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Abstract 

Learning medicine as a discipline is a complex process that demands more dedication 
every day.  The acquisition of technical knowledge must be part of an integral education 
which favors the development of high level humanistic values in order to provide the 
physician with personal tools for the proper resolution of the ethical dilemmas that he/she 
will face during his/her education and professional practice.  The assessment and 
improvement of these aspects are likewise necessary in the physicians’ education.  For 
the purposes of this research, the reliability of the Opinion Questionnaire on Social 
Problems (COPS, for its acronym in Spanish) was evaluated.  This questionnaire is the 
Mexican version of the Defining Issues Test, and it was adapted by the authors.  The test 
item performance was determined in medical students from El Rosario University at 
Bogota, Colombia in 2006.  The obtained Cranach’s Alpha was 0.76, similar to the 
registers in scientific literature.  COPS is considered to be a reliable instrument for the 
evaluation of moral judgment in medicine students at this University. 

Key words: Test validity, medical education, moral development, moral judgment. 

Resumen 

El aprendizaje de la Medicina, como disciplina, es un proceso complejo que demanda 
cada vez mayor dedicación.  Adquirir el conocimiento técnico debe ser parte de una 
formación integral que privilegie el desarrollo de valores humanísticos de alto nivel, a fin 
de proveer al médico de herramientas personales para la resolución acertada de los 
dilemas éticos que enfrentará durante su formación y ejercicio profesional.  Asimismo, son 
necesarios la evaluación y el mejoramiento de estos aspectos en la formación de los 
médicos.  Para esta investigación, se evaluó la confiabilidad del Cuestionario de Opinión 
sobre Problemas Sociales (COPS), versión mexicana del Defining Issues Test, adaptado 
por las autoras y se determinó el comportamiento de los ítems de la prueba en 
estudiantes de Medicina de la Universidad del Rosario, en Bogotá, Colombia, durante el 
año 2006.  El Alfa de Cronbach obtenido fue de 0.76, similar al informado en la literatura 
científica.  El COPS se considera un instrumento confiable para evaluar el juicio moral de 
los estudiantes de Medicina de dicha universidad.  

Palabras clave: Validación de una prueba, educación médica, desarrollo moral, juicio 
moral. 

Introduction 

Learning processes of medical students are more complex every day, and they 
also demand more dedication. Students face ethic and moral dilemmas since the 
beginning of their education, and frequently, academic training is insufficient for 
such problems. This situation makes necessary the improvement and continuous 
evaluation of the integral education programs for the future physicians. 

From this perspective, it is essential to find a way to evaluate moral development, 
and more specifically, to know the instruments for its examination. There are 
questionnaires to appraise moral competences and development. Kohlberg’s Moral 
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Judgment Interview (Kohlberg, Power, and Higgins, 2002) is one of them, with its 
modified versions, like Gibbs’ Sociomoral Reflection Measure (Basinger and Gibbs, 
1987); another one is the Rest’s Defining Issues Test, DIT (Rest, 1979). 

The first one was developed by Lawrence Kohlberg in 1958 and it consists in 
posing a series of dilemmas, such as the Heinz dilemma (Heinz steals the drug) 
where the subject assessed  has to make a decision about the posed conflict, and 
the reasoning that lead him/her to make that decision is what is relevant.  The 
interviewer asks a series of questions which lead the subject to consider some 
elements, such as personal interests, the law and justice, among others, with the 
affirmations that were previously classified to correspond each moral development 
level as described by Kohlberg.  Finally, the interviewer analyses the answers in 
order to determine the subject’s level of moral judgment development which can be 
pre-conventional, conventional, or post-conventional (Crain, 1985), as Table I 
shows below. 

Table I. Lawrence Kohlberg’s six stages of moral 
 development, with norms and mental operations 

Level and 
Stage 

What Is Right Reasons for Doing 
Right 

Social Perspective of  
Stage 

Level I: Pre-
conventional 
Stage 1: 
Heteronomous 
morality 

Avoiding breaking the 
rules and punishment. To 
obey for obedience’ sake, 
and avoiding physical 
damage to people and 
property. 

To avoid punishment and 
the superior power of  
authorities 

Egocentric point of 
view. The person does 
not consider the interests 
of others, or recognize 
that they differ from his or 
her own.  The person 
does not relate two points 
of view. The person 
judges actions  by their 
direct consequences 
rather than self-interest. 
There is  confusion of 
authority’s perspective 
with one’s own. 

Level I: Pre-
conventional 
Stage 2: 
Individualism, 
instrumental 
purpose and 
exchange 

Following the rules but 
only when it is in the 
individual’s best interests. 
Actions have the purpose 
of serving the individual 
interests and needs as 
well as the others. Right 
is an equal exchange, a 
deal, an agreement. 

To serve one’s interests 
and needs in a world 
where one must 
recognize that other 
people have their 
interests too. 

Concrete individualistic 
perspective. The 
individual is aware that 
everybody has   interests 
to pursue and that these 
conflict, so that right is 
relative. The individual 
integrates his/her own 
interests with the others’ 
through instrumental 
exchange of services. It is 
fair to give everyone the 
same amount. 



Pérez-Olmos & Dussán-B: Validation of the Defining... 

Revista Electrónica de Investigación Educativa Vol. 11, No. 1, 2009    4 

Level II: 
Conventional 
Stage 3: Mutual 
interpersonal 
expectations, 
relationships, 
and 
interpersonal 
conformity 

Living up to what is 
expected by  people close 
to one in one’s role as  a 
good son, brother, friend, 
and so on. “Being good” 
is important and means 
having good motives, 
showing concern about 
others, keeping mutual 
relationships, maintaining 
trust, loyalty, respect, and 
gratitude. 

The need to be a good 
person in one’s own eyes 
and those of others, 
caring for others, and 
because if one puts 
oneself in the other 
person’s place one would 
want good behavior from 
the self: The Golden 
Rule. The desire to 
maintain rules and 
authority, which support 
stereotypical good 
behavior. 

Individualistic 
perspective in 
relationships with other 
individuals. The person 
is aware of shared 
feelings, agreements, and 
expectations, which take 
primacy over individual 
interests and he or she 
relates points of view 
through the Golden Rule; 
he or she does not yet 
consider a generalized 
system perspective. 

Level II: 
Conventional 
Stage 4: Social 
system and 
conscience 

Fulfilling the duties to 
which one has agreed. 
Laws are to be upheld 
except in extreme cases 
where they conflict with 
other fixed social duties. 
Right is also contributing 
to society, the group, or 
institution. 

To keep the institution 
going as a whole to avoid 
the “if everyone did it,” or 
the imperative of 
conscience to meet one’s 
defined obligations. 

Differentiation of 
societal point of view 
from interpersonal 
agreement or motives. 
The person takes the 
point of view of the 
system that defines roles 
and rules and considers 
individual relations in 
terms of the roles they 
play  in the system. 

Level III: Post-
conventional 
Stage 5: Social 
contract or utility 
and individual 
rights 

Being aware of the fact 
that people hold a variety 
of values and opinions, 
and that most values and 
rules are relative to one’s 
group. These relative 
rules should be upheld, 
however, in the interest of 
impartiality and because 
they are the social 
contract. Some non 
relative values and rights 
such as life and liberty, 
however,  must be upheld 
in any society and 
regardless of majority 
opinion. 

Feeling obligated to obey 
the law because one has 
made a social contract to 
make and abide by laws 
for the good of all and for 
the protection of all 
people’s rights. A feeling 
of contractual 
commitment freely 
entered upon, to family, 
friendship, trust, and work 
obligations.  One is 
concerned that laws and 
duties be based on 
rational calculation of 
overall utility, “the 
greatest good for the 
greatest number.” 

Perspective 
independent of formal 
rules.  The rational 
individual is aware of 
values and rights prior to 
social attachments and 
contracts. Such person 
integrates perspectives 
by formal mechanisms of 
agreement, contract, 
objective impartiality, and 
due process. He or she 
considers moral and legal 
points of view. The 
person recognizes that 
they may conflict, and 
finds it difficult to integrate 
them. 
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Level III: Post-
conventional 
Stage 6: 
Universal ethical 
principles 

Following self-chosen 
ethical principles. 
Particular laws or social 
agreements are usually 
valid because they rest 
on such principles. When 
laws violate these 
principles, one acts in 
accordance with the 
principle. Principles are 
universal principles of 
justice: the equality of 
human rights and respect 
for the dignity of human 
beings as individuals. 

As a rational person one 
has seen the validity of 
universal moral principles, 
and has become 
committed to them. 

Perspective of a moral 
point of view from which 
social arrangements 
derive. The perspective is 
that of any rational 
individual recognizing the 
nature of morality or   the 
basic moral premise of 
respect for other people 
as ends, not means.  

 

Erasmo’s test (Villegas, 1994, 1998, 2002) is also considered.  According to its 
author, this test integrates the assessment of the cognitive aspects of moral 
judgment with the interviewee opinions on the moral feelings and consequences 
that he/she anticipates for his/her hypothetical action before  the posed dilemma. 

With regard to the instruments for the evaluation of the moral competence of 
medical students, there is the original English version of Hebert, Meslim, and  
Dunn’s Test (1992).  This test consists of clinical vignettes used to determine the 
ethical sensibility of medical students.  The purpose of the test is to establish the 
ethical principles involved in each of the posed situations, and more specifically, to 
determine if students identify the autonomy, beneficence and justice principles of 
each vignette.  To the date of this research, no Spanish validated version of this 
test has been found (Rest, 1979; Hebert, Meslim, and Dunn, 1992; Self, Baldwin 
and Wolinsky, 1992; Savulescu, Crisp, Fulford, and Hope, 1999). 

The Defining Issues Test (DIT) (Rest, 1979), based on Kohlberg’s theory, 
formulates a series of socio-moral problems and dilemmas devised by James Rest 
and his collaborators from the University of Minnesota in 1979.  Its approach allows 
for flexibility in the rigid structure of Kohlberg’s six stages of moral judgment. 
Besides, it lays a foundation for the social nature of morality development from the 
approach of neo-kohlbergian authors (Barba, 2002). 

Starting with the answers given by the subject who is assessed on the posed 
dilemmas in the DIT Test, the correspondence among them and the level of 
Kohlberg’s post-conventional moral development (stages 5 and 6) are identified. 
Afterwards, the P index, a score calculated from the values assigned in the test’s 
handbook (Rest, 1979) is also determined.  This is the DIT most popular score; it is 
expressed in percentage and it determines the importance given by the subject to 
the most advanced moral principles when considering a social dilemma. 

This test is originally written in English and requires the authorization from the 
University of Minnesota (Rest, 1979) so that it can be used.  Two versions have 
been developed; one of six dilemmas, and another one of three.  Both versions 
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have been translated into Spanish and are currently going through a validation 
process in Mexico (Barba, 2001, 2002; Romo, 2004).  Internal consistency was 
0.7, according to Cronbach’s Alpha, in the long English test version, and between 
0.74 and 0.76 in the short version.  Recently, the Spanish short version was 
validated in Venezuela as well.  Venezuelan authors obtained a Pearson’s test-
retest reliability coefficient of 0.65 and a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.71 (Zerpa and 
Ramirez, 2004). 

The DIT test has also been used in research on U. S. medical students.  The results 
showed significant differences in the P index over the different semesters.  In one 
study, the average P index found in first year students was  47.7, while 53.7 was 
found  in second years and 56.5 in third years; which clearly shows the indicator 
rises as medical training advances (Self, Olivarez, and Baldwin, 1998).  However, 
these findings differ from the results found in most of the revised literature, where 
as the semester advances, the level of moral development decreases (Self and 
Baldwin, 1998). 

Other revised research contain evidence of  significant improvement on moral 
judgment after  educational training with different pedagogical approaches, such as 
medical ethics classes (Self, Baldwin and Wolinsky, 1992), or case discussions 
(Self, Olivares, and Baldwin, 1998). 

 
I. Methodology 

With the support of the authorities at  El Rosario University and its School of 
Medicine, the Opinion Questionnaire on Social Problems (COPS, for its acronym in 
Spanish), a Mexican abbreviated version of the James Rest’s Defining Issues Test, 
was administered to 896 students from the 1st through the 12th semester of the 
Bachelor’s Degree in Medicine. 

The first objective was to validate the test and to determine the test item 
performance.  For this purpose, the students were called according to a schedule 
which was previously arranged with the coordinators of each semester, as part of 
the integral education activities, and so attendance was mandatory.  COPS answer 
sheet was designed to be read with an optical test score reader and with it 
anonymity was granted to students, which stimulated truthful answers.  An Excel 
database was created with the answers and statistic analysis was carried out with 
SPSS 14.0 for Windows. 

To establish the test reliability on this research, the Cronbach’s Alpha of COPS, the 
Mexican short version of DIT adapted by the authors,  was determined.  The test 
item performance was also determined by the medical students at El Rosario 
University in Bogota, Colombia, in 2006. 
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1.1 Determination of reliability for COPS answers 

The DIT short version in Spanish included three stories: Armando and the medicine, 
the school newspaper, and the physician’s dilemma.  The latter was given more 
importance since it posed an euthanasia related dilemma.  Test administration and 
scoring were based on the original handbook.  For this purpose, evaluations were 
first tested for internal consistency in order to discard those that did not achieve the 
minimum level of answer reliability.  One of the reliability components was the M 
score; it was given by the score the subject assigned to certain items of each story, 
and that might  seem  important for the dilemma analysis due to their sophisticated 
vocabulary; although, they were in fact meaningless for the test and did not 
correspond to Kohlberg’s stages of moral development.  Questionnaires with an M 
score higher than 4 were excluded according to the author’s scoring guide for the 
short version of the test. 

Other components to assess the consistency of  the answers were  two tests of 
internal consistency reliability.  The first one consisted on revising answers in the 
second section of every story.  If more than nine items were scored with the same 
level of importance in two stories, the questionnaire had to be discarded. 

Finally, the second consistency test revised the two items scored as the most 
important ones in the third section of every story.  If one of them was classified as 
the most important one, there could not be a more important one in the second 
answer section.  If an item was classified as the second most important in the third 
answer section, the one that could be more important in the second section was 
the one classified as the most important one.  If a questionnaire had a story with 
more than eight inconsistencies, or had one inconsistency in all three stories, it 
was discarded. 

II. Results 

The valid sample for the analysis consisted of 784 questionnaires.  The COPS 
internal consistency reliability test discarded 12.5% (n=12). 

The results of the first section, where students had to make decisions on the posed 
dilemma, are shown below: 

• For the story Armando and the medicine, 46.2% of the students (n=412) 
believed that Armando should not steal the medicine; 27.7% of them (n=247) 
considered that Armando should steal the medicine while 26% (n=232) of them 
were irresolute; and five of them (0.6%) did not answer that part. 

• For the story The school newspaper, 82.6% of the students (n= 740) 
considered that the dean should not suspend the newspaper; 10.1% of them 
(n=90) said that the dean should suspend the newspaper; 6.5% (n=58) of them 
were irresolute; and 3% of them (n=22) did not answer. 
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• For the story The physician’s dilemma, 35% of the students (n=303) said that 
the physician should provide the overdose that would cause the patient’s death; 
33% of them (n=286) considered that the doctor should not provide the 
overdose; 32%of them (n=227) were irresolute; and 3% of them (n22) did not 
answer. 

On the second section of the test, the 12 items of every story had to be scored by 
the subject who was evaluated according to the level of importance that was 
assigned by him/her to the posed social dilemma.  These levels were scored with 
the Likert scale (0-4), from none to high importance.  Each item corresponded to a 
stage of moral development: it did not have a meaning (item M) or it was an anti-
establishment item (item A). 

In the story Armando and the medicine, the most important items (average score 
higher than 3) corresponded to stages 6 and 5, equivalent to the post-conventional 
moral development level and stage 2 of the pre-conventional level.  These items 
showed heterogeneous answers with a standard deviation (SD) near to 1.  The 
ones scored with little importance (averages lower than 1.5), corresponded to 
stage 3 (conventional level), stage 5A (post-conventional level), anti-establishment 
item or item A, irrelevant; they showed more heterogeneous answers on the best 
scored ones (SD higher than 1).  The rest of the items obtained scores of moderate 
importance and the values of standard deviation showed heterogeneity (see Table 
II). 

In the second story, The school newspaper, the higher averages corresponded to 
the items of the post-conventional level with standard deviations that also showed 
heterogeneous answers.  As for the items with low score averages, something 
similar to the obtained in the first story happened, the lowest score was for an 
irrelevant item, followed by one of conventional level, and answers were 
heterogeneous (see Table II). 

In The physician’s dilemma, the items with higher average scores had less answer 
heterogeneity; for example, the item 5B of post-conventional level; while the item 
with a lower score, of  level 2, showed high heterogeneity in the answers (Table II). 
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Table II. Arithmetic mean and standard deviation of every item on the COPS’ three stories 
in medical students at El Rosario University, second semester 2006. 

Item number MAD Stages Average Standard 
Deviation 

Story: “Armando and the medicine” 
1 4 2.97 0.902 
2 3 2.94 0.976 
3 2 3.07 1.009 
4 M .37 0.697 
5 3 1.78 1.157 
6 4 2.50 0.950 
7 M 1.71 1.361 
8 6 3.17 0.960 
9 A 1.56 1.368 
10 5A 3.37 0.948 
11 3 1.30 1.141 
12 5A 1.33 1.154 

Story: The school newspaper 
1 4 2.25 1.206 
2 4 2.22 1.303 
3 2 2.61 1.072 
4 4 2.77 1.019 
5 M .83 1.093 
6 5A 3.12 1.076 
7 3 2.11 1.126 
8 3 2.14 1.260 
9 5B 3.16 1.014 
10 5A 1.45 1.260 
11 4 2.34 1.278 
12 3 1.25 1.260 

Story: The Physician’s dilemma 
1 3 2.88 1.194 
2 4 3.29 0.951 
3 A 1.88 1.270 
4 2 1.34 1.329 
5 5ª 2.08 1.379 
6 M 1.67 1.322 
7 3 2.35 1.230 
8 6 2.38 1.202 
9 4 2.58 1.425 
10 5B 3.37 0.898 
11 4 2.27 1.282 
12 5ª 2.08 1.437 

 
The SPSS software was used for the COPS reliability analysis with the Cronbach’s 
Alpha statistic test.  The research sample consisted of 706 registers after the 
software discarded the questionnaires that lacked of the required information.  The 
COPS test, short version (three stories) showed a global Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.766. 
Stability was shown in the internal consistency of the test, since the obtained 
Cronbach’s Alpha did not depend predominantly and exclusively on just one item 
of the questionnaire (Table III). 
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III. Discussion and conclusions 

The reliability analysis of the COPS, Mexican short version of Rest’s DIT, showed a 
Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.766, similar to the 0.71 registered in the Venezuelan 
literature as well as  in the United Sates  literature, where the values obtained with 
the short version of DIT were between 0.74 and 0.76 (Zerpa and Ramirez, 2004). 
This showed consistency of the reliability levels obtained from the original short 
English version and from the Mexican version (in Spanish).  On the other hand, 
reliability showed that the test is acceptable for the evaluation of the moral 
judgment development of Colombian university students, in particular, medical 
students at El Rosario University in Bogota, Colombia.   

Internal consistency of the test was homogeneous, since the variation in the 
Cronbach’s Alpha was minimal when one of the items in the three stories was 
eliminated, which means that the test reliability is explained by the set of items 
which constitute the three stories (Table III).  In addition, when calculating the 
Cronbach’s Alpha separately for every story diminished the statistic indicator, 
which caused loss of the test reliability obtained from the three stories.  

Regarding the score average of the post-conventional level items obtained in the 
three stories, the different distribution shown by the scores of each story is 
remarkable (as seen in Table II).  While the first two stories had two post-
conventional level items with a high average, the third one had only one post-
conventional item.  

This can be explained by the specific content of the moral dilemma described in 
each story, which could make the decision easier or harder, and also by the 
importance assigned to each item.  Thus, while on the first story the confronted 
values are life preservation versus theft of private property, in the second story the 
dilemma is the defense of freedom of speech versus the defense of the principle of 
authority.  Finally, in the dilemma of the third story, the situation implicates a hard 
decision on euthanasia and the freedom of self-termination of life on a terminal 
patient.  No mention about these aspects of the DIT was found on the revised 
literature.  
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Table III. COPS reliability analysis, Cronbach’s Alpha coefficient in 
 medical students at El Rosario University, Colombia, in 2006 

Story Assessed 
item 

Revised 
item-total 

correlation 

Squared 
multiple 

correlation 

Cronbach’s 
Alpha if the 

item is 
eliminated 

Armando and the 
medicine 

1 0.107 0.240 0.766 
2 0.183 0.238 0.764 
3 0.257 0.131 0.761 
4 0.235 0.114 0.762 
5 0.353 0.280 0.756 
6 0.228 0.211 0.762 
7 0.254 0.180 0.761 
8 0.208 0.266 0.763 
9 0.333 0.205 0.757 
10 0.177 0.107 0.764 
11 0.225 0.278 0.762 
12 0.308 0.347 0.758 

The school 
newspaper 

1 0.245 0.155 0.761 
2 0.266 0.171 0.760 
3 0.261 0.146 0.761 
4 0.196 0.182 0.763 
5 0.230 0.119 0.762 
6 0.138 0.129 0.766 
7 0.236 0.191 0.762 
8 0.338 0.248 0.757 
9 0.148 0.117 0.765 
10 0.255 0.201 0.761 
11 0.237 0.153 0.762 
12 0.305 0.242 0.758 

The physician’s 
dilemma 

1 0.155 0.129 0.765 
2 0.212 0.213 0.763 
3 0.325 0.208 0.757 
4 0.379 0.300 0.754 
5 0.367 0.282 0.755 
6 0.260 0.196 0.761 
7 0.326 0.220 0.757 
8 0.346 0.323 0.756 
9 0.120 0.177 0.768 
10 0.157 0.102 0.765 
11 0.296 0.420 0.759 
12 0.328 0.444 0.757 
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The short version of James Rest’s (1979) Defining Issues Test (DIT) on its Mexican 
short version, Opinion Questionnaire on Social Problems (COPS, for its acronym in 
Spanish) (Barba, 2001), and adapted by the authors, showed an acceptable 
reliability with a Cronbach’s Alpha of 0.766 when administered to medical students 
at  El Rosario University, Bogota, Colombia.  
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