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Abstract

“Does a particular school attended by a child make a difference?”

– Mortimore et al (1988), opening words

 “children who understand justice act more justly”

– Arthur (2003, p64), summarising Kohlberg

The School Effectiveness and School Improvement debate may be dangerously narrow. It focuses almost-exclusively on simply-quantifiable aims and delivery mechanisms which are easily subject to managerial accountability, with outcomes which are publicisable in bitesize forms. As a result, in an age where both parents and society may be increasingly failing to provide opportunities for good character development, schools have lost track of a wider picture of whole-character formation. Contemporary SESI literature is briefly examined through this lens, alongside and against the traditions of character education. In a small qualitative piece of research, the findings of a questionnaire survey (students and teachers) in one UK school are reported, in which a picture emerges in which (a) a shared understanding of good character is found; (b) this is masked by differing contexts and views of progress and (c) taken together, the lack of a “Road Map” for the development of effective character education is evident, as manifested through both absent and accidental dialogues relating to character. Suggestions for further research are made, and a broader review of other sources reveals a parallel between these findings and the national political-educational picture. An argument is made to make character education – in order of increasing importance – (a) explicit; (b) opportunistic and (c) powerfully dialogic.
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First thoughts

“To laugh often and much, to win the respect of intelligent people and the affection of children, to earn the appreciation of honest critics and endure the betrayal of false friends, to appreciate beauty, to find the best in others… This is to have succeeded!”

– Emerson, Success
“This is what you shall do: … give alms to every one that asks, stand up for the stupid and crazy, devote your income and labour to others, hate tyrants, argue not concerning God, have patience and indulgence towards the people… go freely with powerful uneducated persons and with the young… re-examine all you have been told at school or church or in any book, dismiss whatever insults your own soul…”

– Whitman, Leaves of Grass
“ethos anthropos daimon” (character is fate)
– Heraclitus, On the Universe

Introduction

Character education doesn’t seem to fit right now. “The term character education is used in the literature in very different, and sometimes in contrary and antagonistic ways” (Arthur, p146.) This is difficult but important, for “the kind of people we are turning out is far more important than national supremacy in mathematics and science.” (Noddings, p129.) Brilliantly describing a “litany of alarm” (p1) Arthur notes that “those who have advocated character education... often present it as a response to a list of ills facing society which originate in the behaviour of juveniles.” This societal panic (whether justified or not) is not new: “Our youth today have luxury. They have bad manners, contempt for authority, disrespect for older people. Children nowadays are tyrants. They contradict their parents, gobble their food and tyrannise their teachers.” Arthur is citing Socrates. The character of young people is a constant and complex anxiety across societies and a 24-7 multimedia world has increased and heightened routes by which this litany of alarm can be sounded (and might have added to the causes underlying it.)
Character must be considered to stand within the profoundly complex picture of a discourse spilling across educational polities, pedagogies, philosophy of education, international-comparative educational analysis, politics, theology, teacher education, psychology, sociology and history. But as Arthur (p121) notes, citing Halsey (1994), “teaching... has been turned into a cognitive relation between old and younger people, with someone else responsible for the really difficult part – the development of a child’s character” – yet character is a broad issue. The aim of this paper is to

· consider the extent to which character discourse receives a hearing in the current, UK, school effectiveness discourse

· review the history of, and common positions in, character education

· pilot an investigative technique to discover an outline of some student and teacher views on character education

· consider routes for further enquiry, proposing a possible route for progress, and comparing this with recent literature in the field

This paper therefore combines / compares a small-scale research activity with a broad (rather than deep) review of established literature across fields. It overviews “character” literature by closely linking to two key texts: Nel Noddings’ 2002 Educating Moral People: A Caring Alternative to Character Education and, more closely, James Arthur’s powerful and informative 2003 overview, Education with Character: the moral economy of schooling. Quoted page references to these authors throughout this text are, unless otherwise indicated, to these specific works.

Referred to variously, a package of reflective tools for teachers (which does not belong in the main/assessable dissertation but is important to its overall intentions) is presented in Appendix B and proceeds from changes in language, through self-diagnosis tools to policy-constructing and research-prompting content, with an appeal for moderate, participative engagement.

Why this research?
A personal narrative

I came to conventional teaching by an unorthodox route, spending several years as a football coach and in theatre; in both roles I had contact with young people both at what would be considered a leading “Gifted & Talented” level, and also, separately, using sport and drama to re-engage disaffected youngsters with learning in general; in the latter I was contracted to help disengaged young people try to be more like their more successful peers, who were performing at exemplary levels. For me, the model was clear, and the language in which I daily dealt was used by those around me as naturally as I myself used it: it was all about Character. What both fields / roles had in common was obvious: both were about learning to fulfil your talent, and excel publicly in a synthesis of supreme self-achievement and absolutely committed teamwork to those around you. Both were about character.

When I entered conventional classroom teaching I found to my surprise a dearth of discussion regarding how schooling might relate to character. There was no language of character development; no policy or plan. Not even a recognition that it was part of what we did as teachers; no, what we did was curriculum. The only contact my views had with many colleagues was in terms of behaviour management, and I found the suggested equivalence uncomfortable and ill-fitting. For “character education is not the same as behaviour control, discipline, training or indoctrination” (Arthur, p8) – indeed, such a mechanistic view of shaping young people’s character can promote serious problems: “rewards for exemplary behaviour have been challenged as likely to undermine the intrinsic motivation that should characterise virtuous behaviour” (Noddings, p7, citing Kohn [1993].) (See Appendix B1 for how character has been forced out of education for behaviour.) As an English teacher, I was fortunate in being able to use Literature courses as applied ethics, mirroring practice and philosophies I was fortunate enough to observe in the US; but this was incidental. Of course young people want a challenge and to think, and debate and take on the world – and that’s what character education is about. I went with a student team up a Mexican volcano and we all felt it was the most amazing achievement of our lives. Isn’t this what education should be about?

When I moved to a new school in which I had responsibility for boarding, the emphasis on character was much more obvious – although here, more controversial, for it was delivered by dictat, and not a challenging of students to do something amazing, but rather a demand for service to the school in a series of small print insistences and a fixed class-and-power hierarchicalism: a distasteful sort of Vitae Lampada view of what young people should become. Here an emphasis on and language of “character” – in a way I didn’t recognise – caused much unhappiness. This hadn’t been what I meant.

Why wasn’t there a happy medium? In one school, a deafening silence about character education; in another, a rigid traditionalism. But in football and theatre I’d seen young people achieve incredible things – to do everything they could for one another, to work until they dropped, to commit to a group or community through pain and suffering and ridicule; to believe they could achieve in the most unlikely hour, to surprise themselves with what they had and could become. They’ve all been amazing evidence of the incredible character of our young people – and one thing’s for sure: in every case every one of those young people was “achieving”, and learning, at a level truly stratospheric compared which much of the achievement and learning that goes on in conventional classrooms and schools, a moment-to-moment / arc-of-time educational progress that would be the envy of any activity. Yet even in those two schools which couldn’t get it right, I saw comradeship, spontaneous peer teaching, principled defiance of authority, rare outstanding moments of sporting and artistic commitment, great self-sacrifice, and watched young people haul an exhausted friend up a mountain. These are powerful exemplars; and so they need to be, for “the argument is, that character education is not simply about the acquisition of social skills: it is ultimately about what kind of person a pupil will grow up to be.” (Arthur, p2.)

I believe, in short, that young people have tremendous potential for character. I believe that if education isn’t about character it’s about nothing meaningful at all. And I believe we’ve seriously forgotten how to do it in schools.

Combining the Character and SESI debates

The school effectiveness / school improvement movement is generally acknowledged as emphasising accountability, measurement, concrete outcomes, publicisable figures, agreed processes, specific pedagogies or groups, in a managerial model with limited flexibility and at least partially political aims. Character education – in almost any reading – is going to be on the other end of a number, if not all of those scales. Why link the two?

Because SESI dominates schools and, if it is not doing character, we must reflect on the effects of that choice (or accident.) That would mean we will need to substantially recast our understanding of effectiveness: it has been defined so far by simple tangibles and measurables. By contrast, in character education, “there are few evaluations of [any] approaches... Since character refers to that combination of rational and acquired factors which distinguishes one individual from another it is clear that certain aspects of character building are beyond the realm of measurement” (Arthur, p127.) Ease of assessability has substituted for the more important value of profundity. The denial has taken one of several forms: there has either been

· opt-out language bunching intangibles into such catch-all terms as “culture”, “ethos”, “pastoral”, “affective” – and either

· commenting only vaguely or

· describing them as fundamentally unassessable 

· a tacit acknowledgement of the importance of personal values with a concern / complaint that they are, unfortunately, “nebulous” 

· compartmentalisation into a curriculum box (PSHE, Citizenship, RE) 

· an embarrassed silence about character education from SESI researchers

These responses are, respectively: misguided; intelligent but lacking in rigour; unthinkingly in hock to rigid vertical subjects; an outright failure. But what on earth would constitute effective character education – when we can’t agree on what character education is – in fact, when we can’t even agree whether we want there even to be “character education”?

(Here we must briefly dismiss the confused national fudge of PSHE / Citizenship as a government initiative / policy. It is definitely NOT character education. Although they together they aim at societal awareness, personal reflection, community involvement, movement towards adulthood, they are both (a) vague in general and avoidant of the language, and a focus on, character, explicitly and (b) too broad a catch-all for each additional concern of the minute in broad societal terms – voting turnout, ethnic diversity, financial competence – a mentality of find a crisis in society? add it to the Citizenship curriculum. We will return to Citizenship in the Onward Discussion at the end.)
The absence of character from SESI debate has deep but partially-accidental roots. Sometimes artefacts in research reflect the ossification between established schools of thought and research; and character education (the term itself is controversial) is a broad tract of disputed territory with substantial overlaps on many areas. Who should take the lead in researching-determining-dictating what character education is, whether and how it should happen? Should it grow out of Citizenship? Or PSHE? Or RE, History or English? Should pastoral lead it? Surely it shouldn’t be delivered through the currently dominant “Learning Management” channel – this mode of thinking might well be the most significant anathema to education with character – yet it would take serious political will to isolate anything outside of this dominant paradigm. Should religious educators and academics take the lead? – or should they be banned from inserting any component of their faiths? Should the term “character” be abandoned because of historical complexities in its use, to start again from scratch? Or is that ridiculous? Can there be a consensus? And even if we formed one, could we agree a pecking order or nuances of content?

The reason for the failure of character education to take a (rightfully central) role in education research, policy, practice and life is fourfold:

· passionate and complex disagreement preventing any consensus outcome that could form a platform for policy competition with other dominant approaches 

· a breadth of implication resulting in the dissipation of debate into separate contexts with wider agendas rather than a dominant centre necessary for proceeding to policy

· a spiritual-intangible-nebulous nature resulting in difficulty in finding agreeable measurable “hard” data, in a period of (political, procedural and even philosophical) authority of a hard-data view of education, where “teachers are encouraged to plan skimpily – learning objectives, page numbers, and assignments crammed into small spaces” (Noddings, p145)

· a dominant political-philosophical presumption that education-serves-the-economy (functionalist) and has no separate value in and of itself

i.e.:

· no consensus

· no central debate

· no data

· no importance per se
The intention of this paper is to make steps in all those directions, in each case partially by attempting to provide what is lacking, and partially by rebutting the requirement itself. On the data we may have to be flexible, admitting the ascendancy of intuitive over statistic, qualitative over quantitative, perception over fact; we must be prepared to move counter to the prevailing political drift towards a rigid scientification of educational research. The pilot piece of research reported attempts these things. Even with a small, context-specific sample, it is possible to draw out richness and depth of response which engages and enlightens all participants. Grant (1988) says that, in schools operating as they should, “intellectual and moral virtues are inseparable... Teachers must have equal concern for mind and character, schools should be neither morally neutral factories for increasing cognitive output nor witless producers of obedient ‘well-adjusted’ youngsters.” Quietism and controlled behaviour is far from fruitful character, in other words. Behaviour management alone just won’t do, and a much closer engagement with the young people involved is necessary.

Character education’s search for a mechanism by which to become more central in SESI has not impacted so far. Unfashionably, it is discursive, narrative, contentious, philosophical. Papers in many disciplines make serious reference to character, values, moral development, community, citizens, ethics, virtue, the good, the right, and so forth; but they tend towards either being generalistic remarks, or forays from another school of thought used as argumentative reference, rather than central to discussion. Those papers and authors centring their work on character show equivalently little spread of effect: they can remain trapped in the specific field in which they arise, commonly moral philosophy, philosophy of education or a faith-based debate.

Even so, character might begin to stir influentially from within these disciplines:

· the rising prominence of cross-curricular themes in the KS3 curriculum
· an increasing championing of student voice

· potential curriculum-overload-reduction in Curriculum 2008 

· democracy and school councils in SESI and OFSTED

· a move from content and fact to process and skill in pedagogy

· a shift from limitation and restriction to positive tones of reward and empowerment in pastoral and behaviour management fields

· feebly-envisioned but nonetheless present links in the ECM agenda

· an increasingly moralistic political language of education

· most contentiously and interestingly, the pan-societal question of faith and culture compatibility

All have their roots in a recognition of the importance of schools as places where young people become citizens, where the process is human and not reengineering, and the purpose not solely the service of the economy. These themes are well-established; e.g. Arthur refers (p110) to Young (1994) in noting that “there is always a tension between the moral economy and the market economy” and both Durkheim’s work and Walford & Pickering (1998, p20) in arguing that “it is necessary that we never lose sight of what is the aim of public education. It is not a matter of training workers for the factory or accountants for the warehouse, but citizens for society. The teaching should therefore be essentially edifying.” This is difficult in the current, functionalist SESI climate. (Appendix B4 offers one method of reflecting on character education within the currently-popular SESI framework.)
Character education – insofar as it exists as a separate debate – is at times abstract and certainly too based on a dialectic conflict between a faith-based and a secular / cognitivist camp. Yet there may be more synthesis and common ground in practice than might be thought from a glance at the occasionally insular literature, which is failing to reach out and challenge the School Effectiveness movement to look into this critical area of study. The education of character is possibly the most single important, and central, thing we do in schools, with impacts on everything else. It should be so in the research as well. It is not.

School effectiveness: a characterless discourse

In some ways, the recent past has not been a golden period for teachers or students. Gillborn & Youdel (2000) quote from teachers and students showing the same target-driven stresses, the same feeling of depersonalisation. We all know what’s caused this: the pass rates, their publication, the associated pressure: “it is this measure upon which schools are ranked… it is this measure that is first cited when schools are called to account for themselves; it is this measure that now drives work at the school and classroom level… the economic metaphor” (p198)  

If such a drive brings greater attention and substantial extra funding to schools – which it has in the UK – then this should be welcomed. But it has been brought with certain handcuffs. From this emphasis (results, classroom practice, behaviour management) it is not too hard to guess, or surprising to find, what has been lost. The result is (pp198-9, emphasis added) “teachers and pupils all caught in a wider system, over which they exert little or no influence, that is shaped by forces of competition and experienced as depersonalised and disciplinary… (quotes head teacher memo to staff): ‘the best thing that we can do for our pupils is to strive to get the greatest possible proportion achieving that five high-grade benchmark.’”

How did it come to this, the idea that the key achievement of teachers, of schools – of the whole philosophy, history and practice of education – is a letter grade or a table percentage in the Telegraph? The education described and circumscribed by the above remark is neither Socrates nor Thomas Arnold; not the experience of the writers fostered by Maecenas, the pupils of Italian Renaissance masters, nor the young engineers who served Brunel. Education has deeper roots than it seems to be indulging at the moment. It is unfashionable to refer to young people in education as “pupils” (derived from the Latin term for a minor in the care of a guardian or guide) and rather to call them only “students” (as in: one who studies). Doubtless this is intended to empower these young people academically; but this may just be an abdication of the responsibility of educators for the development not merely of the academic person, but the moral and social one as well, within a young person: the term “student” is an internal role within the role “pupil” (as the latter is an internal role within the young person). We might view it as something like Fig1, over.

If “pupil” is derived from what might be considered a disempowered role for a young person, note “student” is derived from Latin studere – meaning to direct one’s zeal at. Admirable in the sense of pursuit of knowledge in a given field, certainly, but not, surely, the whole picture we would wish a young person to fulfil, or to have of themselves: in the world as it currently stands, we hardly need to encourage any more overwhelming and all-encompassing zeal. Gillborn & Youdell equivalently note (p199) that “the pastoral system... has become a servant of the academic.”
Some authors hold a bigger picture. Consider Lodge & Reed (2003), whose language repeatedly make pleas to broaden discussion (emphasis added):









· “School improvement has a vital role to play in transforming schools so that they more effectively meet the needs of young people for their futures… school improvement is in danger of failing in this mission.” (p45)

· “The effectiveness of schools is determined increasingly by blueprints and formulas rather than the expertise of teachers who are responsible for the quality of the pupils’ experiences.” (p53)

· “We argue for a human view of the child, to counter alternatives which we have noted: cogs in the school machine of instrumentalists, statistics in the media’s league tables, consumers of education, or financial units in the quasi market. We need a new discourse of emancipation in which young people are honoured as emergent citizens.” (p57)
To see the discourse broadened implies not only a widening of measurable progress but some return to prioritisation of what cannot be effectively or meaningfully assessed except through instinctive, collegial, qualitative measures of perception – do students feel happy? Do parents think the school provides good opportunities for the whole education of the child? Are we a healthy school? Lodge & Reed immediately continue to say “A lack of trust in the voice of the young has been a sad feature of school improvement.”

The argument is that the baby (of breadth of education) has gone out with the bathwater of non-rigorous and unexamined teaching and learning practice. But if we are to try to reconsider and readdress a wider picture we must not lose the significant gains made by the SESI movement:

· a rigorous attention to quality of teaching

· a focus on learning and increasingly on learner-led and self-reflective learning

· a “scientification” of assessments of effective education in which proof is cited rather than tradition or prejudice

· a sense of accountability for what we as teachers do

We need not abandon this culture, just temper it with older wisdoms we knew worked too and are missing now. Consider, from Watkins et al. (2002), qualitatively about good learning:

“talk in classrooms is mainly about work, sometimes about performance, and rarely about learning. At best 2% of classroom interactions are about learning and how it may be advanced… learning is:

· an activity of construction

· handled with (or in the context of) others

· driven by learner’s agency.”

Read “character” in for “learning” and “behaviour” for “work.” Although this is an analogy argued-from, rather than a reading-of, Watkins et al, the point is shared: they wish to move the focus from the teacher / school / syllabus and to change in the young person themselves – and a movement from behaviour-focus to character-focus is, at a more broad-brush level, directly analogous to this: both are arguments of prioritisation and emancipation – returning us to Lodge & Reed’s appeal.

Such a call, when analogised to character education, is not free of political implications, and this may explain why such a wider agenda has not been retained – or why it might be resisted. Many movements purporting to be character education are (Noddings, p122) “transmitted as dogma… conversation is reduced or converted to a special type of dialogue instruction.” She is speaking of religious/moralistic instruction, but the same dogmatism is attached to the education-as-economic-pre-production philosophy: it functions as a theological code in the medieval sense and will not tolerate heresy. This despite Noddings’ opening-page note that “history suggests the prescriptive use of principles has not been effective.”

Even within the confines of conventional SESI literature, there is evidence of protest about the narrow dictatorialism of the political-pedagogical centralisers. Lauder, Jamieson & Wikeley (1998), emphases added:

· “The role and professional ethics of teachers has changed, with a shift from collegial to hierarchical modes of decision-making…” (p59)

· “[schools are] not merely a matter of politics but of values… schools should first and foremost be moral communities… there are no algorithms or recipes by which moral decisions can be made. It is very much a matter of context.” (p61)

· “the social technologies of the enterprise culture have reconstructed the identities of teachers as professionals in such a way as to minimise ideological debate and political conflict… [in] a manufacturing of consensus…” (p61)

A shift away from collegiality – a claim to monopoly of knowledge of what is “right” (be that right to teach [pedagogy], or right conduct [character education methods]) – inevitably creates a serious barrier to an emancipatory agenda where “learning works best when driven by the learner’s agency.” It is not possible to deskill, restrict and dictate syllabi to, demand massive accountability from, and “de-ideologise” teachers – and then expect them to preside over dynamic, democratic, broad education which allows young people “agency” in their own development. A decentralising balancing force is being called for by Lauder et al (and implicitly, by Watkins et al) to counter the more controlling (and thus, in practice, debilitating) systems. None of this implies a rejection of SESI as a movement – just a broadening of discourse, a greater tolerance of divergent views, and a reconsideration as to whether we are applying our own working practices to ourselves. Lauder et al also say:

· “schools as organisations do have an effect on student outcomes” (p52)

· “a new realism is required as to schools’ limits and capabilities and we need to re-examine how research can inform this understanding.” (p51)

· “The success of being a good teacher lies in making the crucial contextual judgements… Bureaucratic fiat will not address the crucial issue of how to teach children to be creative and independent.” (p66)

And these three points could be resummarised as:

· schools can change students’ lives

· we should be rigorous enough in our research of best practice to help young people progress however we realistically can

· this practice should be applied flexibly, intelligently, and in context

Put like this, this is hardly worthy of the title of heresy: this is surely grounds for a broad consensus. Disregard of character education is a consequence predominantly of choosing to focus at a more detailed level: of thinking of young people purely as students rather than pupils; of thinking “tutoring” is only “learning management.” This gives us a starting point in comparing the history of character education in practice with the current preoccupations of educational research.

A summarised history of Character Education

The lesson of logical positivism

So: character education barely plays at all in the formal literature, despite our instinctive feeling that it is the core of what we do. The history of philosophy holds an interesting comparison: the example of logical positivism.

Logical positivism (a dominant philosophy of the early-mid twentieth century) was born of Bertrand Russell’s concern that philosophy had made no progress since Plato because it had not proven scientific. In logical positivism, therefore, you could only state something if you could verify it. Only if it was measurable and testable you could even say it without it being nonsense – an agonisingly narrow condition.

The result was that the vast majority of philosophy (metaphysics, ethics, ontology, aesthetics) became – literally – unspeakable. All effort was ploughed into an unimaginably narrow interpretation, philosophy’s richness diminished to a bean counter. And no progress was made anyway: for, as Wittgenstein showed, exploding the paradigm’s misguidedness, philosophy was fundamentally not that kind of activity. Its richness, breadth and intangibility were critical to its very essence: it was the exploration and enactment of those irresolvables, alongside the rest of complex human social development in each generation, that was philosophy – an “untying of knots in our thinking”, in our language, as Wittgenstein memorably remarked (Zettel 452): the result was, at best, a simple straight piece of string. Philosophy was simply not a science, as Russell had mistakenly assumed. As such, the search for permanent measurable “hard” findings were a chimera – not merely hopeless but ridiculous, for they destroyed what made philosophy meaningful: the act of reaching for speculative, visionary, intangible things. Progress had been hijacked by a combination of arrogance in our capacity, blinkered failure to recognise the value of predecessors, and a rigidly narrow view of the enterprise in which we were engaged, sacrificing complexity and colour for small incontrovertabilities.

The analogical match with the SESI-structured, hard-data model currently dominating education is easy to map out. If character is the most important thing we do, ruling it out as unspeakable to concentrate narrowly on a purely academic-attainment approach may be historically foolish: the over-zealous scientification of a fundamentally rich, complex activity reduces both the philosophy and act of its object to a brutalised skeleton, despite the centrality of character to the process of education in its broadest sense.

A brief annotated history of character education

An overview of character education is required. Easy to agree is:

· young people’s character is important in education

· it isn’t really a focus of educational practice

· this is because there’s no agreement on either method or desired outcome

· oppositional views are sourced in different historical movements

The chance of character adopting what should rightfully be a more central role in the main school effectiveness debate are limited while these issues go unaddressed. Character functions metaphorically in education like the lagoon at Venice: it’s the very essence of the thing, but people are only interested in getting through or across it as quickly as possible onto more solid territory where they feel steadier. Let us start with some underpinning philosophy.
The following summary is predominantly sourced, as noted, in Arthur (2003). Although evidently Christian in philosophical background, Arthur is generally fair in representing all positions. In the UK, character educators might be said to traditionally come from one of three heritages and prioritise one of three views of good character education:

· ancient Greek: “civic virtue”: the individual and the Good

· Christian: “spiritual virtue”: the individual and God (other faiths also fit into this tradition)

· secular: “utilitarian inclusion”: the community and moral reasoning

(See Appendix B2 for a self-analysis tool.)

i.e. character education depends on what you think good character means, and this raises the question of how you define “Good”, or “Right”. A simpler division here comes from moral philosophy:

· deontologists: who believe there are fixed laws of what is right 

· teleologists: right is defined by a calculation of circumstances

Secularists often belong in the latter, faith-based groups in the former. The Greek view is open to debate. Indeed, the richness of the Greek heritage is a central battleground between faith-based groups and secular movements of character education. The division of spoils might look something like this:

· to the Christians:

· virtues as fixed, teachable, points of reference 

· rules may be used to insist on certain behaviours

· duty to authority

· to the secularists: 

· the definition of Good must serve the community 

· faith is separate from character and the latter is pre-eminent as a human enquiry

· moral reasoning, not habit, is the highest end and purpose

Groups themselves contain many conflicting internal views. In the faith-based movement, for example, the authority behind moral development and the list of what should count as, and be cultivated as, good character comes from:

· for fundamentalists of all religions: scripture and / or dogma

· for Catholics: scripture; tradition and theology, including narrative, story

· for Protestants: scripture; historical influences including Calvinist work ethic, duty, restraint 

Similarly, secularism contains a span of difference:

· atheist cognitivists: stage theory and natural development alone

· atheist neo-Aristotelians: virtue derived from shared experience
· communitarians: rights and responsibilities in a societal context

No positions is ultimately incompatible with any other but their overlaps and oppositions in language and intent might be as summarised in Fig2:






Who owns Aristotle?

The central disagreement is about virtues – the inheritance of Aristotle. Young people should strive towards virtue as an excellence; character growth is a matter of human flourishing, and justified and defensible in those terms. This inheritance was strongly adopted by Christianity through the work of Aquinas in the 1200s, who explicitly championed and adapted this model into a Christian context. In particular, he agreed with the Greek virtues (especially prudence, temperance, justice & fortitude), which he called cardinal, but then imposed above them theological Christian virtues: faith, hope, and love. Resultantly, Christian educators have strongly associated themselves with a Thomist view of character, with virtue sourced in and judged by a supreme lawgiver, God, and delivered in instructional manner. Distinguishing morality from religion (and direct instruction) has been complex as a result.

In response to what some find “the incivility of righteousness” (Blackburn, TLS, 30/9/05), atheist interpretations of character have sought to avoid these key tenets: no supreme source of the good, no language of virtues, a division between religion and moral judgement, and (especially) non-instructional methods. Ascendant throughout the twentieth century, and strengthened by the influence of psychology and its contribution of stage theories of development, this has been the other pole of debate, with utilitarian (including communitarian) values underpinning its opposition to faith-based, usually traditionalist, approaches.

A key breakthrough in this impasse comes from the work of the 20th-Century philosopher Anscombe, who insisted that one cannot talk of a supreme law without a lawgiver and so modern moral discussion in an atheistic culture must stop speaking of right and wrong  and return to Aristotelian virtues: e.g. a thing is either just or unjust. But this fractured the debate further: a movement of virtue ethics sprang up with mixed membership which is itself the battleground: some faith-based commentators thought Anscombe (herself a devout Catholic) was insisting a return to virtues required the historical alignment with Christianity; some atheists wishing to use the Greek concepts rushed to do so but were unsure how this was sourced philosophically. Half a century on, Anscombe’s daughter, the philosopher Mary Geach, is still having to clarify that her mother in fact meant that both faith-based and atheistic contributors could share a conception of moral good and character, speaking in terms of virtues which returned the focus to practical actions and which entitled all participants to engage:

“She thought that the notion of the ‘morally right’ was harmful when cut off from its roots in divine law...  She wanted people who did not believe in God to stop asking questions like ‘Is this morally right?’, and to start asking... ‘Is this that kind of injustice which is called murder?’ She did not think that an atheist could have no desire to be a good man, or to act well, or that in him such a desire must be meaningless.  She was not attacking atheism as leading to libertinism... a non-theistic method by which one could come to see the objective truths of morality.” (TLS, 7/10/05, emphasis added)

The specific atheist position Anscombe rejected was consequentialism (including, generally, utilitarianism), in which the morality of an action is judged by its outcomes. She feared the cold rationality of consequentialism, in which (she thought; many have disagreed) the innocent could be sacrificed for the good of the state in a simple equation:

“Anscombe therefore advocates a return to the virtue conception because its account of justice represents the only secular bulwark against consequentialism.” (web-discussion-thread response post to the above by J Doyle at http://leiterreports.typepad.com/blog/2005/10/anscombes_virtu.html )

The problem for virtue ethics (constantly highlighted by faith-based figures like Arthur) is: what is the source of the virtues if not a supreme lawgiver? Communitarian atheists answer: the community establishes rules it all feels protected by; utilitarianism in practice is morally underwritten by mutual good. This is not to be lightly dismissed and means stage theories of moral development should be taken seriously – e.g. Noddings: “Kohlberg’s scheme is not just an empirical description of moral development; it really should be taken seriously as a rigorous description of competence.” (p119)

In some cases developmental theorists are more explicit. Erikson develops a virtue model into the Piagetian stages. Stage-based conflict between opposing poles of behaviour to a balanced and desirable median is resolved at each stage by (Arthur, p63) “the development of a particular virtue... hope, will, purpose, competence, fidelity, love, care and wisdom.” Not this sequentially, formally or individually, but point taken: psychology and virtue ethics are not incompatible. 

The residue of historical division

Why then, have those with non-traditional or non-faith positions not adopted virtues? Because in practice, virtues can smack of delimitation and restriction, are often tied to hypocrisy and traditionalism. Their use has not been liberal, historically, in the past two millennia. And those atheist institutions that have focused on character education (more commonly character “training”) have done so to bleak results: “Fascist and other totalitarian states have been especially enthusiastic about character education, and schooling under such regimes tends to be highly moralistic, but not necessarily moral... it is a major problem for character educators… to show that their approach is not completely dictated by a particular tradition…” (Noddings, p5.) They have what atheists perceive as the narrowness and cruelty of a religious supremacy with something equally dangerous: the all-overseeing state. (C. S. Lewis: “Of all tyrannies, a tyranny exercised for the good of its victims may be the most oppressive. It may be better to live under robber barons than under omnipotent moral busybodies. The robber baron's cruelty may sometimes sleep, his cupidity may at some point be satiated; but those who torment us for our own good will torment us without end, for they do so with the approval of their own conscience.” – God in the Dock, p292.) This applies equally to faith-based or political-atheist totalitarianisms.

This decline to discuss virtues has led to misunderstandings of atheist positions by those of faith. Arthur says (p50) that education for character in Catholic terms “does not accept that [moral education] is purely cognitive. Character development is more than a cognitive process: it also involves strength of will and the redirection of those desires and feelings.” But only the most sterile secular accounts claim no affective dimension. Hunter (2001) sees not only a shared virtues (neoclassical) response, but also and a shared experience (communitarian / Third Way) backlash against sterile readings of stage theory of character development; these are offshoots, not rejections.
The evolutionary picture of atheistic moral / character education is especially complex because secular schooling grew out of a Christian tradition in the UK and, pre-1930s, used very clear language of virtue. Arthur quotes (p17) from one of the (secular) Moral Instruction League’s documents: “the scholar’s intellect should be regarded mainly as the channel through which to influence his feelings, purposes and acts… knowledge about morality has missed its aim when no moral purpose is awakened in the child. A moral instruction less ought to appeal to the scholar’s feelings, and also to affect his habits and his will.” Seems a pretty definitive statement of good character education, that: it supports utilitarian (later, psychological) stress on reasoning yet insists on both affective and habitual impact, allows the word “instruction” and focuses on “moral.”

But no mention of “virtue.” The prominent Catholic commentator MacIntyre is one of those who links the re-empowerment of a dialogue of virtue to explicitly faith-based contexts. A consistent implication in such accounts is the suggestion that atheistic positions (be they named secularists, stage theorists, cognitivists, psychologists, utilitarians etc) have a moral absence at their core since nothing underwrites the definition of right. There is a high-handedness in this language. MacIntyre (1999, pp128-9): “Education that purports to teach a morality neutral between rival controversial standpoints concerning the virtues will end up teaching a largely indeterminate morality.”

Why need it?

This is too strong. Implicit in this is what we might call the fallacy of ascription of amorality (FAA) by faith-based accounts of the secular, in which the absence of a fixed core code (of command ethical variety) is interpreted (without evidence) as being a rejection of or disinterest in morality or virtue being discussable. This regular undertone to religious accounts of character philosophy can be meant in the historical exclusion sense, by saying there is no substantive tradition of goodness in atheist models – equating historical longevity per se with rightness is woolly thinking – or, more commonly and dangerously, in the moral slur sense: a claim that atheists are not, or even cannot be, moral (and thus cannot have a view of good character or a programme of character education.) This is highly unreasonable. (Atheistic positions similarly unduly slur all faith-based education as indoctrinatory.) Arthur goes on to remark (p28, emphasis added) that “MacIntyre believes that in regard to education, modern society has too indeterminate a conception of the virtues, which leaves the individual morally resourceless… a moral tradition is a necessary backdrop for character.” This is both senses of the FAA.

Virtue and where virtues come from

Perhaps we need to return to the Greeks (in the spirit of and extending Anscombe), for they believed the pursuit of virtue the core of good character. What was it for?

“For the Greeks the attainment of the good life was the goal of human existence and the virtues were the qualities that made a life excellent, particularly the virtues of courage, generosity, honesty and loyalty. The person who possessed the virtues led the best life… conformity to a set of moral rules was not their aim in the development of this character: character development involved being a certain kind of person and not merely doing certain kinds of things” (Arthur, p30, emphasis in original.) Here he distinguishes Greek from Christian (and other moral-code, e.g. Kantian) conceptions, and emphasises virtue as something internal. This is the key reason why character is not the same as behaviour. 

The addition of Christian virtues complicates the picture. Of forgiveness, Arthur says (p46) “Aristotle would not have understood this Christian virtue.” Really? It might easily be argued that this is another example of FAA: forgiveness is loyalty and generosity combined, and in some cases courage too. Certainly modern atheistic-psychological accounts have no difficulty with Christian virtues. Noddings (p8) feels that any account can talk about virtue, moral codes, and principles, but in reality it is actual circumstances that bring out goodness: “in their studies of non-Jewish rescuers of Jews during the Holocaust, Oliner & Oliner (1988) found that most of the rescuers acted out of a group moral identity (‘we are compassionate people, people who will help a sufferer’) or direct care / compassion. Only about 10% said that they were moved by a principle.” She adds an additional dimension to complicate matters, describing Gilligan (1982) on p64 as showing that “the ethic of care is more characteristic of women and an ethic of justice or rights is more implicit in the experience of men.” And also compassion-inclusion is left and conduct-social-order is right? We might not be having only one debate here.

More importantly yet for Noddings, “virtues are defined situationally and relationally” (p2) and this makes fixed codes or rules of little relevance. Immorality in one situation is virtue in another. Sometimes virtues contradict; more generally, a language of virtue will not create a single solution, for there can be no single list of virtues for reasons including those laid out in Fig3, over.
Sometimes, however, there is a clear discrepancy between shared and shareable virtues and what our whole society condones.

Money and the good

George Soros is worth $8.5Bn. He is not the sort of person you expect to hear stating unequivocally that “a transactional society undermines social values and loosens moral constraints.” (Soros, 1998, p75.) But this is clearly a serious


Figure 3. Delimiting effects upon a single “panacea of virtues” list.

Note that these delimiting effects function within each camp as well as between them, so differences between camps is not what prohibits progress.













problem. Social inequality is iniquitous to development of good character, for Arthur describes (p106) how “poverty [is] the enemy of character formation... it prohibit[s] good character formation.” It is difficult to justify goodness of character when those who are evidently not good in certain ways (notably fairness, generosity, temperance) are so disproportionately succeeding in pecuniary terms – and may even be, with transparent hypocrisy, preaching to the poor about the virtuous life from a position of wealth. “A positive vocational education… [will function by] integrating the virtues of justice, fairness and equality into its rationale. However, excessive economic disparity between individuals inhibits the force of this kind of education.” (p102)

But Soros’ point is stronger: the whole structure and tone of a capitalist society undercuts all claims of character, virtue, community or faith at once: the word value comes explicitly to mean in monetary terms. We start by measuring goods this way, and soon measure people thus as well: by making everyone a consumer it is not possible for them to be a citizen in a human (rather than an economic-political) way. Arthur summarises (p102) Molnar (1997) as saying “As children... are subject to a culture of overconsumerism it is difficult to see how character education in schools can make much impact on youth.” The litany of alarm does not proceed from the failure of our young people to the failure of our society, but vice versa.
This is furthered by the dominance of the economic metaphor: education serves the economy; and so you only have worth if you can contribute economically to the national PLC. He notes (p148) that “there is a growing schism between character and what might be called talent, so that particular skills or competencies that are valued in the marketplace are viewed independently of moral behaviour as a citizen. Some argue that the emphasis on consumerism will be compensated by the influence of the family and school but this is unlikely.” The SESI movement is rather in-hock to this economic model.
Perhaps surprisingly, this is not what Adam Smith, darling of the free market champions, ever envisaged. Arthur: “Whilst consumption was viewed by Smith as the sole purpose of production, he believed that people deceived themselves when they associated consumption with happiness... Smith never expected commerce or the rise of capitalism to become divorced from civil society and never anticipated that economic markets could function without a moral life.” (pp103,105.) Indeed, “the idea that human happiness can be exhaustively accounted for in terms of things we can buy, exchange and replace, is one of the great corrosive acids which eats away the girders on which societies rest” (Sacks, Morals and Markets, 1999, p24.) The process is self-perpetuating, with students, schools and societies suffering in tandem and parallel as social order breaks down. Arthur’s “litany of alarm” is what happens when societies expect schools to fix social breakdown whilst simultaneously blaming them. See Fig4, over, for what this costs us and how this might work.

This might explain Arthur’s agreement (p27) with McIntyre’s (1967,1999) theory that “society [is] now fragmented and defined by three archetypical characters: the bureaucratic manager who manipulates all in the pursuit of profit; the rich aesthete who seeks pleasure and experience above all else; and the therapist who helps the others through each day. Teachers... [fit] within the archetype of the therapist.” (Hence also the failure of Citizenship as a subject to address real character education: it is essentially political therapy.)











It is perplexing, and hazardous, that we put so much pressure on schools to fix society whilst not dealing with deeper, and inseparable, relational differences. Good character education is only possible where there is some hope of fairness and parity, and this is a moral and societal, not a political point. Arthur notes (p101) of another commentator that “Purpel... has criticized character educators for not showing much concern about the cruelty of the free market economy and the growing economic inequality in society. There is obviously a gap here in the character education literature.” Quite.
Habit and reasoning

The division in practice between faith- or virtue-based and secular / psychology-based camps of character education is one of habit and reasoning. The former claim young people must be trained by those with knowledge; the latter that teaching must take the form of developing individual-independent moral reasoning. Most professionals would accept some balance thereof. 

The question of the teacher-placed limits is difficult. Hughes (2001, p80) champions his conception of Aristotle’s view: “If the moral code in which the young are educated includes teaching the distinction between what is basic and what is less obvious in ethics...” (who decides?) “and includes the outlines of a method of assessing moral beliefs” (are you trying to smuggle virtues in as the comparative method itself?), “one can justifiably claim that no alternative training can be shown to be less indoctrinatory.” It depends on the rigour of those comparative components, and the commitment to truthfully represent plurality of moral systems and thought.

Stage theorists aren’t dogmatically set against habit. Arthur notes (p66, emphasis added) of Peters, who is a virtue-sensitive Kohlberg / Piaget tie-up: “he recognised that a rational code of behaviour was beyond the grasp of young children and that as a consequence of this fact: ‘they can and must enter the palace of Reason through the courtyard of Habit and Tradition.’ Peters maintained that how this was done should not ‘stultify’ the development of a rational code. He called this the paradox of moral education.” Yes, but this Sublime Porte deferentialism of moral education is still trapped in a disempowering language and analogy. It is based on privilege, prejudice, limitation and history for its own sake. A better metaphor is that habituation (and behaviour management?) is like chemotherapy: it may cure a serious ill in the short-term, but is itself poisonous to true health and must be measured in small, controlled, and temporary, doses.

But at least Peters is trying to find a middle ground; he may be right in that e.g. primary colleagues may well be more inclined to support a habitual model while secondary colleagues, like this author, may be more inclined to models of reasoning. Perhaps these can all fit together, with slightly differing emphases in each different approach but all with access to all the concepts of the toolkit: a simple two-pole (habit-vs-reasoning) model might be of interest to teachers, identifying the risks that entails. See Appendix B5.

Instilling virtue / character, in practice

So how do we instill virtue / character in a manner both habitual and reasoned? Adam Smith thought culture was critical: “for Smith the virtuous person feels the right things, at the right times, in the right way. Undisciplined feelings need to be trained and Smith advocated the use of literature as a sort of applied ethics from which to learn.” (Arthur, p105)

Or perhaps sport and physical activity. “Character education also has a long association with activities outside the school [notably] The Outward Bound movement [sometimes] called the ‘character training movement’” (p21). These directions are beginning to sound quite Arnoldian (i.e. mid-Victorian, civic-minded, rooted in Christianity but with powerful Greek influences and an emphasis on active character-developing opportunities. Something of Tom Brown’s Schooldays. We need more literature on the activity-based effects on character building. Arthur also notes (p29) that “McKinnon (1999) views character as... more all-inclusive than virtues.” 

More unfortunate is Arthur’s dismissal of the National Forum for Values in Education and the Curriculum (SCAA, 1996/7), of which he was a member: this was exactly an attempt to find shared ground. Disparate representatives created a powerful list of agreed shared values across a pluralistic society – many in quite virtuous terms – which later received 95% agreement from the public when polled. But Arthur instead focuses (p134) on asking “How are these statements justified? Do these diverse extracts merely represent political interference? … The government has essentially adopted a pragmatic approach… Public consensus appears to be the justification.” As if this is a bad thing. “It seems that the search for inclusiveness in moral matters results in removing or reducing potential conflict to the minimum.” As if this is a bad thing!

Maybe a focus on underpinning moral philosophy misses the point. Character is what we do in practice: a strong hidden curriculum pervading all aspects of school life and relationships. Arthur describes a movement (Wynne, Giroux, Purpel) which (p118) concludes that the complex picture of values, character and morality can be taught “without saying a single word about it.” This is perhaps most evident in the opportunities for character education inherent in physical activity: sports, expeditions, service work. These all unquestionably have the potential to teach values associated with teamwork, endeavour, courage, commitment, consideration, fairness and positivity; they can answer accounts of character based in virtue ethics, self-actualisation or traditionalism. There is no mystery as to why great sporting figures are (and are promoted as) heroes to young people; the word “character” is probably most commonly used in these contexts, and is probably at its greatest rather than its shallowest level of authenticity every time, for example, Steven Gerrard speaks it in an after-match interview. Arthur cites (p82) the Duke of Edinburgh Award organisation welcoming recent government education documentation acknowledging the importance “that ‘all round character development [enables] active citizenship... [and] can be supported by enrichment activities including sports, the arts and outdoor adventure’.” Fig5 attempts to weld together these hand-heart-head models of character with accounts which recognise other components: 





This practical question (what do we do in character education) must importantly remain ahead of the theoretical one (what underlies why, and what, we are doing it for); perhaps a more explicitly religious discussion would help Arthur to agree to participate practically without theoretical-philosophical divisions being a barrier?
Natural Law: agreement or dogma?
Socrates understood virtue to be knowledge of the Good. The Catholic Richard Bondi (1984) said: “the proper topic for the language of character… is the self in relation to the world.” Hughes (2001, p73) continues without breaking a reasonable consensus: “Moral training... involves the young also in learning to use the concepts of morality with increasing sophistication, to esteem morally admirable behaviour…” Both habit and training, and sophistication of reason, and embracing character change there. Arthur adds (p48) that “for Aquinas, ‘the advancement of the child to the state of specifically human excellence, that is to say, to the state of virtues’ was the point of education.” It is starting to seem difficult to work out where there is not a consensus. Aquinas believed in Aristotle’s virtues and thought, with his Greek forbear, that a Natural Law underpinned them; Aquinas of course thought God the root of that Law. One can agree whilst alternatively sourcing it in community, virtue-sourced-from-empathy (fellow-feeling), human flourishing or merely an ethic of justice in itself.

There is something unique about the Christian position, though: the emphasis on acceptance. Arthur reads Aquinas’s views as “We receive grace and accept it as a gift, but it also demands that we freely co-operate with it” (Arthur, p49) i.e. the receptacle must shape itself for a ready harmony that will benefit it. Though apparently benevolent, this might be protestable: this hierarchicalism and demand for gratitude marks many Christian models of education: the teacher is the conduit for God’s commands. Implicit in this is the young person’s sinfulness, need, and obedience. It may be difficult for this not to slip into domineering paradigms of character education.

It need not. Arthur refers (p52) to the Papal Encyclical Veritatis Splendor (1993) which “asserts that the way of salvation open to those who do not have biblical faith is to act in conformity with the moral requirements of the natural law – which is love of neighbour.” Utilitarianism, then. He adds (p54) that “Catholic children are often instructed in the idea of community through the biographies of [exemplary figures]... It promotes the idea of service to neighbour as... a community of people who have an obligation to love others.” Atheist approaches to character can readily embrace such philosophy. Perhaps Aristotle, Aquinas, Mill, Anscombe, and Peters could in fact sit perfectly happily round a table together. The problem is that their followers don’t always accept this.

That even the fairly-balanced James Arthur lapses into dogma, including the troubling FAA, reflects the difficulty of creating a shared vision. He reasonably comments (p69) that “neither Dewey nor Kohlberg fully appreciated the power of virtues in character education, preferring to view them as historically fixed social conventions” and refers to Hunter to criticise such stage theorists: “they talk about the importance of justice, respect and tolerance, but what is the origin of these virtues?” So far so reasonable – although answerable. He admits the potentially indoctrinatory model faith approaches use by saying that “there are clear lines of division separating the secular and religious ideas of character… the Christian view of character begins with God… what is good for human beings is considered to be... transmitted through the Bible and Christian doctrine… a variety of command ethics” (p45) and observes liberal critics protesting code-based rigidity: “Nash (1997) believes that most models of character education are deeply and seriously flawed, authoritarian in approach, too nostalgic, pre-modern in understanding of the virtues, aligned to reactionary politics, anti-intellectual, anti-democratic and above all dangerous” (p5; and, p77) “Damon (1988)... suggests that those who push for character education are ideologically driven conservatives seeking to make children conform, uncritically, to society’s mores. He even suggests that they are a danger to democracy. He says ‘Habits without reflection is adoptive only in a totalitarian climate’” – and then dismisses Damon’s concerns. Damon’s position might have seemed overly strong to some at time of writing, but twenty years on looks more like the direction the security agenda in the UK and US is taking. Arthur should not so lightly dismiss this risk.

There is dogma on the other side too. Noddings notes (pp3-4) that “Kohlberg dismissed character education as the ‘bag of virtues’ approach. His complaint, like that of many of others… was that it usually relies on indoctrination, and indoctrination is not an acceptable method of education.” This is just as unhelpfully polarised.
Perhaps Arthur merely misunderstands the (atheist) psychological, stage-theory position, noting (p58): “Psychologists have often disliked working with the ethical nature of the subject matter in character and have felt more comfortable with the concept of personality.” True; but this is procedural and experimental objectivity and delineation; it does not mean an abandonment of consideration of character is necessary. Personality just about fits into psychology; character belongs in philosophy of education. Arthur mistakes a demurral to posit a robust and central model of the core of character for a bankruptcy of belief or a dogmatic refusal to allow others participation. Does a refusal to insist on a divine source of a virtue prevent discussion, championing and embracing the virtue? It absolutely does not. Arthur overpresumes an (unevidenced) agenda: if values education is sometimes bland or notable by absences of commitment, this is more likely to be apathy, oversight, poor practice or uncertainty than wilful erasure of an agreeable (virtue- or faith-based) heritage of character education. He goes on to follow Egan (1983) saying (p67) that: “Psychologists would not claim that educational theory should be substituted for cognitive theories of human development. Unfortunately, this is sometimes the aim, more or less, of many involved in education.” He cites Hauerwas (1981, p131) in strongly calling these “slavery to the self”; but similarly extreme application of fixed, authoritarian systems are slavery to others: at least equal evils, or the former is preferable despite the risk of moral vacuity (over moral mindlessness.) This distancing causes him to remark (p56) that “the Christian who is concerned with moral development cannot remain long with Piaget or Kohlberg.” Why not? Arthur withdraws dogmatically from the possibility of consensus. When he says “the natural law assists by helping us discern what we are to do”, he is saying nothing with which Aristotle would have disagreed. That awareness must be developed in stages. Fig6 presents a conceptualisation which attempts to realise what a natural law might be like for a young person’s development, practically, from a focus on themselves to a much bigger picture:




The key is conscience: that compelling, affective, personal thing which could be a fruitful meeting point. We can appeal together to it; we can understand one another’s appeals to it; we can recognise its abuse from all sides; we can share a focus on the good. Is the conscience of one really so very different from that of another, when truly engaged? See Fig7, over, for defining virtue and considerations of reason, choice, and error in each direction.
A mind game

A brief philosophical game might help.

Imagine a committed Catholic and a passionate atheist humanist in a sealed room. The air will run out soon. They are told they must come to agree on a core belief that they can both accept reveals the deepest moral truth and obligation about their religious position – but their positions must be the same. It seems impossible. “I’ve not been a good enough Catholic, I need time to repent!” cries the first; “I’ve wasted my life and there’s nothing after this,” intones the second. Both find it in themselves to reconcile themselves to death, even to comfort one another – because human beings have an outstanding capacity for character no matter who they are or what they believe. Finally they reflect that, though they cannot make their core beliefs align – their faiths are so different – they’d each like to end having listened to the other’s. What is the most important of all human moral truths?

“We should consider and treat each other as equal participants in a shared society,” says the atheist.
















 “We are all God’s people, and we should strive in every way to love our neighbour,” says the Christian. 

And the door opens.

It might have been reflected that their positions are fundamentally different in every regard; we might have tangentially focused on questions of difference (what’s the source of that rule? how do they view the other? etc) Yet in their circumstances, in their despair, in their resolution, and in their hope, both men are saying exactly the same thing. 

Who says there isn’t a common ground for character education? 

Possible shared approaches are examined in Fig8, over, to lead us into the small research project of this dissertation.



Research

Aims

These aims of this small piece of research are:

· to enquire into students and teacher views of what constitutes character education

· to investigate perceptions by students and teachers of the other group’s views

· to provide narrative methods of sampling both groups

· to encourage all participants to think in the most open way 

· to synthesise the findings into a simple summary of the current position of character education, and recommendations for how to move forward

Method

Design

Two groups of participants – students in years 10-12, and teachers – were asked to participate in a questionnaire-based study. 

The questionnaires are available as Appendix A: (A1) student questionnaire and (A2) teacher. Their contents are not identical as with both groups, the intention was to elicit their perceptions of other groups around them and this required different tools. Making them more identical would have had both an advantage and a disadvantage: more direct “comparability” versus loss of subtlety in tailoring the tool to each specific group. The arbitrating question was:

“Can comparable answers be derived from tools different in structure and phrasing (even if similar in content) such as to provide validity in comparison whilst preserving a more suitable form of question to each group?”

It was reflected that questions would have to be “watered down” or very generalised to be equivalently answerable, and thus the particularities of both groups’ perceptions and experiences are potentially lost: comparability is in direct competition with particularity and the latter was emphasised in designing distinct and targeted questionnaires. Appendix A3 further rationalises this decision for interested readers. 
There is interplay between the two questionnaire designs. For example, teachers were asked an explicit set of sliding-scale questions while students were asked to use exactly the same scale, but to say both (a) what they thought and (b) what they thought teachers thought. This task requires intelligence and empathy and was answered with surprising skill by students.

Designs offered each group a balance of shortform-questions and open-ended opportunities for expression. 

There remain two clear nods to homogeneity between the two questionnaires, which act as a top-and-tail to ensure the overall function and purpose of the differing questions has clear common ground:

· both open with tools which test participant view of the definition of character

· both end with open-ended sections offering participants the opportunity to declare what the future action should be in character education

These if nothing else guarantee a fair degree of comparability whilst enabling the exploration of the two distinct and different groups’ viewpoints. 

Administration and analysis of questionnaires

The administration of the study was entirely by questionnaire and the return rates, with other notes, are as follows:

· staff return rate was just under 25% but skewed towards middle and senior management; there is some evidence that those with key pastoral / boarding / spiritual / extra-curricular roles – i.e. those most likely to be involved in “character education” – made most of the responses

· student returns were guided by a classroom context but return was voluntary; a return rate of 60% was achieved

· 8 staff and 20 student responses is deemed sufficient to generalise at least about the particular school’s context, with reflections of potential further reach

The only potential concern is with the self-selecting and limited sample of the teachers, which may reflect teachers with a specific interest in character education, and as such a more “engaged” picture than may be fairly representative of teachers-in-general. As per Descombe, 2002, this raises a difficulty with presuming the data is representative of all potential participants (i.e. of all teachers): a larger sample and a better return rate would clarify; see the Onward Reflection section, though, for a published paper with similar conclusions from a much fuller sample of trainee teachers. 
In both cases the administration was in open time, i.e. participants were encouraged to take as long as they required, whilst stressing the need to complete the activity at one time for consistency.

Analysis of the results was

· predominantly on a section-by-section intra-group basis i.e. comparing all student participants’ answers with peers

· on a section-by-section inter-group basis where appropriate, i.e. where groups were asked to use equivalent tools

· both qualitative and narrative wherever an open response was permitted i.e. seeking to establish both 

· a summary of the collective position (or lack thereof, polarity etc) and

· a flavour of the experiential perceptions of participants

Given the huge wealth of qualitative feedback generated, the conclusions are unusually reported first to frame the reporting of categorised findings. Appendix C addresses questions related to administration and return rates and responses, including (C1) the overall picture of collection and return and (C2) covering in more detail the particularly complex picture arising from one section – student perceptions of teacher responses.

Findings: advance summary

Reporting format

The complexity of the investigation questionnaire was of a relatively high level, offered great variation and emphasised qualitative feedback, meaning that a statistical approach to evidence was relatively unavailable in all but a handful of questions. The very small sample size exacerbates this effect. Findings are presented in three forms:

· statistical (“X of Y respondents…”) by group and one direction or another

· qualitative, usually where a general alignment of response occurred, often with representative narrative quotation 

· by mixed (quoted) sample where a spread of response was evident

No attempt is made to suggest the statistics are robust to a replicable level.  Partially this results from the research initially being intended to be personal and context-specific and thus initially designed with a small, qualitative sample and research method which has since proved unsuitable for fuller statistical summary; it has since taken on a more advocatory purpose which the design no longer ideally serves (see Denscombe, 2002, for appropriate sample sizes for statistical conclusion and replicability.) This means that a reduction of the qualitative findings to a manageable format is required: as a result, only three central themes are reported. These are chosen both for clarity of presence in the data, and because they lead into one another; even with such a small study and a design incapable of fuller statistical conclusions, the report therefore approaches a generalisation relevant to other contexts also. An advance summary of these themes is necessary before the detailed supporting evidence is provided, in order to provide the reader with a paradigm by which to see them. 
All respondents’ transcripts are available for viewing.
Three key themes

· A shared understanding and goals. Surprisingly, students and teachers tended to agree about what constituted good character, had similar, idealistic goals; and recognised success in students in achieving these characteristics much of the time.

· Differing contexts and views of progress. There were differing language and contexts between groups, and group-specific pressures: both groups commented on inconsistency in the other. Students tend to be hard on themselves and teachers seem either idealistic or naive.

· No “Road Map” (or, Absent vs accidental dialogues.) Arising out of the contradiction of the two above bullets is the fact that the two groups cannot seem to progress. This manifests itself in two forms:

· An absent dialogue. Groups feeling mutually alienated is aligned with the absence of explicit, and mutually-sensitive, dialogue: there is no action plan, procedure or approach structured into formal educational context which permits both stakeholders to remain “at the table” together enough of the time.

· An accidental dialogue. Despite this, students rated teachers as significant influences on their lives, and reserved high praise for a certain teachers; tellingly these teachers were seen as circumventing normal procedure.

Context

The school in question would be thought a “minor” independent school, with a 330 roll across 11-18, no selection; a strong learning support department means a strong proportion of dyslexic and similar learning difficulties. Its ethos is very traditionalist, which may suggest insufficient engagement of students and student voice compared to other contexts; a strong boarding community may also mean alternate (more developed?) notions of team identity or character. These contextual differences do not prohibit comparison with other contexts. The primary intention of this paper is to prompt professionals in all contexts into their own intellectual engagement and professional research in their own contexts.

Findings 

Shared understandings

The nature of good character in young people

An agreement on what constituted good character was manifest across both student and teacher groups, and between the two. Student definition of character produced prominence for words like:

· good, moral

· individual, kind of person / personality

· how someone acts / actions

· positive

· happy / happiness, friendly, get on with people 

· (only 1 respondent, amazingly, mentioned behaviour)

Teachers used equivalent language when asked to describe strengths of character they recognised in students:

· courtesy or helpfulness

· persistence or resilience

· teamwork or group identity

In responding to offered definitions, students rated the following definitions most highly, in order:

1. “Having good character means behaving decently to others.”

2. “Character is knowing how to dig in when it matters.”

3. “To be of good character means being polite and reasonable.”

… a pretty direct match for the three observed qualities remarked on by teachers. The faults tie up as well. Teachers’ descriptions of the most common failings of character amongst students generally fell into areas like:

· lack of self-control, persistence or self-discipline (i.e. “behaviour”)

· thoughlessness, selfishness, a tendency to look outside themselves for blame

· deceit and deception

· disrespect, rudeness or hostility (towards peers or adults)

The virtues listed directly contradict the faults: teachers deliberately credit students with surprising amounts of certain strengths of character – but wish they showed more still. One teacher respondent was so explicit in this as to write, for strengths, nothing but: “opposite of the above three.” And students know about their inconsistency too: five respondents of twelve said they usually do not act in a “good” way; one said “half of the time.”

Despite this, students provided numerous and detailed accounts of good character in their peers – closely matching staff accounts. Several accounts assert the regularity of good character conduct amongst their friends. These included, with explicit language to this effect, reference to the following:

· selflessness

· loyalty or friendship

· supportiveness or helpfulness

· standing up for others

· forgiveness of others’ faults

· persistence

The aspects of good character that teachers recognised in students are included and subsumed in this list, and student accounts of their peers’ good character are, if anything, more idealised and virtue-focused.

Both groups credited students with understanding and commitment to being of good character, and with that being an internal choice. Least popular student definitions of good character were:

1. “You either have strength of character or you don’t.”

2. “Good character is what you have if other people say so.” (Although two respondents ranked this highly; perhaps there are two ways of reading this.)

3.  “Character is the ability to suffer and not complain.” 
This suggests a view of character focused on action and choice, and pervaded with a communitarian ethos; these remarks also focus on self-accountability. This is reflected in the difference between teachers’ most highly-rated statements about how they think they should be character-educating:

1.  “Creation / expansion of a student’s inner sense of the moral good”

2. “Formation of qualities in the individual taking them towards adulthood”

3. “Forging of teamwork / socially-interdependent habits”

… and the list of what we actually find ourselves doing:

1.  “Forging of teamwork / socially-interdependent habits”

2. (Equal) “Instilling of simple common courtesies in others” / “Management of minor inappropriate behaviour.” (The latter showing marked difference – not one we thought was critical to character education, but something we often do.)

Or, “as teachers, we are… likely to concentrate on establishing conditions that will call forth the best in students, that will make being good both possible and desirable.” (Noddings, 2002, p2); but what we think we should do and what we do differs. These practicalities, relative to the aims listed, are, in general:

· less idealistic

· more “low-order”, administrative

· responsive, not proactive

This parallels student acknowledgement that they know what good character is – and don’t always show it. “Forging of teamwork / socially-interdependent habits” may be a design error: it can mean distinct things in the idealistic and the practical contexts. Or perhaps this goes to show the difficulty of separating principle from practice in character education. 

Values, the role of the home, and the limit of teachers’ influence

Remarks by both groups indicated that:

· schools do have a significant role in character education 

· the home is more important still

· parents look to schools strongly for support and often struggle

Arthur equivalently notes both that “as the moral force and function of the family in nurturing character appears to be in decline in Britain, the idea of home and Church is being rapidly replaced with school and State as the prime movers in character building in the young” (p147) and yet that (p7) “it is important to stress that few in America or Britain would consider the school the most important location for character education, even if it remains the main public institution for the formal moral education of children.” This tension is borne out by students’ perceptions of parents’ views:

· “It’s part of parenting to teach their kids character”

· “Some / most of the parents fail”

· “Parents always expect there children to be perfect and expect teachers to help make there children perfect”

Teachers and students alike criticised parental failure; students also criticised teacher failure, while teachers also acknowledged the struggle. Yet all but two teacher respondents felt themselves notably more involved in character education than when they started their careers and every single respondent (except one who drew a bridging arrow and wrote “partnership” for the question) indicated a direct match for student remarks above, that parents should take the main role, yet that their contribution, relative to schools’, was always lesser (one respondent, explicitly wrote “if they were any good”.)

Yet students are less cynical than might be thought. Refuting the “litany of alarm” which dominates media circles, student respondents stated that their “values” come, in order, from:

1. “Parents.”

2. “Friends.”

3. “Brothers and sisters.”

…with hugely marked prominence; still prominent results were attributed to:

· “Books.”

· “Grandparents.”

· “Teachers.” – regularly ranked, but universally middling, perhaps recognising value of contribution whilst acknowledging limits it faces.

By comparison, only 3 respondents selected music. A broader spread of disinclination existed. Students say they do not take their values from:

1. “School as a whole.” (So much for the school ethos effect.)

2. “Magazines.”

3. “Politicians.”

4. “Heroes you have.”

5. “Celebrities / stars.”

6. “TV or film.”

It seems young people are not as gullible as is sometimes thought, and not as at-the-mercy of the inane media as we might suppose. Reflective remarks about dilemmas of character were common:

· Social / school contextual: “I feel I can adapt to the environment I am in and change my character.” / “To show character you have to be individual, therefore when rules [are] implace it effects everyone on a whole, that means individuals have to brake rules to develop there character.”

· Political: “I get my values from people who are different and stand up against twats like Bush.”

· Philosophical: “I believe going to a private school has made me ferget what things are truly important and has made me more materialistic.” / “Because you look up to friends and others for me. I do not think teachers do much.”

These are young people who draw for their life choices on influential (and traditional) sources of guidance around them, are reflective about their own moral conduct, and attempt to articulate complex, contradictory ideas. They have a significant degree of respect for traditional sources too: asked to rank quality of influences as models of character, of 7 respondents who answered unambiguously, 3 indicated that the strongest influence on them in developing good character was a friend – and more (4) said “a particular teacher.” 

Parents and teachers think character is their job

Students are convinced that both parents and teachers think that character education is their job, and that parents think schools are responsible too:

	Question
	Yes
	No
	Blank

	Should schools try to teach young people how to have good character?
	7
	5
	0

	Do teachers think it is their job to teach young people how to have good character?
	7
	3
	0

	Do parents think it is schools’ jobs to teach character to young people?
	7
	3
	1

	Do parents think it is their own job to teach character to young people?
	7
	3
	1


This table is expanded-upon in the differences which follow.

The whole child

Finally, there is strong agreement on how good character is best fostered. When asked to list the three most effective contributions schools provide to character education, teachers’ responses fell mostly into four broad groups in something of an order:

1. Discussion and interaction – in role-play, class discussion, tutorial sessions, one-to-one, casually.

2. Extra-curricularity, sports and outdoor opportunities – “other areas of life.”

3. Explicit giving of responsibility wherever opportunity permits.

4. Setting parameters, matching these with exemplary conduct yourself and holding to high standards as a way of life.

This picture is unsurprising and pleasing to hear voiced. Students find teachers sometimes too rigid with the fourth, but agree they themselves don’t always show good character, so behaviour management is the niggling practicality of life. But a driven academic focus can limit or make token the first and third, and cripples the second. Teachers think they achieve these – but this is where they part company with students.

Before we consider disagreements, let us review the breadth of what students and teachers agree on.
Summary of agreements

Young people agree with one another, and generally with teachers:

1. That character matters deeply in a young person’s development.

2. As to what good character is, to a great extent – in quite virtuous Aristotelian / humanist terms.

3. That they don’t manage it much of the time – though they genuinely are trying and are quite often successful.

4. That both parents and teachers think character education is their job; but that limited success occurs.

5. That both the most important, and the best influences on character, are family, certain key teachers, and those methods which empower and trust students and broaden their educational life – not “schools as a whole.”

This is all extremely hopeful stuff and not to be taken lightly.

Students add concerns or variations about the detail of good character, the ability and, more importantly, the right, of schools to impose models of character. In most cases these differences of view are sourced in the differing contexts they face – the irritation of the hectored recipient of education, rather than the anxiety of the pressured responsible agent – and evoke a range of responses to schools including approval, acquiescence, despondency and outright fury. 

Differing contexts

What teachers actually do: perceptions of perceptions

There is a marked discrepancy between teachers’ views of what practical action they take towards character education and what students say teachers are doing. Students remark on extensive negativity, correction, criticism, direct instruction and behaviour-management-focus on the part of teachers, where teachers claim that their actions are more often principled, idealistic and positive. In the view of students, reflecting on what they thought teachers self-presented as:

· teachers are about right on what balance of praise and criticism they think they give

· teachers think their praise is more detailed than it is
· teachers’ criticisms are usually short and instructional – though they know this

· teachers think young people have better character than they do (an admirable self-awareness / self-criticism amongst the young?)

· neither schools nor teachers-in-general are good at developing character – though teachers think they are

None of the students’ views of teachers’ views is necessarily accurate. The issues here is how we see ourselves and others. Beliefs about the motivations and reasons of others’ behaviour is what shapes our responses to them; perceptions of motivation, and perceptions of others’ perceptions of our motivation is ultimately more important to action than providing a statistical analysis of behaviour or interaction. No matter how inaccurate or prejudicial these views may be, they shape the ethos of a given environment.

This ties up with questions of teacher time allocation. Teachers say that they least do:

1. “Requiring a ‘becoming’ public appearance and manner” (which contradicts students’ accounts)

2. “Redress (including publicly) of more serious / antisocial behaviour” (which refutes the litany of alarm)

3. (Equal) “Creation / expansion of a student’s inner sense of the moral good” (teachers’ supposed top priority of what they think they ought to do!) / “Exemplification or public discussion of acts of virtue or decency.”

This final point, along with the discrepancy (vs student views) inherent in the first, highlights the extent to which teachers do not engage in the more idealistic components of the profession, and doubtless explains the students’ views that we are mired in minutiae: perhaps no surprise that the groups disagree on the behaviour management question. Which group is deceiving itself? Note how students were so accurately able to state what teachers thought they themselves believed; they might have us “rumbled.” Any teacher who has been accurately satirised in performance by a student will immediately recognise this. 

Should schools educate character?

Teacher views

Almost all teachers gave strong indications that character education was their business as a teaching professional, and also the duty of the school as an institution. But note (Appendix C1) that the sample return rate was low, and the self-selecting sample includes almost exclusively senior managers and those with pastoral responsibilities.

Student views

Student views are mixed. Consider the table in agreements above: the broad consensus is of schools and parents alike being perceived as self-appointed developers of character; the only major resistance is “should schools try to teach…” All of the following trends – paralleling concerns and criticisms in the literature – are evident in student negativity about schools “educating character”:

· individualism / experientialism: “Character is changed by experiences which are not organised or pre-planned.” / “Your character is [unique] and it is your own to develop.” / “They should learn it entirely themselves by socialising.”

· liberal caution: (Yes) “But they should not push it…” / (No) “As character is an individual thing and if taught all children would have one particular character + welcome back the Nazi’s pretty much.”
· (two unambiguous comments sourced in another section: teachers must “remain impersonal” and “they are paid to make you learn not to be a good example”.)

This last, the effectiveness of the SESI movement in restricting teaching to a technical learning-progression and its practical corollary, behaviour management, are evident too: 

· “This is just because they pump us with boring information and expect us to just ‘accept’.”

· “Probably fail but…” (this the total quote)

· “All they care about is getting paid and only the good students grade.”

Responding on “YES / NO” as to whether teachers think character education is their business, one respondent’s assertion clarifies the difference between teachers in students’ perception: “Bit of both. Some teachers think it is. Some, decent teachers think it is other selfish teachers think it is not.” The willingness to strongly criticise the experimental design, along with the careful placement of the comma, are indicative of powerful engagement with the ideas – and with some teachers. Arthur (p42) says that “The educational ideal of rational autonomy is limited” but that may be too easy a rejection; Noddings instead asserts (p127) “real conversation [is that] in which all parties speak, listen and respond to one another. For many young people, this is a rare experience.” There is discomfort in these responses with dogmatic character education:

· liberal caution or resentment: “it is not a good idea to mold our characters.” / “they strip you of any individuality… they don’t like you having an opinion if it contradicts any of their values.”

· deep individualistic analysis: “most teachers believe they should ‘drill’ character… but it really is not their place… both [parents and teachers] think they can change character but they can only teach how to react to the opportunities to change character.”

There is a something of an early Victorianism in the model of character education they fear. Arthur (p15) observes that moral education of such a kind “often amounted to little more than the appearance of conformity to a set of public virtues, revealing nothing of any inner moral qualities. For many, character was not an ideal, but a display of the required manners solely towards those they considered their elders and betters.”

This does not eliminate the value of character education. Noddings remarks (p136) that “opportunities to engage in formal conversation about the rules that govern their own classroom lives should help to convince students that there are political and social uses for this form of conversation.” Character education can be done sympathetically, positively and idealistically (rather than dictatorially, critically, and restrictively.) For character should be a key part of school learning in the views of many students: “Yes, because it is very important in later life.” In some cases there is a despondency about schools’ efforts: (Yes) “Least give it a go.
   I think [school name] gave up.”

This disagreement sits uncomfortably with the “agreed” views of students that both teachers and parents think character education is their duty; Arthur notes (p146) that “Many teachers and academics… find subscribing to any set of values deeply problematic in a pluralist society and so commit themselves to nothing in particular.” But this is not new for (pp23-4) already by 1908: “culture and society had become more pluralistic and therefore schooling became more sensitive to the increasing heterogeneity of children in many schools… [Sadler had long since] found many British teachers were uneasy with moral education... whilst at the same time agreeing that character building was part of their role.” What does it say if students think both teachers and parents are determined to educate character, but the students themselves are split down the middle as to whether this is a good idea? It again seems the ambiguity of “taught” – didactic-authoritarian or moderate-participative – is the source of this diversity of comment, returning us to the key theme from the literature: there is a need and a place for character education – but considerable concern about the danger of imposing life choices and fixed moral codes. 

“One size” teaching of character does not fit all – or any

The character education efforts of only a few, very specific types of teachers, impress students. The successful teachers are those who:

· listen, allow students to be relaxed / be themselves

· inspire

· offer casual talk / are “more lenient and friendly”

· “seem on a level to you as well, i.e. not inhuman”

By contrast, six of twelve respondents could not list any ways in which schools as organisations develop good character. None mentioned the most traditional forms – assembly, chapel etc. One (otherwise balanced about “teachers”) explicitly criticised schools as institutions which led students into trouble by negative-punitive approaches and systems; three listed virtues developed in schools as part of culture or ethos,; two listed specific activities, recognisably a humanist / Arnoldian breadth of education: CCF, D of E, sports, boarding house life.

Arthur (p17) describes late 19th-Century models of character education by saying that “The language and notion of character here are more Greek than Christian in origin” and this may still hold true. When asked to provide detail of at least one character-developing interaction with a teacher, eight respondents made no, or a cursory response; four full responses involve:

· an act of recruitment by a teacher, of the student, into an activity
· an act of personal counselling about a work / life crisis 

· an act of intervention-and-removal on the student’s behalf when they were about to enter serious conflict with another teacher
· a casual, tension-defusing moment of friendly mockery by a staff member about a failing in the student which lent perspective and humanity to a situation

None are about systems or academic in focus, and all are specific to single teachers – and all relieve conventional academic focus; they all act counter to the high-pressure SESI-driven agenda. Surely this is a point of some concern that teachers are only remembered for those actions that seem to run counter to the main thread of their described (and accountable) duties.

Critically, what counts as good character – in actuality

Though there is broad agreement in principle about what constitutes good character, conflicts arise in practicality. In some of these reports we can clearly distinguish virtuous moral thinking, the strength to adopt a meaningful position – but some teachers might be unhappy with this language, or the refusal to acknowledge obedience. Consider the following laudatory remark by one student of a peer:

“[He] is the most decent guy. He never starts shit for no reason, doesn’t steal, lie, plays rugby really good, drinks like a fish but is the best example of good character. This guy will still be your friend if the rest of the ‘gang’ don’t like you. A true friend, he’s notoriously bad at spelling but that just adds to the character...”

This statement is a minefield if we think it our job to dictate good character; but there is certainly a fruitful debate to be had here.

Very strong criticism of certain teachers (especially senior) is evident in narrative sections, amidst otherwise balanced and reflective language. Most notably:

· “a few teachers are ‘safe’ yet quite a few a fucking dickheads… important teachers ( are fucking pricks. They don’t KNOW what’s going on, they don’t talk to us…”

· “[They] see us as business investments not people. This isn’t how I want to treat people when I’m an adult so they don’t show good character.”

Still: “I feel that teachers always try to act [and] present… pupils to set a good exampal. The best teachers can seme human but still have good morals.” – Hopeful! – though we must ask how we have allowed a sixteen year-old to reach that age with a sense that humanity of character and good moral behaviour are an awkward combination.

Summary of differences / disagreements

Where there is disagreement between students and teachers – or between students – it tends to focus on the following beliefs held by students:

1. Teachers have a more positive view of themselves than is accurate; in the student view teachers are too concerned with a behavioural focus, and are not good at developing character. 

2. Considerable wariness about schools attempting to take on character education: although they cite specific teachers, and certain teacher virtues (empathy and approachability) as key, there is a multi-faceted concern about schools attempting to systematise character education. 

3. Student frames of reference contain very different specific virtue exemplars to teachers – which may inhibit natural understanding of the shared common philosophy underneath.

So: teachers think they should, and are, doing a good[ish] job of doing developing character and know what that looks like. Students don’t agree in these regards: they think that teachers and schools would fail and are failing as character educators, and wouldn’t recognise character on their terms anyway.

On might consider those paired differences to represent, respectively, a lack of clear focus, a non-centrality to character across schools’ systemic structures and activities, and an insufficiently broad character development language sensitive to varied circumstances and views. But these are merely problems of language, focus, and open-mindedness:  differences which might be of degree, not of kind.

Aspects of a roadmap

Suggestions for progress are made by both groups of participants.

Teachers: “What now?”

On the final page, teachers were asked to answer the first question again: how much did they feel committed to the idea of “character education”? 

One indicated even more so than previously but the fact that all other respondents so clearly placed the mark in the same place suggests a group unsurprised by the issues raised in the questionnaire and confident that their positions are (already were) considered and reflective. We should not be surprised to find teachers know about character education and try to do it: almost every respondent filled the A4-sized box:

· “give them opportunities for leadership, success+failure; play games – teamwork, modest wins, gallant losses; be physically demanding – blisters & bruises from hiking or hockey are great.”

· “not be tied down to bureaucracy… more time spent with [them], directly... less on admin + menial duties”

· “be professional – it is too easy to whinge – relate to children… be prepared to say ‘I don’t know’, ‘I’m sorry’, ‘I understand what you are telling me’”

· “cultivate their respect for each other a great deal more”

· “Bring back extra-curricular. Bring back discipline”

· (By one respondent after 7 detailed bullet points): “I could go on… !!”

Note a potential source of conflict in the remarks between a sympathetic and a disciplinarian pole, as per the literature.

Did students agree? 

Students: “What now?”

Students were asked an equivalent question. Amidst much use of capitals, exclamation marks, font size changes and underlining – a real sense of passion and engagement, with brutal honesty throughout – answers included:

· “Ask us not to lie – like telling guests its being worked on, like taking guests to the pool, not hidding it”

· “How to talk to one another and then change to being formal… chill out and just talk. Nothing about work. How to deal with stress.”

· “We should have a time were we as chids could disgus the techs character.”

· “Be more liberal… allow choice – freedom. Freedom to speak out, debating classes… Get lessons in good character going – Haha… self-dependance – learning.”

· “Give us more trust and the ability to express ourselves… remember we are people not just kids… don’t patronise us when we get things wrong.”

Organisations require clear rules to function, and even students accept that the young must work within the boundaries of more of these than adults – but even so, these sentiments (criticisms of school-generated pressure, stress, illiberality, distrust, disparity) are concerning. They display clear understanding (often with irony) of the complexity and contradictory nature of a debate about student participation.

Instinct, experience and research suggest that this picture is far from uncommon. Is there no way to run them with greater involvement, breadth and holism? The same students who wish to be given room for manoeuvre are those who show self-critical awareness of their own faults, who draw their values (contrary to an alarmist media) from positive people of influence around them – the same who, although cynical about schools’ ability to contribute to character, still list “a particular teacher” as the most common influence on their positive development, who tell a broad range of narratives of teacher influence – the same students who, despite an obvious wariness of unresponsive character-moulding, still make requests for opportunities for discussion and shared development with teachers.  

So what conclusions can we draw, and what action plan from this?

Conclusions and discussion

Suggested direction: a personal view

Let us remind ourselves of the three key themes which came out of a simultaneous analysis of student and teacher views of character education:

· A shared understanding and goals. (Between the two groups, in terms of what “character” means and how important it is.)

· Differing contexts and views of progress. (With teachers more positive despite concerns, and students self-critical; differences in language and context.)

· No “Road Map.” (A haphazardness to character education in practice. This constitutes:

· An absent dialogue. Academic / SESI-related stresses stretching relations between the two groups.

· An accidental dialogue. With some teachers possibly circumventing normal routine to engage.)

Here we reach a hiatus: what to decide to argue for as a forward route in light of these findings. The same choices are open to us as have historically been made, with the same pros and cons:

1. Leave it alone / do it on the quiet. If it’s working to some extent despite no formal mechanisms then don’t tinker; it may be healthiest NOT to subject something so nebulous to government targets and policy control. Arthur, p135: “character development takes place in [all] schools irrespective of whether the word ‘character’ appears in official school documentation.” But: this is a shirking of responsibility, isn’t it? 

2. Return to traditional (religious?), clear-cut approaches. (The traditional view; some private schools, rightist media and some teachers.) The advantage of clarity of argument and method. But: isn’t this arrogant, dangerous, even potentially offensive, in a plural society?

3. Demand a dialogic model without fixed positions. (Discussion-inducing without “right” answers.) This reflects a plural society and engages students in fuller participation. But: it can risk both vacuity of moral purpose and either restriction into Citizenship and/or indifference.
We all know teachers (and perhaps schools) which represent the varying poles of educational philosophy paralleling parts of the history of character education of which we can paint pastiches: the disciplinarian / “Victorian” traditionalist; the “trendy” pro-student liberal; the quietly insistent religious sort who explicitly wishes to use religion for moral guidance; the pure subject-focus teacher who declares moral education no part of his target-set purpose as a “learning manager” – and so forth. 

Some colleagues might have a degree of cynicism for efforts to control change in school practice: it might be thought futile, and possibly counter-productive, to try to dictate, measure and report on the least tangible and / or most controversial aspects of school life. How do you measure “ethos”? What constitutes good school “culture”? Can you really create targets for pastoral care? (Some) teachers will still find ways and times to deal with character on a personal level with their students: it is in the grain of their character and motivation to do so, and students will always look for it. It will happen in a few niches – PSHE in a minority of cases, some English classrooms, on some sports fields etc – as well as naturally with the best and most sympathetic pastoral staff; best not draw too much attention to it, lest it be rationalised out of all sense by attempts to shoehorn it into a system of measurable targets. As Arthur (p46) notes, that such activity has fallen out of policy dialogue does not mean it is not happening in classrooms: “after 1950 it is difficult to find any references to character in government education publications until 2001... [yet] T. H. Pear [1951] claimed it was still generally assumed by most teachers in England that they were involved in the training of their pupils’ characters.” So it still seems to be.

This author once held the “leave-it-be” position but notes two key drivers of change:

· the increasing strength of a strand of the School Development research committed to accessing the student voice – by which School Effectiveness / Improvement / Development practice might flexibly incorporate context-specificity and multiple views

· the realisation in his own context that in the absence of a forceful model explicitly committed to character education as a focus of debate for all the dominance of the second, monoculture, model might occur

The first affirms that a universal model can be created which is not entirely dictatorial and hierarchical, neglectful of context, and can incorporate student involvement and engagement; the second reveals a weakness of a laissez-faire system: that this can be overridden by a particular zealot in any given context unless there is a legislated requirement for plurality and dialogue moderate positions must be robustly put, and defended, in public debate and policy. Thus, the previously loosely-defined third model becomes the key recommendation of this document. This process will be difficult, as we do not have a social consensus on what the boundaries of such a more core agreement should be, and attempts to find a common ground in general social discussion are usually derailed by insistence / intolerance on the part of established “moral” groupings (religious [inc humanist], political and media.)

Failing to have a fixed moral position on any given topic (by the teacher, the school, the QCA etc) will not lead to moral disaster in the next generation – at least, not any more than the current failure to even encourage dialogue. In a world of shifting values and dramatically increasing hostility between groups differing on the basis of religion, ethnicity, wealth, we must fundamentally reject the second solution as a false panacea, the attraction of which – its evident simplicity and singularity – is exactly what makes it so impossible to effect without causing conflict, suffering and disenfranchisement. Irrational, extremist and selfish viewpoints are more likely to be softened by discussion and mutual influence upon opposing views, than to be hardened. Allowing students to discuss issues of personal character, interpersonal relations and social order eliminates the worst excesses of the rejection of authority, and draws them into true and productive partnership in community – which is what a school should be, and do – which in turn is likely to reduce the need to control-manage their behaviour forcibly. 

We must demand a fuller and more universal emphasis on the education of character – with considerable care and caution to concerns of plurality.

One possible roadmap: action with 3 components

Character education belongs in schools and teachers should: 

1. Be explicit about character: young people show interest and belief in character values, and a strong inclination to discuss and demonstrate them – so we should not feel discomfort with making that language and its aims central (a hidden curriculum is not sufficient); character must be divorced from the current dominant negative attachment to language of “responsibilities” and “behaviour.” Here we can agree with Arthur (p121) that “Teachers are clearly already involved in the formation of character of their pupils simply by being part of the school community.” This alone will not be enough. And all groups can and must engage in bold languages and reflections: although Arthur (p70) suggests that “Virtues have connotations of the past, of deference to authority and a tradition of belief,” they do not need to have; to represent them necessarily as such is both proprietorial jealousy and the FAA. All schools can and should engage with these – in their own ways.

2. Be opportunistic about character: students recognise and respect the teachers who most contribute to their character, seeing this as explicitly being outside of the academic core that dominates schooling – so we should make sure our schools do far more than just grades, and that we seize every opportunity to make character what we do: character is larger than academics, not a subject block. Arthur acknowledges as early as p2 that “Character education is inherently a multidisciplinary endeavour, which requires its adherents and critics to ask divergent questions and employ disparate methods in approaching the subject”; more generally, Noddings (p2) adds that “ordinary conversation with students should not always be considered time “off-task” or time wasted.” Head-heart-hand thinking fits here: character education must reach far beyond the academic, and its potential to succeed is often best found in non-academic areas.
3. Be dialogic about character: students show understanding, and maturity of reflection, upon the question of character, along with wariness (even loathing) of those who do not permit this opportunity to engage; so dictating to them a fixed / dogmatic or delimited specification of it is inappropriate, is poor learning, and will provoke open resistance, if it is not dialogic / discursive and open-ended: character education requires dialogue between policymakers and teachers, between teachers and students. Noddings (p120): “the conversation must be pluralistic; several views may be put forward, and each may be free of obvious flaws… a genuine forum – many voices dedicated to locating and accepting the argument with greatest force.” For after all, (p5), “Children are much more likely to listen to adults with whom they have established a relation of care and trust.” Arthur (p61) notes Dewey complaining that “Most programmes of character education promoted particular ‘virtues’ that involved children making pledges and oaths, and repeating slogans and creeds... the crude methods used in character education teaching the overuse of extrinsic motivation. Dewey wanted schools to develop an ethos throughout the curriculum and life of the school that encouraged active service and critical social enquiry.” Compare also p10, noting that “David Fordyce spoke of developing the child’s imagination in moral matters and wrote that ‘dull, formal lectures of several virtues and vices’ were of no use in the formation of good character.” All are appeals for a dialogic model. (See Appendix B3 for a more concrete, policy-oriented tool in this direction.)
These conclusions combine theory, instinct and this dissertation’s research and thus provide a codification and theoretical basis to progress; so we need a meaningful model which character educators can predominantly agree upon, and press forward into school effectiveness and improvement debates with something resembling uniformity and policy-minded structure. It begins with the critical final conclusion: a dialogic approach to what character education would mean and be. For that, a core of agreeable and non-partisan meaning is needed: without a dialogic approach there cannot be an agreed language; without that language we cannot be explicit – or we are just a cacophony of competing (and often mutually hostile and / or irrational) interests; only with a dialogic model, and explicit (and varied) language can we be opportunistic and make sure the education of character is at the heart of all we do – otherwise, those teachers whom students think just don’t bother, those students who despondently note that schools just don’t care, those external who perceive in the muddle both cause for alarm and a need for a mindless, disciplinarian, knee-jerk behaviour-management approach to pastoral care and a morally-disinterested, narrowly academic-obsessed pedagogy to teaching; these current features of the situation arise out of, and can only be overcome by, a dialogue which aims to produce explicit and opportunistic character education: a return to the development of the whole child and the whole young person.

Many schools do have explicit, and even opportunistic, models – but often from a single viewpoint, be it faith or secular. In an age of growing dogma, disharmony and mutual cultural hostility, this does not best serve our shared and universal needs. More dictatorial views clearly provoke a backlash of hostility from young people; no wonder, in such, cases, that they reject the values of character altogether. Dogmatic and inflexibly-applied character education simply doesn’t work. Obedience is not character, and dialogue is critical.

Interestingly, if we reflect back on our understanding of the SESI literature, narrow as it is, we see a close parallel with the conclusions we drew there:

· “schools can change students’ lives” – this affirms the explicit importance of engaging with the development of the young person’s character, not merely their academic progress

· “we should be rigorous enough in our research of best practice to help young people progress however we realistically can” – i.e. be opportunistic to consider educational ways to include development of character in deep and holistic senses

· “this practice should be applied flexibly, intelligently, and in context” – finally, focus on character alongside the young people concerned, dialogically
Similarly, reflection back on the disagreements from the findings produced three recognitions: we concluded that “these are merely problems of language, focus, and open-mindedness.” And they can be respectively fixed by being explicit, opportunistic, and dialogic.

Onward reflection
It might be apposite to leave the subject here, rather than open a new section. But, as will be seen, reflections from a broader and ongoing range of publications both reflect the universal importance of developing a debate about character, and open up new routes for enquiry. It may be that these now seem even more interesting than the research itself; but that’s all well and good if so. 
The state of play: recent literature and public discussion, and the context-match with the findings of this study

 “Character education is poorly defined within recent government initiatives and policy documents... The fragmenting of values and character education across programs and the curriculum means that it can get lost amongst the detail...” – Revell & Arthur (2007)

The 89-page 2005 14-19 White Paper might be thought productive territory for including moral and character reasoning intentions. The 2001 White Paper previously remarked (p7) that “Critical through effective academic education is to children’s life chances, it is not the only important part of schooling. We want schools to play their part in developing rounded individuals who are well-prepared for adult life.” The 2005 paper uses the word “citizenship” ten times, never meaningfully in the context of character development – and does not once use the word “character.” Searching for “values education” or “moral education” is equally fruitless; even in shorter form the one meaningful use of “moral” is in the exclusively negative / responsibility sense. “Values” receives significant promise not merely by being present in the Secretary for State’s introduction, but by being the visionary statement to a document she says will provide the nation with a route to educating our young people in having, “above all the values we want them to have.” The word then never appears again with this meaning anywhere in the document. In an 89-page document on the future of schools, to fail to mention values, character or morality at all, let alone in an explicit and meaningful way seems at least remiss. To have the led the document with a claim that it addresses this “above all” and then never speak the words again is bizarre in the extreme.

This governmental act of overlooking the Emperor’s nakedness continues on the (then-)DfES website. Citizenship in the view of the Crick report (2000) included emphasis on values, judgement, and developing into a mature contributor to society. This is to counter, amongst other things, a list of indicators of youth problems listed by Lickona (1996), cited in Arthur (p3) as indicative of the “litany of alarm”: “dishonesty; peer cruelty; disrespect for adults and parents; self-centredness; self-destructive behaviour, and ethical illiteracy.” (This is not new, for Arthur (p4) notes how McKown in 1935 “bemoans the social break-up of the family... the excessive individualism of the age; notes the decline in citizen participation in elections; abhors the ‘tremendous increase in crime’... is concerned by the negative effect of advertising on the young; and sees the implications for morality in everything.”) But the Crick report steers away from the language of character; its focus is political and practical-societal literacy, as noted in our introduction.
On the DfES website the broad thrust of citizenship emphasises curricular strands of diversity, community involvement, the (behavioural) “respect” agenda and identity. There is effectively no attention given to questions of character education or values in the universal (as opposed to the cross-cultural) sense. The most recent cure-all additional responsibility, following concerns about spiralling UK debt, has been financial management (see http://www.direct.gov.uk/en/Nl1/Newsroom/DG_066277.)

This is only tangentially related to character. The Directgov website, amazingly, produces only results relating to conservation and listed-building status when you search for “character.” A rudimentary scan of other curriculum documentation indicates either subject-restricted or negative, behavioural-responsibility meanings. There is no vision for character in current UK education.
Revell & Arthur (2007) agree. They investigate the views of student teachers as to whether they think character education is their business, how far they would go / what methods they would employ, and the extent to which they find their training prepares them (at an Anglican and a secular university.) They confirm many findings from this paper’s small-scale research.

Their key finding (abstract) “indicates that while [student teachers] are overwhelmingly in favour of developing their skills in the area of moral development, their opportunities to do this are uneven and are dependent on their course.” They note that “education in values has been implicit in the curriculum in England since the 1944 Education Reform Act”, (p80) rising to a “new prominence” under Labour. In this regard Arthur (2004) previously observed (p25) that the 2001 Green and White Papers “are really a furtherance of pre-1950s government thinking on character education... there are striking similarities”; but that modern conception may be a less rich one in that (Revell & Arthur, 2007, p80) “the nature of that education is [now] characterised by an emphasis on behaviour and responsibilities rather than moral reasoning or philosophy.” They observe that “the term ‘character education’ is not used explicitly in the National Curriculum on Citizenship Education” despite the fact that “the development of a pupil’s character cannot be divorced from their interaction within society.” 

Further, (p81) “the government recognises that schools may not be the ideal learning environments for building character and advocate experiential learning”. No details, of course. They identify (p81) that “taken with the goals of the entire National Curriculum... there is an emerging and expanding concept of character development but there is a lack of any fundamental agreement on its justification and content.” Or methods?
They find that 68% of the student teachers think character education is their responsibility whilst a greater 97% expect guidance in training on behaviour management. Even despite these engagement figures, by the end of their course, 75% had come to believe that “home or factors outside the school had the greatest impact on the formation of children’s character.” Although not identified as such, they implicitly support the proposal to make character education explicit and opportunistic:

· only 32% reported seeing any lessons or activities (outside of RE/PSHE etc) in which values of pupils were addressed or influenced (i.e. not explicit)

· by the end of the course, 64% felt unable to say that their course had clearly prepared them to educate character (lack of opportunistic character education is inevitable if teachers feel untrained)

The differences between the faith and secular universities suggest some secular withdrawal: 75% at the Anglican university versus 54% at the secular expected their course to teach them about values education; 90%-vs-65% thought teachers should be role models; 75%-vs-61% thought the government wanted teachers to educate character. This:

· echoes this paper’s findings of teacher idealism and positivity with regard to character education

· heightens the call of this paper for a robust approach to character education from a secular / balanced viewpoint

But Revell & Arthur do not find teacher training adequate to this purpose: “although teachers... consistently refer to their professional identity... in moral terms... a review of the programmes of study at both universities revealed that issues of educational ethics and moral discourse were absent in the two courses... At a time when educational policy... [is] couched in moral terms, it is unsatisfactory that moral discourse of any kind plays such a marginalised part in the training of teachers” (p85.) So far, so explicit.
With regard to dialogic character education views differ versus this paper’s: they report that only 11% of student teachers thought (p84) “the role of the teacher was to ‘encourage pupils to reach a conclusion that is sympathetic to the one held by the school.’ The response... indicates that student teachers are unwilling to promote or defend an explicit moral or code of behaviour.” This reading implies that such direct intervention is desirable. It might be contested that respondents may have found the question heavy-handed; it does not imply an unwillingness to engage. They conclude that the 85% who answered that ‘the role of the teacher is to encourage pupils to reach their own conclusions’ are unwilling to engage with character education; it might equally be argued that they view character education as dialogic. Equally questionable is the protest (p86) that “[student teachers] believed that the role of the teacher in the context of a moral education lesson was to encourage pupils to reach their own conclusions rather than conclusions that were sympathetic to those held by the school... although students say they are committed to a form of moral education that demands that they actually influence the views and behaviour of their pupils, they are mostly only prepared to do this in a limited way.” There is considerable slight-of-hand here:

· the (narrow, controlling) sense of “behaviour” here trumps the broader (reflective) sense, reducing the authors’ concept to one dominated by negativity

· the student teachers said they were committed to character education, not to a particular form of character development, and the words “demands” and “influence” suggest a particular partiality; i.e. they may be over-concluding

· the “limited” in the final remark smacks of a prejudicial view of respondents’ caution 

Revell & Arthur reject (whether intentionally or habitually) the importance of a plural, dialogic model – and risk reducing the whole to an expanded form of behaviour management. Hence the wariness of secularists towards explicit character education. But if the model was dialogic by nature at all levels (policymakers(teachers, teachers(students), the motivation behind the wariness would be more likely to disappear. The authors disagree, citing Strike (1991) in complaining (p87) that “teachers are unlikely to be able to intervene in moral discussions where there is no explicit moral curriculum... there is unlikely to be a curriculum while there is no consensus in society what that curriculum should be.” This cannot be adequate justification to decline to adopt a dialogic approach: most works of literature invite (and receive) multiple interpretations, but this does not stop their examination (in both general and curricular senses) as teaching texts; indeed, we encourage students to develop unique and clearly-argued views. Teachers must be able to role-play oppositionally to students – a Socratic model, no less – and this is best dialogically done. Consensus means (unlike some of the authors’ uses) that there are allowed nuances of views around an agreed practice: the one meta-rule is that all may participate, the core of liberalism rightly understood. Every model of character development deserves equal hearing in schooling structures. Arthur mistakenly asks (p77) “the obvious question is, would not these ‘liberals’... not also wish to promote a ‘particular and specific moral and ethical system’?” Irrelevant. Here the segregation between secular and atheist positions is powerfully drawn in a recent faith-in-society article by Timothy Garton-Ash neatly parallelling the character education dialogue dilemma (Guardian, 29/11/07, emphasis added):

“liberalism [is] properly understood as a quest for the greatest possible measure of individual human freedom, compatible with the freedom of others. In order to secure these freedoms, we need a secular public sphere. But what exactly do we mean by that?... A liberal order in which the devotees of all Gods are free to try their hand in the public square, on an equal footing with those who insist - correctly, in my view - that there is no God... [we] need to be clearer about the difference between secularism and atheism. Secularism... [is] arrangements for a shared public and social life; atheism is an argument about scientific truth, individual liberation and the nature of the good life... [but] neither is entitled to demand [their belief] of the other as a condition for participating as a citizen in a free society.”

Whilst Arthur is right that many who wish to remove faith from schools are secular dogmatists, he should acknowledge the primacy of the need for the secular space Garton-Ash is calling for. Although he claims (p42) that “too much current discussion on the virtues of character is unhelpfully polarised”, by p54 he is again committing the FAA by soapboxing that “the Christian school or Muslim school has the potential to provide a framework and clear rationale for character education which is often lacking in State schools. They can provide a community and culture which inculcates the particular world-view and moral culture.” Who presumes State schools can’t – and don’t? Who presumes church schools do so effectively – or sensitively? Alternatively, isn’t this an admission of indoctrination despite protests to the contrary elsewhere?

Arthur implies strongly that consensual secular models are the problem. Is the debate being held up by secular recalcitrance? The National Secular Society’s response to the 2005 draft of the School Admissions Code is a response to the controversial way in which the referred-to document disproportionately benefits faith-based schools by permitting them to tacitly select, and is interesting because it:
· makes considerably more reference to the language of character education than the official documentation

· reveals a deep concern at the preferential treatment accorded to faith schools with regard to values education – at a time of rising national and international hostility rooted in the antagonism of faith groups
· indicates the discrepancy between a majority of secular participants versus the disproportionate influence of faith authorities, which explains secular educational concern 

This suggests that character education is being tacitly abandoned to faith organisations, who are subtly accruing (or, on one view of the Blair years, with their strong faith representations in the executive, being preferentially handed) advantages to proliferate and thrive – and that therefore curriculum policy need never explicitly work out a substantive pluralist agenda. It evidences a commitment to explicit and dialogic character education, warning that it is not equivalent to faith: “The onus should be on the Church (mosque, etc) and on parents to pass on their religion, not on state-funded schools. Morals and social behaviour should be taught separately from religion” (p2.)

Allowing faith schools to thrive is not value-free: it automatically leads to the detriment of secular schools, for (p4) “the existence of most religious schools leads directly to admissions to nearby community schools failing to reflect the community’s ethnic, religious, non-religious and socio-economic balance.” There are financial and student-profile disadvantages for mainstream schools as well: the advantages and exemptions already awarded to and being requested by faith schools represent a capacity to select-by-stealth on academic and other criteria. That such schools sometimes receive superior results must be understood in light of these significant advantages.

Such measures cannot be justified in terms of representativeness of the views and desires of the population. “This expansion in religious schools flies in the face of public opinion... [in] an OCM poll... 64% of respondents agreed that ‘The Government should not be funding religious schools of any kind.’ A poll in the New Statesman asked (29 August 2005): ‘Should Blair end his support of faith schools?’... 96.2% answered 'yes'... An NOP survey of 18-year-olds (November 1999) showed that 77% had no religious beliefs” (p4.) After all, (p3) “that a third of maintained schools are of a religious character... is a relic of a time when religion was much more widely practised than it is today. Practically all religious schools now open were already founded by 1930.” Barely 1% of the population now attend Anglican services.

Nor is it only secularists who feel deep discomfort at the substitution of favourable treatment for faith schools over a meaningful universal character education programme: leading rabbi Jonathan Romain “has stated that single faith schools are ‘a recipe for social disaster... the problem with faith schools is not their purpose but their consequences. They may be designed to inculcate religious values, but they result in religious ghettos, which can destabilise the social health of the country at large’” (p9.) They cite an interview with leading prelates of both Anglican and English Catholic churches, in which both say they would welcome Muslim children in their schools – but wouldn’t send Christian children to Muslim schools. The NSS powerfully remarks that “this is missionary work in the guise of education. It does not respect other religions as being of equal value. Such blatant double standards do nothing to promote integration within society. Schools that cannot teach and respect all religions should endorse none.” Character education programmes must require plurality, equality of position and dialogic modes of engagement as a guaranteed requisite. There is a desperate, and growing, need for a rigorous liberal programme of pluralistic character education in every British school.

Final thoughts

Wittgenstein and family resemblance

Early in this dissertation we reflected that the dry sterility of logical positivism – which had misunderstood, and restricted, the true breadth and wealth of philosophy – might be comparable to what happens to our broad view of education (centring on character) when high-intensity but shallow-content data, monitoring, academic-foci so utterly dominate the (inter?)national picture of education. Words like “values”, “character”, “develop”, “achieve”, and even “learn” have suffered similarly in the SESI climate of recent years. 

The Wittgensteinian tool which most discredited logical positivism was a concept called “family resemblance”, in which there was no one, perfect / ideal encapsulation of a concept. There was no defining the word “game”, for every component (does it need a ball? is it energetic? are people amused? etc) qualifies for some – and not others. Rather, as with identifying family members, we just see a broad spread of resemblances between individual things. This doesn’t hinder our agreeing in practice – almost completely – what counts as a game. We understand one another because, in the ubiquitous summary of Wittgenstein: meaning just is use. (See Philosophical Investigations 1:43.) There is no set of rigid criteria, but an overall instinct and balance of judgement and the process is organic, harmonic – and finally, unprovable. Once we know this we are freed from the anxiety of searching for a solution. Similarly it is by doing that we learn to participate in the language-game of what a thing means: “Children do not learn that there are books, that there are armchairs etc etc, but they learn to fetch books, sit in armchairs etc” (Wittgenstein, On Certainty:476.) The same applies to more complex ideas: so “character” means what we know it means in practice and is best not subjected to a reductive analysis.

In other words, if we guided ourselves to practical action, we might agree substantially in practice. For the committed, reasonable, thorough-thinking practitioners of education – from positions of faith or psychology, virtue or utility, pastoral or citizenship, state or independent – have more in common with one another than with either the uncommitted and disinterested (who may be won over to participate if we develop this dialogue) or the dogmatic and oppositional of every camp, from whose interpretations we must turn debate away. Interestingly, Wittgenstein was for many years a primary-school teacher – and other well-regarded authors referred to herein (notably Anscombe and Noddings) have at other times championed the importance of introducing serious philosophy into education practice. So Wittgenstein might be right by analogy in the final analysis: there is a family resemblance between all forms of character education, and we should do rather than think or argue over language.

What we knew already

The core theme of this paper is that the flurry of change, targets, process and mechanisms, and of ever-strengthening emphasis on academic-content over the fuller, holistic view of personal development, has resulted in an obfuscation of some older wisdoms: that the primary aim, role, and capability of teachers with regard to their charges is to listen and engage with them as equally as circumstances permit, with every part of their development and growth, and not merely as defined by the shatteringly narrow remit of curriculum specification. So our final reflections might be best sourced not in “literature” relating to educational research, but in the more general wisdom of literature in the fuller sense. 

“The function of education is to teach one to think intensively and to think critically. Intelligence plus character - that is the goal of true education.”

– Luther King Jr., attr. in biography by Bennett, What Manner Of Man
This is a long and constant process, requiring both intellectual and character virtues to be brought to flourishing. Our achievement as teachers must be constantly to reinvent the wheel to support the development of good character – each response suited to circumstance, for education is not merely not only grades and assessment criteria – these are not even the important components. We must encourage, request talk about, and action in support of, the development of good character; and always be prepared to talk in terms of character: character education must be explicit in all we do.

 “Character [develops] in the full current of human life.” 
– Goethe, Torquato Tasso
More important, this. This I take to mean: you cannot constrain a core educational process – a learning about being a person, not a pupil – to a curriculum area or to an allocated line-of-management: the development of character pervades every part of the learning experience, and teachers must be enthusiastic to engage with questions of character, in deep and worthwhile ways, at every juncture at which they arise: character education must be opportunistic.

 “Our deeds determine us, as much as we determine our deeds; and until we know what has been or what will be… a man’s critical actions, it will be better not to think ourselves wise about his character.”

– Eliot, Adam Bede
And this? This final and most important truth I take as a warning to teachers (and even more so, administrators and policymakers) not to think they know best what “good character” is: something so nebulous can only be approached by an effectively-equal engagement. Student exploration, including their errors – and ours too – will be the process that constitutes learning. We do not possess the only truth: we are both purveyors of wisdom, and also facilitators of mutual discussion and action. In other words, character education must be dialogic.

This paper opened by asserting that we’d forgotten how to “do” character education. Maybe we had just forgotten that we already knew in real detail how to do it.
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“Broader Literature” Quotations
Complementary (i.e. non-academic) quotes in the “First thoughts” and “Final thoughts” sections from Emerson, Whitman, Heraclitus, Luther King Jr., Goethe and Eliot are sourced generically from various dictionaries of quotation for the provision of broader context.

Object of education: diligent, independent informed, developed member of peer group. Potential influences: all teachers, senior pupils, other parents and peers etc





Object of education: adulthood, place in society, whole rounded character. Potential influences: friends, family, role models, wider life circle etc





Figure 1. The “student” as a subset of “pupil” and “person”.
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Object of education: specific, purely academic progress in a given field. Potential influences: subject teacher, peer competitors, experts and expert resources





Object of education: trained, knowledgable, skilled master of self-learning. Potential influences: teachers (esp. subject), peers, experts, etc





Figure 2. Key concepts and drivers of different positions of moral education.





All three poles of approach are interested in all components (and commonly will acknowledge the validity of all points) but they centre in different positions and meet the other approaches in intermediate positions which are those least likely to be agreed by the opposite pole (e.g. Utilitarians will be least comfortable with “habit” as a basis for character education.)
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Scope / scale / circumstance / exception issues (‘reasonable vices’)





The “virtue landgrab”: presuming things must be morally reflected-upon where it is not relevant:


Mill’s expediency


Durkheim’s socialization


common sense





Conflicts between different virtues in any given situation





Contextual virtues: virtue associated with roles and circumstances





A single set of “teachable” virtues


+


a single method of delivery





Religious pluralism and the difficulty of universal accommodation without meaninglessness





Cognitive vs. affective dimensions of virtue





Cardinal-vs-theological (societal-vs-spiritual) virtue prioritisation





Differing moral thinking between individuals (i.e different calculus of same situations and codes)





Political misuse of language of virtue as tool of social power





Figure 4. Detrimental effects of capitalism on character education.





Effects of capitalism on attempts to incorporate character education meaningfully into schools: how wealth discrepancy prevents character education being possible: a vicious social circle within a vicious schooling circle.





jettisoned: equality, justice, sense of proportion, meaningful debate





Grotesque expansion of wealth discrepancy in servile, zero security economy





Booming of morally-disinterested, materialistic society





Litany of alarm: schools as points of blame or required miracles; desperate search for inadvertently lost “meaning” / “truth” / “character” / “society”
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jettisoned: moral / character restraints on greed





jettisoned: human, pastoral, arts, sports, social, democratic,(unless can be defended in functional terms)





Self-esteem becomes linked exclusively to wealth & economic function





Capitalism = wealth-creation as the supreme  (only?) good
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Individual educational “progress” linked solely to functionalist education system progress





Castification, functionalification & technologicalisation of schools





jettisoned: emphasis on holism, character growth, self-fulfillment





jettisoned: (as a thing in themselves): virtue, altruism, utilitarianism





Figure 5. Types of learning and development in character education.





A broad ground of consensus reflects the need for education to include all components, taken universally in a vein of challenge to develop. All three components – heart, hand, head – are important, but conventional education prioritises only the last; this is more Aristotelian / Arnoldian. See Ryan & Bohlin (1999, p7): “[character] involves the head, the heart and the hand in an integrated way.” See also Rusnak (1998), a powerful practical model of creating integrated character education in current UK practice. 
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						... and also something more nebulous in the background?





By extension, heart-hand-head might correlate to “cardinal” virtues, with other more nebulous needs arising from Christian and economic / psychological models of character. These might be something like:
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Any character education programme must account, practically and with real activity, for each area here.
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A furtherance of Heraclitus’ remark ethos anthropos daimon, partly from observations of the practical character-building activity of Frontiers: �HYPERLINK "http://www.frontiers-ail.org.uk"��www.frontiers-ail.org.uk� 








Figure 6. Character and destiny, after Heraclitus.
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Figure 7. Defining virtue: choices, reasons and likely “overshoot” errors.





Danger zone if each given philosophy is pursued dogmatically and solely
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Sphere of possible choices and reasons / reflections





but: aren’t so many of these inflexible, outdated, too rigid to use?
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but: what if virtues compete with one another? how balance?





but: society is destroyed by individualism, to the detriment of all, isn’t it?





Defining virtue
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but: doesn’t the individual have value and shouldn’t they be central?
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Figure 8. Mutual understandings in the development of character.
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All philosophical models of character should be able to agree on these sources of positive influence, and the concomitant actions and practices they imply.
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