
Overview
​Character and Community Development is for principals, teachers, parents, education students, and others who are concerned about our deteriorating social environment and convinced that schools and communities can and should be doing more to prevent and resolve social problems.  It is for people who are interested in exploring the possibility that identifying "character" as our ultimate goal for children will give us the new perspective on child development and education that we need in order to truly reform schools and strengthen communities.   I have been exploring this possibility for a couple of years now and have attempted to organize and communicate my knowledge and ideas in a way that will be helpful to you.  

Chapter 1 defines key terms such as virtue and character, and it addresses concerns you may have with respect to public opinion about character education and relevant First Amendment issues.  It makes the case that constitutional and public support for character education is quite strong.  

Chapter 2 compares traditional and progressive approaches to character building and reviews relevant theories of cognitive, affective, moral, social, and friendship development.  It also reviews contributions that philosophers, educators, and religious leaders have made toward defining moral character. 

Chapter 3 includes a synthesis of relevant theories of development and a preschool to twelfth grade core curriculum that targets virtues and psychological processes in a developmentally appropriate manner and includes general and behavioral objectives for each of five develop​mental levels.  These objectives reflect my conceptualization of moral character as well as an attempt to provide a framework for infusing character education into all aspects of school life. 

Chapter 4 describes many instructional strategies and gives you valuable leads for obtaining materials and additional information.  These strategies are organized into six learning-mode categories based on my assessment of the predominant learning mode for each strategy. 

Chapter 5 presents guidelines for program planning and evaluation.  It also includes detailed descriptions of many types of "direct" ​and "indirect" assessment techniques and presents several new assessment instruments​ including a school climate survey, two elementary-level classroom climate surveys, three student-character questionnaires, and a pre-coded classroom observation form.  


1

Introduction to Character Education
A DEFINITION OF CHARACTER
If we are going to educate for character, we need to begin by defining the term.  People from all walks of life generally agree that character implies quality and goodness, so character education is blessed with an identifying term that is unifying.  When we say that people have character, we usually mean that they are predisposed to do what is right or decent and to feel and think accordingly.  Because they understand right and wrong and choose what is right even if this is potentially harmful to themselves in some way, we describe them as moral.  Because this inclination to know and do things that are good or right is habitual, we describe them as virtuous.  Because they are capable of reasoning well and autonomously on matters of right and wrong, particularly where issues of fairness, justice, and sensitivity to others are concerned, we refer to them as ethical.  When we say that people have character, therefore, we mean that they have moral character.  This in turn implies that their personality is characterized by moral values and feelings (conscience), the ability to reason autonomously, fairly, and sensitively about moral issues (ethical reflection), and the habit of acting in a manner consistent with their moral reasoning and moral feelings (virtue).   

A DEFINITION OF CHARACTER EDUCATION
Character education can be viewed as an emerging approach to educational reform that is driven by a shared need to resolve social problems, a shared belief that school curricula and educational priorities do not reflect a responsiveness to student and societal needs, and a shared belief that schools can make the changes needed to produce students with the virtues and moral reasoning skills needed to resolve these problems and realize their own full potential.  Although there are specific programs that are exceptions to the rule, in general, character education is driven to a lesser degree by an explicit moral philosophy, well established theories of moral development, related empirical research, and quality curricula and instructional materials.  Character education in its current form is a social-educational movement that could institutionalize and become a permanent feature of schools once again if it generates solution ideas that are shown to be philosophically, scientifically, and technologically sound and effective.

The fact that character education is essentially a social movement with a rather nebulous philosophy and methodology does not mean it cannot be defined with enough specificity to give interested persons a useful starting point for program planning or that there is any question about the appropriateness of its reintroduction into the schools.  Character education combines direct teaching and community-building strategies in various ways to promote personal and social ​integrity and the develop​ment of moral virtues, moral reasoning abilities, and other personal assets and qualities that make this possible.  When character education programs are purposeful, proactive, and comprehensive, and when they are thoroughly implemented by fully committed teaching staffs, they can transform schools morally, socially, and motivationally, and create caring communities with student and adult members who are intrinsically motivated to do what they should for themselves and others.   

The term "character education" was first used early in the twentieth century by educators who employed a didactic approach.  While a few antagonists continue to use the term selectively to describe only present-day programs that similarly teach specific virtues and emphasize extrinsic reinforcement and habit formation (e.g., Kohn, 1997; Wynne, 1997), most recognize its unifying potential and use it to describe all programs that promote moral-ethical, social-emotional, intellectual, and academic development with balance through all facets of school life.  This broader definition includes traditional programs, progressive programs that emphasize intrinsic motivation and the creation of caring, democratic communities, and eclectic programs which combine the two.

HISTORICAL ANTECEDENTS
The belief that character building is the shared responsibility of parents and educators actually predates the first use of the term "character education" in America.  Lickona (1991) stated that "wise societies since the time of Plato have made moral education a deli​berate aim of schooling" and "have educated for character as well as intellect, decency as well as literacy, virtue as well as knowledge."  Heslep (1995) observed that philosophers as diverse as Plato, Aristotle, St. Augustine, St. Thomas Aquinas, Spinoza, Kant, Mill, and Dewey have viewed character education as vital to society.  Throughout American history persons involved in public discussions about the purpose of schools have viewed character development as an important goal and one that must be routinely achieved if democracy is to survive.  Teddy Roosevelt made the point succinctly when he said:  "To educate a person in mind and not in morals is to educate a menace to society." 

CHARACTER EDUCATION IN THE UNITED STATES
Clearly the concept of character education is neither new nor radical, and when viewed from the perspective of American history, its neglect by educators during the last few decades can be viewed as a departure from tradition, not its introduction.  The current groundswell of renewed interest among educators, parents, organizational leaders, political leaders, and other concerned citizens is encouraging and will hopefully lead to school reform characterized by a broader and more relevant curriculum.  Unfortunately, the availability of knowledgeable consultants and the development of program-evaluation methods have not kept pace with the growing popularity of character education, a discrepancy that could lead to short-lived, superficial, faddish programs that fail to achieve the fundamental change reported by fully implemented programs.

     During the first three decades of the twentieth century, character education was a preoccupation in the United States, and most educators saw it as an important mission of elementary and secondary education (McClellan, 1992; Leming, 1993).  After the 1930s, it gradually declined in most public schools as a result of several societal changes, including increased pluralism, an emphasis on indivi​dualism, a series of U.S. Supreme Court decisions that found school systems in violation of the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment (Eastland, 1993), and a reaction to these court decisions characterized by confusion, misunderstanding, and an inclination on the part of school officials to take no chances (Haynes, 1994; Piediscalzi, 1981).  Most schools and school systems abandoned formal character education during the 1950s and 1960s because they thought it could not be provided in a way that was constitutional, consistent with basic principals of progressive education, and consistent with the teachings of various cultures and religious groups.  

RENEWED INTEREST
     Character education regained momentum during the 1980s and 1990s because many parents, educa​tors, and other concerned citizens from various subcultures and regions of the country saw the need for prevention programs that would counter the tide of moral decline.  The results of recent opinion polls (Elam, Rose, Gallup, 1993(94) suggest that Americans can agree on what values to teach and typically agree on such values as honesty, moral courage, racial/ethnic/political tolerance, respect, democracy, fairness, persistence, compassion, and civility.  The 1996 Phi Delta Kappa/Gallup pole revealed that 98 percent of Americans viewed the preparation of students for responsible citizenship as a quite important or very important role for public schools, and 86 percent viewed the promotion of cultural unity and the improvement of social conditions as important roles.  

Support for character education ​from the federal government increased dramatically during the 1990s.  It was endorsed by the U.S. Congress in 1994 (Public Law 103-301, 1994(see Appendix A) and by the President of the United States in (a) his comments (Clinton, 1994) upon signing the Improving America's Schools Act (Public Law 103-382, 1994), (b) his 1996 and 1997 State of the Union messages, and (c) his co-sponsorship of the 1995(98 White House Conferences on character education.  In his speech at the White House Conference on Character Building for a Civil and Democratic Society on May 20, 1995, Clinton stated: "I personally long for the day when [character education] is once again a regular part of the curriculum of every school district in the United States" (Clinton, 1995).  Since 1994 the U.S. Department of Educa​tion has awarded large character education grants to twelve states:  California, Iowa, New Mexico, Utah, North Carolina, Maryland, Connecticut, Washington, Missouri, Kentucky, New Jersey, and South Carolina.  In 1995 school superintendents received from Secretary Riley and the U.S. Department of Education (U.S. Department of Education, 1995) a document which was designed to dispel confusion about the implications of U.S. Supreme Court decisions concerning religious free expression and related matters including the teaching of moral values:  

Teaching Values:  Though schools must be neutral with respect to religion, they may play an active role with respect to teaching civic values and virtue, and the moral code that holds us together as a community.  The fact that some of these values are held also by religions does not make it unlawful to teach them in school. (Riley, 1995)
In addition to promoting character education by seeking federal grant funds and using these funds to provide state coordinators and consultants, many states have promoted character education through constitutions, legislative statutes, board of education rules, and depart​ment of education policies and curricula.  Greenawalt (1996) found that twenty-five state constitutions mandate moral or character education, but less than half of these states had actively promoted implementation. Nielson (1997) found that fifteen states had character education coordinators, most with other responsibilities.   

Character education is also being fostered by major education associations, and some have worked in concert with groups dedicated to character building, such as the Character Education Partnership (CEP), the Communitarian Network, and the Character Counts Coalition (CCC).  The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development (ASCD) took the lead quite early by urging the teaching of values in the public schools and by devoting its 1993 issue of Educational Leadership to the topic.  Other organizations, including the National School Boards Association (NSBA), the National Association of Secondary School Principals (NASSP), the National Association for the Education of Young Children (NAEYC), the National Education Association (NEA), and National Society for the Study of Education (NSSE), have endorsed the concept and have provided published materials.  The NSSE recently published an edited book on the topic (Molnar, 1997), and the NEA offered a workshop at its July 1997 conference in Atlanta.  

Although the National Association of School Psychologists (NASP) has not endorsed character education directly, it devoted an entire issue of the School Psychology Review to the educational implications of the United Nation's Rights of the Child Convention in 1989.  Article 29 (U.N. General Assembly, 1989) from this convention directed schools to promote the development of moral character by teaching children the values necessary to sustain democracies and to develop the full potential of each child.  This article refers to the "development of respect for human rights and fundamental freedoms . . . respect for the child's parents, his or her own cultural identity, language, and values . . . [and respect for the] values of the country from which he or she may originate."  It further refers to preparing the child for a "responsible life in a free society, in the spirit of understanding, peace, tolerance . . . and friendship among all peoples, ethnic, national, and religious groups" (U.N. General Assembly, 1989).

JUDICIAL SUPPORT AND THE FIRST AMENDMENT

Decisions of the U.S. Supreme Court and lower federal courts over the last several decades have provided substantial support for character education ​in the public schools.  Character education was not the primary focus of these decisions, but a careful reading reveals the compatible and implicitly supportive views of many Judges and Justices with respect to teaching virtues through public school curricula.  Several have referred to the obligation educa​tors have to teach the values that support democracy and social order (Bitensky, 1995).  Their decisions have consistently shown judicial restraint where matters of school curri​cula are concerned and an inclination to allow school systems much discretion in establishing values curricula.

U.S. Supreme Court opinions which have clarified the Free Speech rights of public school students have also estab​lished that values education is a constitutionally accept​able practice for elementary and secondary schools.  Justice Brennan in Board of Education v. Pico (1982) wrote that while local school boards do not have "unfettered discretion" where library content is concerned, they must be permitted "to establish and apply their curriculum in such a way as to transmit community values."  He referred to the "legiti​mate and substantial community interest in promoting respect for authority and traditional values be they social, moral, or political."  In supporting curricular values education in Bethel School District No. 403 v. Fraser (1986), the U.S. Supreme Court said: "The public school system 'must inculcate the habits and manners of civility as values in themselves conducive to happiness and as indispensable to self-government in the community and the nation.'"  The U.S. Supreme Court also upheld curricular values education against student claims of free speech violations in Hazelwood School District v. Kuhlmeier (1988).  The majority U.S. Supreme Court opinion in Ambach v. Norwick (1979) stated:
Public school teachers perform a task "that go[es] to the heart of representative government."  . . . The importance of public schools in the preparation of individuals for participation as citizens, and in the preservation of the values on which our society rests, long has been recognized by our decisions. . . . Other authorities have perceived public schools as an 'assimilative force' by which diverse and conflicting elements in our society are brought together on a broad but common ground. . . . Within the public school system, teachers play a critical part in developing students' attitude toward government and understanding of the role of citizens in our society. . . . Further, a teacher serves as a role model for his students, exerting a subtle but important influence over their perceptions and values. . . . This influence is crucial to the continued good health of democracy. . .​​ . [A] State properly may regard all teachers as having an obligation to promote civic virtues and under​standing in their classes, regard​less of the subject taught.  

Even though these and other decisions indicate that the U.S. Supreme Court is disinclined to interfere in matters related to public school curricula and will support character education as evidenced by its commentary about values education, it is useful to consider the ways in which character educa​tion could be challenged in the federal courts.  

     One possible basis for litigation would be the claim that a character education program violates the Establishment Clause of the First Amendment.  The Court has already decided that a number of school practices violate this clause including Bible reading, religious instruction, school sponsored prayer, teaching creation or "creationism" as science, and moments of silence that were clearly intended to encourage prayer.  Since first introduced in Lemon v. Kurtzman (1971), the Court has found that laws and actions are constitu​tional under the Establish​ment Clause if they (a) have a secular or civic purpose, (b) have the primary effect of neither advancing nor inhibiting religion, and (c) avoid excessive entanglement with religion.  

The "endorsement" test proposed by Justice O'Connor as a replacement for the "Lemon" test would find government actions invalid if they create the perception in the mind of a reasonable observer that the government was either endorsing or disapproving of religion.  It is unlikely that Georgia's recent inclusion of "respect for the Creator" in a list of virtues to be taught in the public schools (Georgia H.B. 393, 1997) would pass even this less stringent test of the Establishment Clause if challenged in court.

The many Establishment Clause cases decided by the U.S. Supreme Court give school systems and states every reason to expect a strict interpretation of this Clause and a strict application of the separation principle.  Nevertheless, school systems and state governments that have restricted their focus to moral, civic, and prosocial values can expect support from the Court.  Those that have not are advised to restrict themselves to the area of common ground described by Horace Mann (1880s):  "There is a secular morality which is not opposed to religious morality . . . but is the result of human experiences, is recognized by all civilized people, is taught by the philosophers of all nations, and is sanctioned by all established creeds."

The First Amendment's Free Exercise Clause has been used to challenge school curricula and related activities (not formal character education programs) that were constitutional under the Establishment Clause but allegedly in violation of the religious Free Exercise Clause.  In deciding these cases the U.S. Supreme Court has used a four-part test known as the "Sherbert" or "compelling state interest" test (Sherbert v. Verner, 1963).  To claim protection under this Clause, a person must show (a) that his or her actions were motivated by a sincere reli​gious belief and (b) that his or her beliefs have been substantially burdened.  If the answer is "yes" to both, the school system will still prevail if (a) it is acting in the furtherance of a "compelling state interest" such as a public safety need and (b) it has pursued this interest in a manner least restrictive or burden​some to the religious beliefs in question (Wisconsin v. Yoder, 1972; Barnette v. West Virginia State Board of Education, 1943).  If objecting parents can meet the four parts of this test, they will have a legally protected basis for insisting that their child be excused from a particular class, activity, or assignment.  

Very few "free exercise" claims have succeeded in meeting all four parts of this "compelling state interest" test.  The Ninth Circuit Court of Appeals in Grove v. Mead School District (1985) and the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals in Spence v. Bailey (1972) applied the "compelling state interest" test by excusing students from using school materials and courses they felt were in conflict with their religious beliefs​.  Such findings are extremely rare and are unlikely to occur in situations where excusal is precluded by the infusion of character education into all aspects of school life, including both curricular and extracurricular activities.  The disinclina​tion of the federal courts to rule against school officials when dissenters claim values-related curri​cula violate religious "free exercise" rights has been established, but no cases in this area have yet been reviewed by the U.S. Supreme Court.  Chief Judge Lively from the Sixth Circuit Court of Appeals wrote in Mozert v. Hawkins County Board of Education (1987):

The [Supreme] Court has almost never inter​fered with the prerogative of school boards to set curricula, based on free exercise claims. . . . It is a substantial imposition on the schools to require them to justify each instance of not dealing with students' individual, religiously compelled, objections. . . . Therefore . . . under the Supreme Court's decisions ​. . . school boards may set curricula bounded only by the Establishment Clause.
     Justice Jackson wrote in McCollum v. Board of Educa​tion (1948):  

If we are to eliminate everything that is objectionable to any [religious group] or inconsistent with any of their doctrines, we will leave public schools in shreds; nothing but educa​tional confusion and a discrediting of the public school system can result from subjecting it to constant law suits. 
In Smith v. Mobile County (1987), the Eleventh Circuit Court of Appeals found that textbooks did not establish "secular humanism" at the expense of the "free exercise" rights of students, and that they had the effect of instilling demo​cratic values without precluding the possibility that religion was the original source of these values.  Many felt that this decision weakened the four-part "compelling state interest" test and diminished the rights of students to freely exercise their religious beliefs.  Their dissatisfaction with this decision resulted in the Religious Freedom Restoration Act (Public Law 103-141, 1993).  It was designed to strengthen the "compelling state interest" test but was soon ruled unconstitutional by the Supreme Court in City of Boerne v. Flores and the United States. (1997). 

ACHIEVING CONSENSUS THROUGH INCLUSION
A common factor among successful character education programs is the process of building community consensus and commitment through inclusion.  Nielson (1997) found that thirty-one states were able to initiate programs without controversy and that this was typically attributed by state coordinators to early community involvement in the identification of values to be taught.  He also found that several state legislatures had developed lists of virtues without major controversy.     

Several publications provide guidelines for formulating character education programs in a manner that mini​mizes alienation and helps people from different religions and cultures realize their common values (Lickona, 1993; Boston, 1993; Ditwiler, 1993; Huffman, 1995; National School Boards Association, 1987).  Haynes (1994) and his associates teach citizens how to use the triad of social virtues that flow from the First Amendment to find common ground:  freedom of conscience (Rights), the obliga​tion to guard this freedom for oneself by guarding it for all others (Responsi​bility), the need to maintain dialogue by taking stock of how we debate as well as what we debate (Respect).  Heslep (1995) points out that character education is not the business of just one institution and that it must begin with mutual respect among those who are to share responsibility for it.  Nielson's findings and anecdotal reports from schools and school systems indicate that many communi​ties have followed ethical guidelines such as these without controversy.

Efforts to initiate character education programs have failed  in a few situations where respectful and inclusive approaches were not used (Ditwiler, 1993; McQuaide & Pliska, 1993).  These failures were caused by state personnel choosing core values to be taught and failing to anticipate the concerns of constituencies predi​sposed to erroneously view character education programs as an attempt to substitute "secular humanistic" values for Biblical values.  For the most part, reasoned proponents of character education have succeeded in persuading all religious constituencies that character education teaches core ethical, moral, civic, and prosocial values that enable pluralistic democracies to survive, and that it can be carried out in a manner not hostile to those for whom such values are based on deeply held religious convictions.

In 1991 the Georgia State Board of Education and its staff in the Department of Education developed a list of core values with input from the community at seven regional meetings.  This was too early to ride the popular wave of "character education" although it was encouraging core elements of character education.  This model initiative was followed in 1997 by a legislated list (Georgia H. B. 393, 1997) that was not preceded by community input, that gave the department of education little time to develop or select a curriculum, and that included "Respect for the Creator" as a virtue after its legal council advised that this could provoke First Amendment litigation.  The  author of the initial version of this legislation had good intentions, but the final version may do more to harm than help the character education movement.  By contrast, the governor, state legislature, state board of education, state department of education, and local school systems in Utah have actively promoted character education without serious controversy or provocative legislation and without mandating the teaching of specific values or virtues.

CONCLUSIONS
Schools, school systems, and states that wish to plan and implement character education programs without controversy or litigation must (1) demonstrate an awareness of relevant constitutional principles and Court opinions that support character education; (2) focus on widely shared civic, moral, and prosocial values that transcend cultural and religious differ​ences, as articulated by Horace Mann; (3) respectfully include persons from all points of view in discussions of what values to teach and how to teach them; and (4) communicate effectively with parents, students, and school personnel on the purposes and goals of character education.  The prospects for success have increased greatly during the last decade thanks to the rapid growth of public, governmental, and organizational support for character education programs that satisfy this criteria.
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