Appendix B1c: Language and concepts of Greek, Christian and psychological positions on character

Consider the following table of comparison, where adoptions from the Greek position are indicated in the appropriate column. This simplification is obviously extreme in some positions but serves as a reasonable shortform by which to compare the three positions. The naming of the three positions is awkward: the “Catholic” positions represents most Christian character education thinking to come extent – but Protestant Enlightenment thought would be more ready to recognise components from the other columns; equally, with slightly different language, the “Catholic” fairly represents other “single faith positions”; the “Cognitivist” position might not be an adequate name for a movement or position which is more generally psychological, economic, sociological, and secular in various forms. And what about character education in, say, political and social systems like contemporary China, where the economic requirements of the state might be said to be taking on a kind of pseudo-religious orthodoxy? – such positions borrow freely from all three columns in what is perhaps nearest the Enlightenment Protestant model – but with a political / nationalist and not divine authority to prompt them. But ground for contention is the price paid for clarity and, in the UK and US at least, there is clearly a perceivable contemporary struggle for dominance between the last column (still dominant but perhaps receding in influence in an increasingly moralistic and dogmatic social order) and the middle column’s increasingly confident (or strident) re-emergence. The “virtue ethicist” movement is a more eclectic mix and spans a wider range, including those with widely separated instincts from strongly faith-based to strongly developmental. They are, in political analogy, perhaps, the Liberal Democrats of character education theory: unlikely to achieve power, they can cover a broad canvas lightly and be very inclusive, their internal discrepancies thus never crystallising into concrete fallout, and their achievement is to influence the language (and, somewhat, positions) of the two dominant oppositional camps. The main axis between an essentially faith-based and absolutist moral code (and hence view of character education) on the one hand and a secular-cognitive relativist-pluralist model on the other, representing the latter two columns of this table.

	Aristotelian original
	Catholic position
	Cognitivist position

	“Virtues of the Good”
	“Virtues sent by God”
	“Moral behaviour”

	Fixed and listable virtues which define human life
	Fixed and listable virtues from beyond human life
	Behaviour can be called virtuous in some circumstances

	Children must be taught before they can reason
	Children must be taught and accept that teaching
	Children should not be taught but given chance to think

	Tuition
	Instruction
	Reflection

	Educators have some right to inculcate
	Educators have a duty to inculcate
	Indoctrination is dangerous and educators should remain neutral

	Principles or truths of Right
	Rules or laws of Right
	Calculations or approximations of Right

	The key purpose is social harmony in human affairs
	The key purpose is obedience to God’s laws and a Godly society
	The key purpose is social harmony and human rights

	“The Good” matters
	God’s laws matter
	Being good matters

	The focus: the good person
	The focus: the obedient Christian
	The focus: the moral individual

	Moral Being
	Moral Code
	Moral Development

	Be Good
	Be Good in the eyes of God
	Be Good Together

	Good is innate: teach
	Sin is innate: teach instructionally
	Good will come out innately given the chance: allow learning

	Dominant pedagogical mode: discursive, with moral force
	Dominant pedagogical mode: didactic – instructional
	Dominant pedagogical mode: discursive, by consensus

	Individual character virtues foremost
	Theological virtues above all
	Individual character values foremost

	Virtues may clash and require balancing
	Virtue is virtue and theological virtues are the highest
	Values constantly clash and require calculation


The purpose of comparison at this level requires a degree of summarising over nuances; and most participants with a fixed position like those above would roughly recognise these discrepancies.

The above table is also a self-diagnosis tool for character educators. In each row, select the description which most suits yourself and take a “point” for that column. At the bottom, add up the points for each column for an analysis of which school of thought you most naturally adhere to. Use half-points if it is useful.

Most of us will have instinctive and possibly contradictory combinations. (Consider how many times as a teacher you have found yourself exhibiting public behaviour towards young people as a teaching habit and secretly inwardly thought: “I don’t believe in this.” Not in the sense of obedience to school codes of teaching and behaviour management, but of your own volition – and doubted why you have acquired or continue to hold this particular teaching habit. No act in teaching is value-free and all teachers would, it might be ventured, benefit from attempting to rationalise their own positions further. Greater subtlety of moral thinking is much needed in all contexts, and we may each say this of ourselves with some confidence.) In the case of contradictions in your position, you may wish to reflect on some of the following positions:

· have I adopted some positions simply through habit (perhaps from training or a senior colleague’s influence years ago) – but do not believe in them?

· am I avoiding some positions I think I believe in through lack of conviction?

· might I wish to soften my stance in some positions, possibly towards the other two expressed columns, which now seem to have more merit?

· conversely, are there some areas where I believe a given position but fail to act with sufficient consistency to the exclusion of the other positions?

· might I wish to change my language in character education terms – either to avoid certain terms, or embrace some more explicitly?

· have I been avoiding ever discussing issues of character since I was aware of my own confusion, the lack of a consensus in a controversial area, or didn’t really know what I thought? – and might I want to change that now?

You will note that these set of questions champion none of the three approaches in any way and presume no set outcome. It is important that our character education debate is participative, individual and flexible. However, this apparently generous and tolerant statement itself risks being caught between Scylla and Charybdis as being open to the accusation that this methodology favours the cognitivist model in being neutral and participative. This criticism is nonsense because the cognitivist model (in its stronger forms) champions those virtues in the moral education of children. There is nothing inconsistent, in embracing discussion and reflection about character and moral / values education in adult professional teaching dialogue, with holding Christian (or Aristotelian) positions: it is presumed that adult professionals can engage in this debate with sufficient security in their own positions to be able to either change or not as they see fit.

