ideally), the ought self (whose attributes we ought to possess),
or the savoring self (who appreciates and enjoys every present positive moment in life) [47]?
Maybe, or maybe not. We need to realize that there are multiple ways to describe a self.
When a self has no moral foundation, it is susceptible to the pitfall of extremes, like the
ideal self dwindling into vainglory, the ought self ossifying into a lifeless dogma, and the
savoring self becoming spellbound rather than awakened by over-glamorized joy. Having
a moral foundation for the self is the best, which is the benchmark of excellence recognized
by excellent teachers and philosophers throughout human history around the world, such
as Socrates, Aristotle, Confucius, Mencius, Siddhartha Gautama, and Muhammad.

Furthermore, the learning theme of being the best self in forgiveness education will
promote the moral self as well. As suggested in Nicomachean Ethics [48], excellence (i.e.,
arete in Greek) is achieved by being virtuous in thoughts and character. In other words,
to be excellent, the best self must be virtuous in thoughts, feeling, and action as a person
of character in accordance with moral virtues (such as kindness, respect, justice, courage,
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agape, and forgiveness). Therefore, learning to be the best self is equivalent to learning to
be the moral self.

In the Knutson’s and Enright’s forgiveness education curriculum guide published by
the International Forgiveness Institute in 2023 [45], there is an implicit acknowledgement
that being the best is being moral too. In the first lesson of the middle-school curriculum
guide for children between 11 and 13 years old (i.e., Grade 6 in the United States or Year 8
in the United Kingdom), it sets the main learning theme as follows:

“Be Your Best Self:

Think thoughts that are positive, grateful, and truthful, speak words that edify
in truth both the self and others, and behave in ways that are kind, generous,
respectful, loving, courageous, just, and forgiving. (...) acknowledging and
confronting anger, sadness and other negative emotions and cultivating positive
emotions such as love, joy, hope, and so forth in being one’s best self.”

(Knutson and Enright, [45], p. 6)

In other words, the curriculum guide encourages students to achieve the best self
by practicing moral thought (e.g., truthful thoughts and expression), moral emotion (e.g.,
confronting anger and cultivating joy), and moral behaviors (e.g., behaving kindly and
respectfully). This implies that by practicing the 6M, our moral selves will become stronger,
and so are our best selves. This is reasonable because the moral self and the best self are
two sides of the same coin. Hence, learning to be the best self in forgiveness education will
facilitate the growth of the moral self.

7. Why Moral Agency Development Matters in Forgiveness Education

Although forgiveness education has shown the positive impacts of improving forgive-
ness and reducing anger [25,32], it lacks the maintenance effect in follow-up tests [32]. To
enhance and sustain the impacts of forgiveness education, moral agency development is
instrumental in forgiveness education. The following is the rationale: all virtues are derived
from a moral self (see Figure 4); when an individual exercises the virtue of forgiveness,
the 6M of a moral agent will kick in, as described previously. Since the 6M components
help to bridge different virtues or values, moral agency development will strengthen the
moral self with a larger moral capacity to learn and practice the forgiveness virtue. Hence,
moral agency development helps to cultivate mature forgivers who can apply the virtue of
forgiveness across people, time, and situations. While more research studies confirming
this claim will be necessary, the prima facie evidence can be traced to the moral exemplars
in Tirrell et al.’s study of the post-genocide Rwanda who described how well “justice
facilitates forgiveness, and forgiveness fulfills justice [49], p. 74”. In the experiences of these
moral exemplars, the virtues of justice and forgiveness complement each other. Also, in
Bell et al.’s study [50], only the highly religious-committed individuals exhibited a positive
correlation between forgiveness and greater community expectations for forgiveness. The
results of these studies suggest that with higher moral agency, moral exemplars like those
with religious commitment or genocide survivors are relatively more capable of embracing
forgiveness, as mature forgivers do, despite the suffering from their traumatic experiences.

Besides facilitating the growth of mature forgivers, cultivating moral agency in forgive-
ness education also matters because moral agency supports the growth of moral characters,
such as courage, balance, temperance, justice, and responsibility. In turn, moral character
building helps to promote the development of well-rounded and resilient moral agents
across time, people, and events, as mature moral agents per se. Furthermore, given the
robust evidence of moral agency’s impacts on good citizenship (that is just, responsible, and
participatory) in a democratic society [1], promoting moral agency in forgiveness education
will help cultivate good citizenship too.

Overall, it will be advantageous to encourage moral agency development in forgive-
ness education for the cultivation of mature forgivers, mature moral agents, and good
citizens. This will be good for the well-being of students, the school community, and
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society at large, especially in our contemporary world full of divisive isms, prejudices, and
misinformation.

8. How to Cultivate Moral Agency in Forgiveness Education

A teacher’s role in cultivating students” moral agency is indispensable in school. A
good teacher, characterized as an intentional teacher according to Slavin [51], would set the
educational goal of moral agency development with seamless [emphasis added] pedagogical
strategies to incorporate the 6M components into the forgiveness course syllabus. While
there may be many ways to accomplish this worthy pedagogical goal, the GMIRA method
is proposed because it can be implemented easily in and outside of a classroom setting.
GMIRA stands for goal, modeling, and IRA. Specifically, it refers to: (1) setting the learning
goal of being and living the best self as the moral agent; (2) creating social modeling
opportunities to promote moral agency development as a mature forgiver; and (3) blending
the 6M moral agency conception into the learning activities using the IRA (invitation,
reflection, and assessment) self-regulated learning strategies. Let us explore the GMIRA
strategic method further below.

8.1. Setting the Learning Goal of Living and Being the Best Self

“Being and living from my best self” should be the learning goal for everyone at all
school levels. This learning goal leverages the familiar educational theme of forgiveness
curricula in middle school [45,46], which fits the dual purposes of cultivating the forgiveness
virtue and moral agency. To achieve this teaching goal, an intentional teacher should help
students understand that one’s best self is synonymous with one’s moral self and encourage
students to pursue this worthy learning goal with relevant and real-life moral exemplars
in our world, especially those who have experiences with forgiveness. A few examples
include Malala Yousafzai [52], Harry Potter, Richard Moore [53], Maya Angelou, Desmond
Tutuy, the Dalai Lama, Sonia Sotomayor, Ruby Bridges, and so forth. Moral exemplars are
inspiring [54] and emulating [55]. By exploring together with students how these moral
exemplars apply their moral agency via their 6M and the impacts they have created for
their lives and other people, the intentional teacher can inspire students to set up a personal
goal of living the best self at home and in school.

8.2. Social Modeling

Besides setting the learning goal, social modeling is another useful strategy to incorpo-
rate into forgiveness education. As Bandura has noted, social modeling helps to promote
self-efficacy beliefs and agency development [4,56]; also, social modeling is a universal
human capacity found in early childhood when a child observes and learns through vicari-
ous experiences of other’s failure or success and the subsequent consequences in a social
environment, with or without imitation of the behaviors [3,57]. While a social model may
be a teacher, a coach, a peer, a parent, or a fictional symbolic model found in books or
mass media, Bandura has found that the influential ones tend to have the social power,
status, proficiency, competence, and consistency between preaching and practices [56-58].
However, the impact of social modeling on a learner can be negative or positive; and it may
be limited to those who do not have the self-efficacy belief [57-59]. Also, a learner does
not necessarily replicate the model’s behaviors [56,57]. These imply that what a child is
modeling and how well the modeling occurs matter in supporting and reinforcing moral
agency development. Borrowing the ideas of Bandura [56], it would be prudent to select a
social model that has demonstrated the following:

i.  Consistent adherence to moral standards.

ii.  Proficiency and competence in applying three or more of the 6M components and

iii.  Effectiveness in motivating and supporting a learner’s needs for moral agency devel-
opment [4].
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Intentional Teacher’s Role in Social Modeling

As Bandura has noted, except for students who have already mastered the perceived
self-efficacy of coping in similar situations, affective modeling occurs when students refer-
ence and model a teacher’s verbal, emotional, and behavioral expressions in appraising
unfamiliar people and ambiguous situations [59]. An intentional teacher should acknowl-
edge this affective modeling effect as a teacher [59]. This does not mean that a teacher needs
to be perfect. Rather, the teacher should be an enabler, a motivator, and an inspirer [4],
with a commitment to practicing the 6M as a lifetime pursuit for being a moral agent. For
this reason, an intentional teacher is likely to be humble, open-minded, and empathic
to students’ journeys of becoming mature forgivers and mature moral agents. To apply
the social modeling strategy, an intentional teacher can facilitate students” learning and
application of the 6M by the following:

i.  Creating curiosity around moral exemplars with interesting and relevant stories [51]
to inspire and motivate exploration of the 6M application in the model’s lives.

ii.  Helping students identify a good model that fits their 6M learning and developmental
needs while being aware that having a diversity of social models may be beneficial
because there are various needs of learning at different stages of development.

iii. Inviting students to learn and participate in the 6M as the model they have identified
with.

iv.  Coordinating a meeting between a student and his/her model, if feasible.

v.  Encouraging students to reflect and assess the 6M learning from their models.

8.3. Blending in Through “IRA” Self-Regulated Learning Strategies

The IRA is an acronym for invitation, reflection, and assessment. It means inviting
every student to learn and practice his/her 6M muscles, along with the forgiveness muscles,
through reflection and assessment activities. The approach is a seamless integration with
forgiveness education, as the IRA strategies are blended into the teaching, learning, and
practicing of the 6M along with the goal of living and being the best self and the inspiration
of social modeling.

For the purpose of promoting self-regulated learning, the IRA should be applied to
help students discover their moral selves and cultivate their moral agency and forgiveness
virtue through reflection and assessment. While research for this novel idea is needed,
scholars have supported the use of reflection to promote self-regulation [60], which is
essential for self-monitoring and moral agency development [4]. Indeed, as Chung et al. [61]
have found, students improved their self-efficacy and writing outcomes after they were
engaged in planning, goal setting, and reflecting and self-assessing their writing and
revision.

In addition, the IRA can be used to promote holistic moral agency development
through the improvement of all the 6M components. Even though the IRA may start with
moral cognition for the cognitive stimulation of reflection and assessment activities, it goes
beyond the cognitive boundary by activating the other moral agency components in the
developmental process. Therefore, the IRA approach is likely to be different from other
self-regulation models [62], such as the Boekaerts” model [63] and the MASRL model [64],
despite their similar involvement in cognitive, metacognitive, behavioral, emotional, and
motivational aspects of learning. Future research comparing these models with the IRA
will be helpful.

Now, let us explore the IRA strategies and the role of an intentional teacher.

8.3.1. “I” Is for Invitation

Using the definitions of moral agency in Section 3, an intentional teacher can help
students understand that each of them has the moral agency within to empower self-
development. Since moral agency is composed of the 6M that complement and support
each other, when one of the 6M runs into difficulty, students can use the other five moral
agency components for support. By honing their 6M over and over, students can strengthen
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their moral agency to achieve their best selves, which is important for self-learning and
self-development.

Intentional Teacher’s Role in Invitation

i.  Introduce the conceptions of moral agency and the 6M separately or collectively.

ii.  Creatively incorporate the 6M components into the forgiveness curriculum and learn-
ing activities. Whereas the current forgiveness curriculum emphasizes some of the
6M components (moral thought, moral behavior, and moral emotion), its coverage for
the components of self-efficacy, moral goals, and moral autonomous will appears to
be less explicit. An intentional teacher will ensure that the curriculum will include
all the 6M components, wherever it is appropriate, in the discussion and reflection
activities, forgiveness exercises, and other classroom and homework assignments.

iii. Invite students to learn and apply one or more of the 6M components for the learning
goal of living and being their best self. The invitation is most applicable when students
practice the forgiveness muscles, when students practice being their best self, when
students practice a virtue, when they discuss a class topic, when they perform a
reflection and assessment activity, and/or when students explore who they are as a
person.

iv.  Invite students to learn and apply one or more of the 6M components, like a moral
exemplar. This will help students imagine how to apply the 6M and appreciate its
associated benefits and outcomes.

v.  Encourage students to practice the 6M at home so that they can develop the moral
habit of exercising the 6M as a moral agent.

vi.  Gently re-introduce the concepts of moral agency and the 6M if they get stuck in a
difficult matter. Every mistake or difficulty is an opportunity to learn and practice the
6M. Invite students to apply, reflect, and assess with a different 6M component that
may be relevant and helpful.

8.3.2. “R” Is for Reflection

“Reflection is the process of turning experience into learning” according to Bourner [65],
p- 268. For the goal of being and living from the best self, reflecting the self and the self’s 6M
operation is essential for self-learning and self-improvement as a moral agent. Reflecting
on others” experiences can provide an extra lens for learning what one may do or avoid for
self-improvement as well. To reflect well, according to Koole et al. [66], students should
perform an adequate review of one’s experiences and the context involved, and they should
perform a critical analysis using searching questions (see [65]) with an outcome of reflection
pertaining to a concrete goal and an action plan. To facilitate the 6M reflection of one’s
experiences, a reflection frame is created in Table 2 to jumpstart teachers’ imagination and
adaptation for the needs of their students.

Intentional Teacher’s Role in Reflection

i.  Modify the reflection questions in Table 2 based on student developmental needs and
the context.

ii.  Review the reflection questions to ensure that they promote one of more of the 6M
components.

iii. Incorporate the reflection questions into the learning activities.

iv.  Demonstrate with a reflection example, preferably from a moral exemplar.
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Table 2. The 6M Reflection Frame.

Moral Cognition.

What happened? Who was involved? What were the causes for the event/ situation? What am I missing about the facts of the
situation? What does my “opponent” know that I don’t know? Is the dissent from my “opponent” factual and reasonable? What
other objective evidence is available to help me see the truth? To become a better person, what can I learn from others (including
my opponent)? What is good? What is not so good? What bias may I have possibly? How do I know if I am biased or not? What
are the choices and their consequences to me and others? How did my understanding affect the other 5M (my feeling, my goal, my

will, self-efficacy belief, and my behavior)? What is the moral lesson from my experience? What were the most and the least
fulfilling parts of my experiences, and what did these experiences suggest about my values? *

Moral Emotion.

How did I feel about an event or situation? How am I feeling now? * How did others feel about the same situation or similar event?
How would I feel if I was in other’s shoes in the same situation? What caused my positive or negative feelings? What was my
positive or negative feeling telling me? Was I overreacting emotionally? How was/is my positive and/or negative feeling affecting
me and others? How can I relieve my stress (pain, and other negative feelings) well? How can I express/share my positive or
negative feelings that will promote the well-being of all?

Moral Goal.
What was the purpose of my past behavior? How well have I achieved my goal? How well will I achieve my goal if I continue or
change my behavior? How did my goal contribute to the goals of others? What is a good goal to pursue? What goal is important for
the well-being of all (including my opponent)?

Moral Autonomous Will.

How well can I commit to being and living my best self, even at hard times or when it was challenged by my adversary? If I cannot
commit my good will, what is preventing me? What supports can I draw from to strengthen my good will? (Tips: check out moral
cognition, moral emotion, moral goal, self-efficacy belief, and moral behavior within as a moral agent. Seek external support, if
necessary.

Self-Efficacy Belief.
How well can I make a difference? How well can I achieve the outcome of as a moral agent (or a mature forgiver or a good
citizen, or the like)? What were the antecedents that confirmed or contradicted my prior beliefs about my ability? * Learning from
my experiences, what are my strengths, as well as weaknesses that are opportunities for my growth as a good (e.g., learner,
citizen, human being, leader, or the like, who is a moral agent)? *

Moral Behavior.
Was my behavior appropriate in the context? What other behavioral options did I have at the time? * What are the consequences of
my behavior? What might have prevented me from behaving my best self? What might I do differently because of the experience?
* What would help me behave as my best self in the future?

* Adapted from Bourner [65], Table II Questions as tools for reflective thinking.

8.3.3. “A” Is for Assessment

While reflection may be used as a formative assessment to ascertain where students
are in the learning process [67,68], reflection is insufficient by itself for its subjective nature
and vulnerability of self-bias. In the IRA paradigm, assessment supplements the quality of
reflection by ensuring that the knowledge gained from the reflection is valid, reliable, and
useful for life application for the goal of living from the best self as a moral agent.

Validity

To assess the validity of one’s reflection is to assess accuracy [69] and thoroughness
(also referred as “completeness” by Eisenhart and Howe, as cited in [70]). The main reason
is that the more accurate and thorough we are in reflecting the self and the situation
involved, the closer we are to the truth core of a matter. Whether my reflection is about
a child stealing my lunch or a hungry child stealing my lunch may yield very different
6M responses from me as a moral agent. This also implies that whether my reflection
is based on only my moral cognition or my 6M collectively may lead to very different
responses and development for me as a moral agent. Therefore, assessing for the accuracy
and thoroughness in one’s reflection is essential for validating the reflection and its purpose
of moral agency development.
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Reliability

Assessing the reliability of reflection is about ensuring its credibility. Credibility
implies dependability and trustworthiness. Whereas reliability is commonly conceived
as consistency in the results of repeating a trial [69], the value of consistency may or may
not be worthy depending on the quality of a moral agent and the context involved for
the purpose of moral agency development. For instance, when loyalty is consistently
exercised for the public good, consistency indicates moral agency development. Reversely,
when loyalty is consistently exercised in ways that produce harm to others, like exercising
loyalty to Al Capone or other gangster leaders, then consistency is not a good indicator
for moral agency development. Instead, the credibility of reflection is preferrable because
it is centered on truth-seeking. This has two implications. Firstly, a moral agent will aim
at seeking the truth by minimizing inadequate reflection [66] and self-bias during the
self-reflection or self-assessment processes. Secondly, to achieve the credibility criteria, a
moral agent will seek third-party feedback, particularly the feedback from a credible source,
such as a moral exemplar who is a good peer, a good teacher, a good parent, and/or an
expert in a particular field of interest.

Utility

Reflection about one’s moral agency is most meaningful when an individual applies
the 6M in everyday life and discovers the growth of moral agency in the self. While moral
agency may grow in any of the 6M components, it may be most notable to a moral agent
in the self-efficacy belief [4] or when a moral agent experiences positive changes in one’s
life. Therefore, besides the validity and reliability checks, it will be worthy for students to
self-assess the utilization and impacts of the 6M exercises to their lives, with questions like
the following:

e  How did exercising my moral emotion (e.g., better emotional awareness and manage-
ment of my emotion) affect me as a forgiver?

e How did exercising my moral cognition (e.g., being humble and open-minded) help
me as a student, a son, a daughter, and/or a citizen?
What did the learning or practice of the 6M mean to me regarding my values in life?
How can I apply all or any of the 6M components in life to improve my learning in
school, my life skills, my future career, and/or my relationship with others [71]?

e  What can I learn from the 6M lessons and reflection activities? As a moral agent, what
has been my strength? Which of the 6M is my weakest link that needs improvement?

Intentional Teacher’s Roles in Assessment

An intentional teacher may promote moral agency development and the virtue of
forgiveness via the assessment strategies as follows:

i. Encouraging students to self-assess their reflection like a research scientist, a philoso-
pher, a historian, a detective, or other personnel charged with finding the evidence for
the truth.

ii.  Creating a rubric as a student’s guide for assessment. This will help students acquire
higher learning strategies with better performance and accuracy [72,73]. See Table 3
for a sample rubric. An intentional teacher may want to modify it with relevant
examples to support students’ learning and developmental needs.

iii. Assigning a task for students to track their own assessments across time, with or
without a survey instrument, so that students can observe and assess their changes
and development across time for outcome variables such as self-efficacy [74,75], moral
agency [1], good citizenship [1], or forgiveness [76]. This will help students acquire
self-monitoring and self-regulating skills.

iv. Helping students set up peer-assessment. Peer-assessment is beneficial because
it facilitates co-regulated learning in class, which promotes learning and develop-
ment [65,72,77] and academic performance [78].
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v.  Providing informal formative assessments and feedback [79]. While interacting with
students, an intentional teacher can gauge students’ desire of mastering or avoiding
challenges, their sense of self-efficacy [58], and other 6M applications in or after class
and provide timely feedback to assist students’ learning in class along with moral
agency development.

vi. Helping students appreciate “negative” formative assessments. This will help stu-

dents identify their own unique learning needs for their well-being.
vil. Giving students sufficient time to grow and change [80].

Table 3. A Sample Rubric for Assessing the 6M reflection.

Assessment Criteria Excellent Better A Good Start Deficient
high accuracy with
matching evidence
(e.., between what accurate and true,
validity check Accurate reflection one says and does, or substann.atec.l by authe.nnc./ accurate Inaccurate .Or
between subjective strong, subjective or (subjective truth) unauthentic
and objective objective evidence
evidence)
Thorough reflection in d:.gt.}; i‘(e)z'lne}i(ie:)z for e.g., in-depth e.g., quality reflection none related to the
validity check (qualitiatvely and P reflection for two or  for at least one of the 6M; superficial
y ! y every component of P
quantitatively) y the gM more of the 6M 6M reflection
reliability check Credible reflection check with two Che?;sv(;’:}l (:;;Oé?er check with the self no checkin
y (e.g., self-bias check) parties or more P P again &
teachers or parents
appy the 6M in every
aspect of one’s life ap ply one of t.h € 6M
Applicability of 6M (.., as a good apply two or more in one’s role in life
utility check re}?lre)c tion in my life lea.rr:er Jcitizen/ 6M components in (e.g., as a student, Not applied to life
Y leader/child/spouse/ one’s role in life child, parent, teacher,
parent, etc.) etc)
Positive changes in
various 6M
components that lead
to substantive growth
aGér?ZVﬂ(Iirl: r;lcotl;a(l)f (e.ge/hl‘le;?::s - Positive change in at identify one’s none related to 6M
utility check gency tmp YV least one aspect of strength or weakness

6M reflection, short
term & long term)

commitment to moral
goal, increase in
humility and
open-mindedness,
inclusiveness,
balanced, calm, etc.)

the 6M

in the 6M

development

8.3.4. Other Comments About IRA Strategies

An intentional teacher should be aware that the IRA strategies are intended to be
motivational rather than punitive. Therefore, assessment should not be about grading nor
ranking student performance; thus, a summative assessment is not necessary. Instead, a
low-stakes formative assessment may serve better to support the goal of living and being
the best self as a moral agent. Better yet, creating a bonus scheme [81,82] to motivate
students to perform the 6M exercises, reflection, and assessment activities, along with the
forgiveness exercises may prove beneficial.

8.4. Opportunities and Challenges in Cultivating Moral Agency

An intentional teacher can create many opportunities to introduce the conceptions
of moral agency and its 6M components throughout the forgiveness education program.
When students perform the reflection activity, they increase their self-awareness, which
can lead to an increase in their emotional self-regulation and self-esteem [83]. Furthermore,
when they experience positive changes after the reflection and assessment activities, they
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can acquire self-efficacy. This facilitates self-regulation, which is essential for the cultivation
of moral agency [3]. Together with the goal of living and being the best self and the
motivation and support of social models, students’ moral agency can be strengthened along
with their forgiveness muscles over time. Hence, the pathway for becoming a mature moral
agent and a mature forgiver is possible through the weaving of the 6M strategies into the
forgiveness program.

However, the road to being the best self as a moral agent may be bumpy at times.
Teachers may watch out for the unintended negative effects of self-learning and self-
regulation, which may manifest in burnout, anxiety, and stress [84], as well as an avoidance
of self-regulation [72]. To prevent or to remedy these unintended effects, teachers should
caution and acknowledge the possible rise of challenge or frustration as a part of the
normal process for self-improvement. Moreover, it would help to remind students that
social comparison is irrelevant and unworthy because every human being has unique
strengths and weaknesses, with different needs for self-improvement. In addition, as
teachers help students understand the importance of identifying their weaknesses for self-
learning and development, teachers can also help students develop their self-efficacy beliefs
by appreciating and adapting from their strengths while encouraging students to turn a
“crisis” into a learning opportunity by practicing balancing skills with the forgiveness and
6M muscles together.

Alternately, the other extreme response to watch out for is moral self-licensing. Ac-
cording to Merritt er al. [85], p.344, moral self-licensing refers to those who “act in morally
dubious ways without fear of feeling heartless, selfish, or bigoted” because of a moral
credential (such as a person’s reputation of being non-prejudiced). Merritt et al. believe that
a moral credential can be established from previous good deeds, group membership, or by
what others have done to them (e.g., a victim). Moral self-licensing is a form of self-biases,
which is associated with moral disengagement. A true moral self will resist moral licensing
by being humble with a genuine interest in truth-seeking across time, people, and situations.
To counter moral self-licensing, an intentional teacher should demonstrate and encourage
humility and authenticity as students practice the 6M muscles in the IRA process.

9. Key Takeaway

Based on a review of research and the literature about the psychological processes
of forgiveness and moral agency, this article has uncovered their mutually beneficial
symbiotic relationship and their common roots in a moral self. Ontologically speaking, their
relationship reflects how the human and moral psyches operate together holistically, not
just at the mind level but as an integrated whole person. This underscores the importance
of holistic education.

Forgiveness education is more than the teaching of forgiveness. Besides forgiveness, it
teaches agape, justice, courage, balance, and other virtues that are important for character
development. For the educational goal of being and living from the best self, the forgiveness
muscle-building exercises also require exercising various 6M moral agency components.
Hence, forgiveness education promotes moral agency development as well. In return,
moral agency promotes the growth of the forgiveness virtue. Furthermore, as virtues help
people achieve their highest potential [86] and moral agency fosters good citizenship [1],
forgiveness education is a unique kind of character and moral education that contributes
well to the well-being of students and society at large.

Cultivating moral agency is fundamental to forgiveness education. As Ryan and Lick-
ona [14] have noted, “moral education or character education (e.g., forgiveness education)
must build on a comprehensive, integrative view of the moral agent (p.14)” involving
knowing, affect, and action. While this tripartite concept may manifest in various ver-
sions [15,16], its concept is generally accepted for promoting moral development in moral
or character education [86]. Also, it is more comprehensive than Kohlberg’s moral cognitive
development approach in the just community model and Nodding’s caring education
model. However, the prima facie evidence of the tripartite moral agency’s impact is weak
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for its minimal effect in the meta-analyses of character education [87] and for the meager
evidence of moral development from only about 25% of the 33 scientifically approved
character education programs in the What Works in Character Education 2005 report [6].
Since the intrinsic motivation for character education is driven mainly from the “affec-
tive/motivational” component according to Althof and Berkowitz [88] (p. 567), this may
explain the weakness and insufficiency of the tripartite components as an endogenous
developmental factor.

In contrast, the 6M moral agency concept is embedded with additional motivational
power from moral goals, moral autonomous will, and self-efficacy beliefs that energize
and direct the moral self from within (see [71]). As such, the 6M empowers a moral
agent with better motivation, tenacity, and resilience to deal with tough situations, as
well as better resistance against moral disengagement that may arise from a limited moral
cognitive ability. Since the empirical evidence for the influence of 6M moral agency in
good citizenship is robust and consistent regardless of the changing conditions [1], teachers
who incorporate the 6M components into forgiveness education are expected to be more
effective in invigorating students’ intrinsic motivation to realize their full potential as a
moral agent and as a forgiver. With that said, teachers can start with one and not all of the
6M components, so long as it is useful and inspiring to students’ learning and application
of the 6M in their lives.

Blending the 6M concepts into forgiveness education seamlessly is critical to maximize
its educational impacts. To achieve this purpose effectively, teachers can adopt the GMIRA
strategic method to promote self-regulated learning. This involves setting the learning goal
of living and being the best self, encouraging the modeling of moral agency exemplars,
and inviting students to apply one or more of the 6M muscles and the forgiveness muscles
together, along with reflection and assessment to help students self-regulate their own
learning and moral selves.

Applying the 6M with the GMIRA strategic method is advantageous from pedagogical
perspectives. Firstly, the GMIRA strategic method is easily adaptable to any existing subject
matter. No new educational intervention is needed. Secondly, the GMIRA is centered on
students’ interest; therefore, it can be creatively applied to meet students’ individual needs
for development and learning. Thirdly, reflection and assessment about the 6M application
in life promote self-monitoring skills and the learning of one’s moral self. This process
helps to arouse intrinsic motivation to learn and apply well as a moral agent and as a
forgiver. Fourthly, self-reflection and self-assessment are crucial for self-regulated learning
that is instrumental for academic achievement according to the meta-analysis of Ergen and
Kanadli [5]. Moreover, as Slavin [51] has noted, when students’ self-efficacy improves (for
the growth of moral agency), teachers’ self-efficacy grows, which helps to promote teaching
effectiveness and outcomes.

Contribution and Outlook

This article has filled in the gaps in the literature regarding the relationship between
moral agency and forgiveness, why the cultivation of moral agency is important for forgive-
ness education, and how to cultivate moral agency seamlessly using the GMIRA strategic
method. Presumably, the GMIRA strategic method will help cultivate mature forgivers,
moral agents, and good students who will be good citizens for tomorrow. These promising
results will be realized only when teachers have the will and creativity to integrate the 6M
and GMIRA into the forgiveness education program to meet students’ needs for learning.
The 6M reflection frame (Table 2) and a sample rubric (Table 3) were created to facilitate
teachers’ roles in planning for the reflection and the assessment of 6M self-regulating
exercises.

It will be up to educators and policy makers to turn the proposed strategies and tools
into practice. Given the lack of research about moral agency development in forgiveness
education, research will be necessary to affirm the promises of the GMIRA application in
forgiveness education. It may be prudent for researchers to first examine the relationship
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between moral agency and forgiveness education using the moral agency scale [1] and
the EFI-30 forgiveness scale [76]. Also, researchers may examine the impacts of the IRA
strategies in forgiveness education on the development of moral agency and the forgiveness
virtue and then compare the results with the GMIRA strategies in forgiveness education.
This is a new arena for research in forgiveness education and moral agency development,
which may pave the way for other types of education to follow.
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