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This reporter guide aims to help education
journalists explore, research, and pitch
articles on character education. At a time
of political division, societal discord, and
deep distrust in many communities,
schools are helping students make sense of
the upheaval. And character education
can play an important role in those
teachable moments. The subject lends
itself t o numerous angles and stories. This
guide will provide essential background
for any reporter—seasoned or new.
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What is a school’s role? Is it simply to impart
academic knowledge and skills?  What about
teaching students how to work
collaboratively?  To become better listeners?
To understand how to become active and
informed citizens who seek to make the
world a better place?  

Proponents of character education believe
it’s all of this and more. In addition to
focusing on academics, they see a vital role
for schools to both model and help instill
core values like honesty, compassion, self-
discipline, and respect for others. 

To be effective, experts say, character
development needs to be deliberate and
comprehensive so that all students have 
the opportunity to see, discuss, learn, and
practice the values embraced by their
community.

Ron Berger, a longtime champion of
character education and a senior adviser 
at EL Education, observes that whether 
or not schools choose to deliberately
emphasize character development, 
students’ experiences in classrooms and
hallways inform their values. 

“Many districts or schools will say to me, ‘We
don’t have time to teach character,’ " Berger
says. "My answer is always this: ‘You don’t
have a choice to teach character: You’re
doing it all day long.’ ”

INTRODUCTION 

Character development: theapproach used to help children
understand, care about, andpractice the core values that willallow them to succeed in life. 

 



Moral virtues (such as compassion,
courage, gratitude, and humility);
Performance virtues (such as confidence,
determination, motivation, and
resilience);
Civic virtues (such as civility, community
awareness, and volunteering); and
Intellectual virtues (such as critical
thinking, curiosity, and reflection).

Definitions for character education vary.
Character.org—a national nonprofit founded
in 1993 by educators, researchers, and civic
leaders—describes it as a  "comprehensive,
holistic approach that parents, teachers, and
all caring adults use to help students
understand, care about, and consistently
practice the character strengths and core
values that will enable them to flourish in
school, in relationships, in the workplace, and
as citizens." Character education emphasizes
fairness, respect, honesty, and other core
values inside and outside the classroom. It’s
also intended to help children and young
people answer questions, such as: What kind
of person do I want to be?  How will I live out
my values?

One helpful primer for journalists is “A
Framework for Character Education in
Schools," published by the Jubilee Center for
Character & Virtues at the University of
Birmingham in England. It divides character
into four categories:
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WHAT IS
CHARACTER
EDUCATION?

https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/userfiles/jubileecentre/pdf/character-education/Framework%2520for%2520Character%2520Education.pdf
https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/527/character-education/framework
https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/userfiles/jubileecentre/pdf/character-education/Framework%2520for%2520Character%2520Education.pdf
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Character.org also embraces this broad
conceptualization on its website (with a
slight twist, calling these dimensions moral
character,  performance character,  etc.).  To
be meaningful, character education should
be part of the fabric of school life—not just
an add-on or a once-a-week lesson,
suggested several experts at an EWA
seminar. And educators must practice what
they preach.

Moral character: having a

desire for and prioritizing

goodness; includes skills, 

such as honesty, integrity, 

and compassion.

 
 
 

 Cas c o  B ay  H ig h  S c h o o l in  Po rtlan d ,  M ain e ,  b o as ts  a
9 8  p e rc e n t c o lle g e - ac c e p tan c e  rate .  Its  s tu d e n ts  are

m o s tly  lo w  in c o m e  an d  c o m e  f ro m  v e ry  d iv e rs e
b ac kg ro u n d s .  O n e  o f  m an y  w ay s  th is  Exp e d itio n ary

L e arn in g  s c h o o l trie s  to  f o s te r an  ac c e p tin g
e n v iro n m e n t is  b y  c re atin g  d e lib e rate  s tru c tu re s  o f

s u p p o rt,  s u c h  as  te am s  o f  te ac h e rs  w o rkin g  w ith
te am s  o f  s tu d e n ts .  F re s h m e n  g o  o n  w e e k- lo n g  trip s  in
th e  w ild  to  le arn  h o w  to  w o rk to g e th e r w ith  d if f e re n t

ty p e s  o f  p e o p le .  S e n io rs  d o  a kay ak o r b ac ktrac kin g
“ q u e s t”  to  w o rk o n  c itize n s h ip  an d  le ad e rs h ip  s kills .
Co m m u n ity  m e m b e rs  (in c lu d in g  Cas c o  B ay  s tu d e n ts )

te ac h  w e e k- lo n g  in te n s iv e s  o n  M u s lim  A m e ric an
h is to ry  an d  h ip - h o p .  T h e  s c h o o l f o c u s e s  o n  c o n f lic t

re s o lu tio n  an d  h as  s o c ial ju s tic e  is s u e s  at th e  c o re  o f
its  c u rric u lu m .  A f te r a g ro u p  o f  s tu d e n ts  e xp e rie n c e d

a h ate  c rim e  o n  a F rid ay  af te rn o o n ,  s tu d e n ts  an d
te ac h e rs  h o s te d  a m arc h  to  w alk in  s o lid arity .  

 

Character Studies:
 Casco Bay High School 

Performance character: the
virtues and qualities that allowus to accomplish goals, such as

self-discipline, diligence,
loyalty, and responsibility.

 
 

https://www.ewa.org/blog-educated-reporter/trump-era-serves-teachable-moments-character-ed
https://www.ewa.org/blog-educated-reporter/trump-era-serves-teachable-moments-character-ed
https://cbhs.portlandschools.org/


In order to teach students how to exist in
communities with each other—whether that’s
in a relationship, a house, or a school—we
must be explicit in what they should know
(e.g., values, morals, what makes someone a
good member of society).  

"It starts with a shared language, one that
everyone in the school—including substitute
teachers, bus drivers, and cafeteria workers—
must practice," says Arthur Schwartz,
president of Character.org.

The approach schools or districts take to
character education should be based on
decisions they make about the core values
that are important to them, and those values
should drive the expected behavior of
everyone—children and adults alike, experts
say. They add that formulating this approach
should be a conscious decision that needs to
be age appropriate for students the school or
district serves. 

How might reporters recognize schools that
place a priority on character education?
Hallmarks of such schools differ, but they
may be evident in whether and how students
are explicitly taught a school’s core values,
what those values mean, what they look like
in practice, and how students should behave
to reflect those values. Such schools often
place a premium on teachers and students
treating one another with respect. 
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“It  starts with a shared
language,  one that

everyone in the school
—including substitute
teachers,  bus drivers,

and cafeteria workers—
must practice.”  

—Arthur Schwartz



 
A t Po laris  Ch arte r A c ad e m y ,  a  K- 8  Exp e d itio n ary
L e arn in g  s c h o o l in  Ch ic ag o  w ith  a s tu d e n t b o d y
m ad e  u p  c o m p le te ly  o f  lo w - in c o m e  s tu d e n ts  o f

c o lo r,  th e  m id d le - s c h o o l s tu d e n ts  w ro te  an d
p u b lis h e d  a b o o k to  c o m b at g u n  v io le n c e .  T h e y

c re ate d  p u b lic  s e rv ic e  an n o u n c e m e n ts  an d
o rg an ize d  a c ity - w id e  d ay  o f  p e ac e  d u rin g  w h ic h

p e o p le  p u t th e ir g u n s  d o w n ,  s w e p t c ity  s tre e ts ,  an d
s h are d  m u s ic  an d  f o o d .  Eig h th - g rad e rs  in v e s tig ate

re s p o n s ib ility ;  s e v e n th - g rad e rs  w o rk o n  c h an g e  an d
f o o d  c h o ic e ;  e v e ry o n e  le arn s  h o w  to  b e  an  ac tiv e

c itize n  o f  th e  w o rld .  “ W e  w o rk to g e th e r to  g e t
s m art f o r a p u rp o s e .  T o  m ake  o u r c o m m u n ity  an d

th e  w o rld  a b e tte r p lac e , ”  s ay s  Po laris  g rad u ate
A m e e rah  Ro llin s  (n o w  in  h ig h  s c h o o l).  

 

Schools that prioritize character education
may extend their approach to the ways in
which parents interact with the school.
Often, families and even the community
have a voice in some of the ways the school
operates. Schools emphasizing character
education may create opportunities for
service learning for students. Their school
climate may be characterized by an emphasis
on intrinsic motivation for learning as
opposed to a reward system. Students may
have a chance to help determine the
classroom rules and have choices in which
books they read or how they demonstrate
what they've learned. Ideally, an evaluation
system is in place that lets people know if
character education efforts are working and
guides what schools will do next.
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Character Studies:
Polaris Charter Academy 

Intrinsic motivation: behavior that

is driven by an internal reward or

rewards, rather than extrinsic

motivation, which is when

behavior is based on an external

reward or to avoid punishment.

 

https://www.pcachicago.org/


HOW DOES CHARACTER
EDUCATION DIFFER FROM
SOCIAL AND EMOTIONAL

LEARNING (SEL)?
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It’s easy to get confused between character
education and SEL because some elements 
of each overlap; however, they are not the
same thing. 

According to the Collaborative for Academic,
Social, and Emotional Learning (CASEL), SEL
is the process through which all young
people and adults acquire and apply the
knowledge, skills, and attitudes to develop
healthy identities, manage emotions, achieve
personal and collective goals, feel and show
empathy for others, establish and maintain
supportive relationships, and make
responsible and caring decisions.

Character education is about teaching skills,
embedding core values, and helping students
of all ages learn how to reflect those values
in their daily lives; SEL is about learning skills
and putting them into action. “With SEL, the
emphasis is on skills development, how the
skills fit into the community, and how we
apply SEL skills,” says David Adams, chief
executive officer of Urban Assembly (see
page 18). “Character education focuses on
traits and how we enact those traits.”

Justina Schlund, senior director of content
and field learning for CASEL, goes a little
deeper in describing the similarities and
differences: “Character education focuses a
lot on the what-to-know (values, morals
important to being a good member of society
and the community) and teaches traits for
kids to exemplify (respect, honesty, etc.).  
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“With SEL,  the
emphasis is on skills

development,  how 
the skills fit  into the
community,  and how
we apply SEL skills.
Character education

focuses on traits 
and how we enact

those traits.”  
—David Adams
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SEL focuses on the how of the work,
including the skills and the types of
environments in which students and adults
need to navigate their goals. While they are
distinct, they can be complementary and
supportive of each other.”

One educational organization might opt to
put SEL under character education’s
umbrella, while another opts for the reverse.
As Maurice Elias, a psychology professor and
director of Rutgers University’s Social-
Emotional and Character Development Lab
noted, what really matters is that “the vast
majority of children are not under either
umbrella and continue to get deluged.… Skills
without character is not a desirable outcome.
And it is hardly possible to enact such
character attributes as honesty,
responsibility, and fairness without a good
complement of SEL skills.” 

A  q u ic k p e e k at th e  T w itte r f e e d  f o r A lam o  H e ig h ts
Ju n io r S c h o o l in  S an  A n to n io ,  T e xas ,  s h o w s  th at th is

ju n io r h ig h  is  all  ab o u t kin d n e s s ,  p o s itiv ity ,  an d  c arin g
f o r o n e  an o th e r.  T h e  d is tric t (A lam o  H e ig h ts

In d e p e n d e n t S c h o o l D is tric t) in te g rate s  T h e  Eig h t
Ke y s  o f  Exc e lle n c e  in to  its  c u rric u lu m  an d  in f u s e s

c h arac te r e d u c atio n  traits  in  all  ac tiv itie s  an d  o u ts id e
p ro je c ts .  Pare n ts  are  e n c o u rag e d  to  s ig n  u p  f o r th e
Eig h t Ke y s  F am ily  Pro g ram .  F ro m  th e  Ju n io r S c h o o l

A m b as s ad o rs  p ro g ram —in  w h ic h  s tu d e n ts  in  all  th re e
g rad e s  (6 ,  7 ,  8 ) m e n to r n e w  s tu d e n ts  an d  s it  o n  th e
c h arac te r e d u c atio n  c o m m itte e —to  th e  s ixth - g rad e

g irls ’  s e rv ic e  c lu b  th at s u p p o rts  lo c al c h aritab le
o rg an izatio n s  to  th e  af te r- s c h o o l T u to r O u tre ac h

Pro g ram —in  w h ic h  s tu d e n ts  tu to r e le m e n tary  s tu d e n ts
in  n e ig h b o rin g  d is tric ts —th is  s c h o o l s triv e s  to  in f u s e

c h arac te r e d u c atio n  in to  e v e ry  s c h o o l d a y .

Character Studies:
Alamo Heights 

Another important distinction between
character education and SEL is that some
frameworks consider SEL as encompassing
mental health and trauma-informed care.
Character education does not focus on those
elements.

Trauma-informed care: recognizes
the signs and symptoms of trauma

in students and integrates
knowledge about trauma into

policies, procedures, and
practices. 

 

https://www.bu.edu/ccsr/cssr-newsletter/current-issue/
http://ahjs.ahisd.net/


A SHORT HISTORY
OF CHARACTER

EDUCATION
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Character education has been around a lot
longer than many people might guess,
tracing back to Plato and the Greek
philosophers who helped people become
virtuous citizens. In the early 20th century,
the Bureau of Education, Department of the
Interior released a bulletin directing high
schools to align curriculum to improve
transition to postsecondary success—in an
early iteration of college- and career-
readiness skills.  A large part of the curriculum
included the seven Cardinal Principles of
Education, which emphasized civic education
and ethical character. 

By the 1960s, personal freedom took center
stage, and people questioned who and what
should be the source of values and morality.
Schools pushed character education aside
until the 1980s, when President Reagan
asked teachers to focus on students’ 
morality by teaching right and wrong
alongside core subjects.

And then came the 1990s. Character
education was back in vogue, with various
programs trying to establish a systematic way
to teach character education in schools. In
1993, business and government leaders
worked with students, parents, media, and
religious groups to form the Character
Education Partnership (now called
Character.org.) The Partnership worked with
the U.S. Department of Education from 1995
through 2001 to create a character education
curriculum and grant program to help schools
get started.

Today, many schools devote time to teaching
character values. There are a lot of programs
available to help schools teach character
education, and many are integrated into 
the curriculum. 

https://www.character.org/
https://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/character/brochure.pdf


LEADERS IN
CHARACTER
EDUCATION
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In 2014, Adams became director of social-emotional
learning for The Urban Assembly (UA, see page 19), a non-
profit that works to advance students' economic and
social mobility by improving public education. Today, he is
chief executive officer. Adams helped develop the
Resilient Scholars Program, which integrates SEL into the
UA curriculum. In 2021, he received the Champion of
Equity Award from the American Consortium for Equity in
Education. He also co-authored a textbook, Challenges to
Integrating Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion Programs in
Organizations,  and is a board member of CASEL. “It is
important to be clear about what we are teaching. Skills
help develop values. Teaching social-emotional skills 
allows us to support our young people to live in
community with one another. As those skills are
developed, students naturally begin to value relationships,
the spaces they learn and live in, and the community they
are trying to build for the future.” 

David Adams

Berger has been in education for 46 years, with 28 of those
as a teacher. He became chief academic officer for EL
Education, where he helps transform schools in low-income
communities into high-achieving schools filled with
students of strong character. He writes about inspiring
quality and character in students, specifically through
project-based learning, original scientific and historical
research, service learning, and the infusion of arts. He
works with the national character education movement to
embed character values into the core of academic work.
“Kids spend seven hours a day at school. How can it not
shape who they are?  Schools can’t opt out of character
education; how can we help them to do it well? ”

Ron Berger
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As the inaugural Sanford N. McDonnell Endowed
Professor of Character Education, co-director of the
Center for Character and Citizenship at the University
of Missouri-St. Louis, and University of Missouri
President’s Thomas Jefferson Professor, Berkowitz
wrote the book(s) on character education. He has
directed the Leadership Academy in Character
Education in St. Louis since 1999 and served as the
inaugural Ambassador H.H. Coors Professor of
Character Development at the U.S. Air Force Academy.
His latest book, out in April 2021, is PRIMED for
Character Education: Six Design Principles for School
Improvement (Eye on Education). The PRIMED model
stands for Prioritizing character education,
Relationships, Intrinsic motivation, Modelling,
Empowerment, and Developmental perspective. “Why is
character important? ” he asks. “Because it saves the
world. Literally. And it saves people’s lives.”

Marvin Berkowitz

A leader in the education-reform movement, Canada was
president and chief executive officer (CEO) for the Harlem
Children’s Zone (HCZ) from 1990 to 2014 and was featured
in the documentary Waiting for Superman.  He grew up in
the South Bronx but had people who believed in his ability
to succeed, encouraging him to thrive. After receiving a
master’s degree from Harvard, Canada began helping
children who grew up in poverty. When asked about his
hope for the future of education in an interview with
Christianity Today,  Canada said: “I am optimistic that when
our country, cities, and communities decide to prioritize
encouraging young people to grow up to become important
and meaningful contributing adults in society, we will begin
to innovate and be scientific about these children learning.”
In 2014, Canada stepped down as HCZ’s CEO, but
continues to serve as president. He continues to advocate
for innovation in education and is a respected voice in the
character education movement.

Geoffrey Canada

https://hcz.org/our-purpose/our-mission-values/


She’s the founder and chief executive officer of Character
Lab, a nonprofit that aims to advance scientific insights that
help children thrive; a professor; faculty co-director of the
Penn-Wharton Behavior Change for Good initiative; and
faculty co-director of Wharton People Analytics. A former
teacher and researcher, Duckworth wrote the best-selling
Grit: The Power of Passion and Perseverance and delivered
one of the most popular TED Talks ever, with the same
title. When asked why she focuses on character on the
Scratch Your Itch podcast, Duckworth answered:
“Overwhelming scientific evidence now shows that
character strengths like self-control, curiosity, and
gratitude are critically important to social and emotional
well-being, physical health, and achievement. Although
character strengths are malleable, surprisingly little is
known about how they can be intentionally cultivated. This
is why Character Lab exists—to research and create new
ways to help all children develop character.”

Angela Duckworth
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Elias is a psychology professor, director of the Rutgers
Social-Emotional and Character Development Lab, co-
director of the Collaborative Center for Community-Based
Research and Service, and co-director of the Academy for
SEL in Schools. Recipient of numerous awards, including the
Sanford McDonnell Award for Lifetime Achievement in
Character Education, Elias focuses on students’ emotional
intelligence, school success, and social-emotional and
character development. “Character education and SEL
overlap in some ways, and that matters because skills
without direction can be dangerous. You need both, and
they need to be in alignment. Don’t think about SEL or
character education as ends in themselves but rather as
tools. How are people using the tools? ”

Maurice Elias

“Overwhelming scientific evidence now shows that character
strengths like self-control ,  curiosity,  and gratitude are
critically important to social  and emotional well-being,
physical  health,  and achievement.”—Angela Duckworth



Kim leads a team of education designers and research
scientists working to develop and evaluate the quality,
effectiveness, and reach of the Committee for Children’s
programs. She is a driving force of the organization’s efforts
to continually gather information about implementation
fidelity and promote partnerships within the field. As vice
president of education, research and impact, she is helping
the Committee for Children reach its goal of positively
transforming the social-emotional well-being of 100 million
children annually by 2028. While the 42-year-old
Committee focuses more on SEL than on character
education and provides SEL curriculum to about 30 percent
of the elementary schools in the U.S., Kim understands that
students must develop SEL competencies to have strong
character development. “We ask—and try to answer—the
really hard questions so we can help move the field forward
as a whole, not just our organization,” she says. This spring,
Kim is starting an SEL training program for K-12 educators.

Tia Kim

E D U C A T I O N  W R I T E R S  A S S O C I A T I O N P A G E  1 2

As Character.org’s director of training & coaching, Nast
works with schools and districts around the world to
help them apply The 11 Principles Framework. She is a
licensed professional counselor and was a teacher,
school counselor, and character coordinator before
coming to Character.org—all of which help inform her
work. “Infusing the 11 Principles into a school is a
process; it takes time. We want schools to understand
the nuances and how it comes together.”

Tamra Nast

“We ask—and try to answer—the really hard questions so we can
help move the field forward as a whole,  not just our

organization”—Tia Kim

https://www.character.org/11-principles-overview


Newton is executive director of The Hope Institute, which
partners with Samford University’s Orlean Beeson School
of Education (where Newton is a professor of educational
leadership) to help Alabama schools develop good character
in students. Newton previously served as the associate
dean of the School of Education, director of doctoral
programs, and superintendent of Homewood City Schools.
Samford is a Christian university, but Newton says The
Hope Institute does not incorporate religion in its work.
“We help schools become a culture that is caring and
infused character into academics, instructional strategy,
discipline, and so on. Schools must establish the core values
that are important for their children to learn. It is different
for each school; they need to develop it and own it.”

Jodi Newton
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As the president of Character.org, Schwartz is on the front
lines for helping schools deliver character education. For 15
years, he was an executive at the John Templeton
Foundation, where he conducted research on youth
purpose, forgiveness, gratitude, altruism, and grit.  He
served as the senior scholar at the United States Air Force
Academy and chaired the team that developed the
Academy’s conceptual framework for developing leaders of
character. “The secret sauce of character education is how
shared it is through the entire school community, including
parents. Shared values change everything. Schools must be
intentional about what it means to create a caring
community. You have to double down on what that means
and what it looks like, sounds like, feels like. Once all of
this is in place, it helps the school function better.”

Arthur Schwartz

“The secret sauce of character education is how shared it  is
through the entire school community,  including parents.  Shared

values change everything.  Schools must be intentional about
what it  means to create a caring community.”   

—Arthur Schwartz



Talamas serves as executive director of Character Lab, a
nonprofit with the mission of advancing scientific insights
that help kids thrive. As a Cuban American first-generation
college graduate who served in the U.S. Air Force in special
operations, Talamas studied experimental psychology and
developed a passion for leadership, research, and practice.
He is on an advisory board for Behavioral Scientist
magazine. “For character education to be done well, it
needs to be everywhere—from how we’re thinking about
teaching, how kids are greeted in the classroom, in edtech
products, on posters lining the walls.  It must be embedded
into teacher training and the curriculum. It’s particularly
important now as we are all attuned to racial reckoning and
context. We must understand the situation and the context
in which students are operating. That will be key to doing
character education in an appropriate way.”

Sean Talamas
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B ro o kw o o d  Ele m e n tary  in  Cu m m in g ,  Ge o rg ia,
f o c u s e s  o n  c h arac te r d e v e lo p m e n t an d  S EL  in

d if f e re n t w ay s  (s e e  p ag e  1 8 ),  b u t o n e  th at s tan d s
o u t is  its  H e ritag e  N ig h t.  B ro o kw o o d  is  m ad e  u p
o f  f am ilie s  f ro m  aro u n d  th e  w o rld ;  1 8  lan g u ag e s

are  s p o ke n  in  th e  s c h o o l.  O n  H e ritag e  N ig h t,
f am ilie s  b rin g  in  f o o d  an d  d o  p e rf o rm an c e s  to

s h are  th e ir trad itio n s  w ith  e ac h  o th e r.  “ W e
c e le b rate  o n e  an o th e r,  p ro m o te  c o n n e c tio n ,  an d

m ake  e v e ry o n e  f e e l l ike  th e y  b e lo n g , ”  s ay s
T rac e y  S m ith ,  p rin c ip al.  W h e n  th e  s c h o o l c o u ld

n o t h o s t th e  e v e n t d u e  to  CO V ID - 1 9 ,  le ad e rs
o p te d  to  p ro d u c e  a H e ritag e  Co o kb o o k in s te ad .

F am ilie s  s u b m itte d  d o ze n s  o f  re c ip e s  f o r th e
b o o k,  w h ic h  w ill  als o  in c lu d e  in f o rm atio n  ab o u t

v ario u s  re g io n s  an d  th e ir c u s to m s .  
 

Character Studies:
Brookwood Elementary 

https://www.forsyth.k12.ga.us/brookwood


Here are five of the most common perceptions that cause educators to shy away from
character education or harbor skepticism about its value.

Character education is about getting kids to
do what they’re told. This belief often leads
to an imposed set of rules and a system of
rewards and punishments that may produce
temporary or limited behavioral changes but
may do little or nothing to promote character
development. Instead, experts advise to
think of character education as a way to
develop independent thinkers who practice
moral principles and are likely to do the right
thing even under challenging circumstances. 

2Character education is the role of parents
and families—not schools. Advocates note
that all adults who interact with children may
affect their development, whether for good or
for ill.  This impact can be long-lasting,
inspirational, or painful.  Cruel or insensitive
words from a teacher can resonate for many
years. Character education proponents
believe adults in schools must be made aware
the hours they spend with their students play
an important role in shaping their characters
and that children learn about good character
from educators and classmates as well as
families. 

1

MISCONCEPTIONS &
CONTROVERSIES
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Ev e ry  m o rn in g ,  e ac h  s tu d e n t at V e s tav ia 
H ills  Ele m e n tary  Cah ab a H e ig h ts  in  V e s tav ia 

H ills ,  A lab am a,  p ro m is e s  to  b e  a p e rs o n  o f
c h arac te r.  A s  a 2 0 2 0  N atio n al S c h o o l o f  Ch arac te r,

th e  s c h o o l's  “ Co n n e c t 5 ”  p ro g ram  c o n n e c ts  s tu d e n ts
in  n e e d  o f  s o c ial an d  e m o tio n al s u p p o rt w ith  f iv e

s taf f  m e m b e rs  w h o  re g u larly  c h e c k in  w ith  s tu d e n ts
to  p ro v id e  e n c o u rag e m e n t an d  s u p p o rt.  O ld e r

s tu d e n ts  h e lp  y o u n g e r s tu d e n ts  le arn  to  re ad ;  th e
f if th - g rad e  s tu d e n ts  le ad  a re c y c lin g  e f f o rt,  an d

s tu d e n ts  in  all  g rad e s  s e rv e  th e  e ld e rly .  “ H e ig h ts
H e ro e s ”  are  lau d e d  e ac h  d ay  in  th e  m o rn in g
an n o u n c e m e n ts ,  an d  th e  s c h o o l c e le b rate s

d if f e re n c e s  as  w e ll  as  s u c c e s s e s .
 

Character Studies:
Vestavia Hills Elementary 

https://www.vestavia.k12.al.us/Page/9
https://www.vestavia.k12.al.us/Page/9
https://www.vestavia.k12.al.us/Page/9


Journalist  resources 

Organizations,  websites,  blogs & podcasts:

CASEL

Center for Character & Citizenship

Character Lab

Character.org

Committee for Children

Conversations on Character Podcast

EL Education

The Hope Institute

The Jubilee Centre for Character & Virtues

National School Climate Center

New Jersey Alliance for Social ,  Emotional & 
Character Development

Rutgers Social-Emotional and Character Development Lab

Virtue Insight:  Conversations on Character
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O rg an izatio n s ,  w e b s ite s ,  b lo g s  &  p o d c as ts :

CA S EL

Ce n te r f o r Ch arac te r &  Citize n s h ip

Ch arac te r L ab

Ch arac te r. o rg

Co m m itte e  f o r Ch ild re n

Co n v e rs atio n s  o n  Ch arac te r p o d c as t

EL  Ed u c atio n

T h e  H o p e  In s titu te

T h e  Ju b ile e  Ce n tre  f o r Ch arac te r &  V irtu e s

N atio n al S c h o o l Clim ate  Ce n te r

N e w  Je rs e y  A llian c e  f o r S o c ial,  Em o tio n al 
&  Ch arac te r D e v e lo p m e n t

Ru tg e rs  S o c ial- Em o tio n al an d  Ch arac te r
D e v e lo p m e n t L ab

V irtu e  In s ig h t:  Co n v e rs atio n s  o n  Ch arac te r

Character education and SEL discriminate
against people of color. Justina Schlund,
senior director of content and field learning
for CASEL, says her organization is aware
that some people mistakenly think of SEL as
a way to control or “fix” children of color, or
promote white, middle-class values. In
response, CASEL has worked with its urban
district partners to think about how SEL
connects to their equity goals and emphasize
that SEL or character education is not an
intervention but a universal approach that’s
about building on students’ strengths,
including cultural and linguistic strengths, to
reflect on and celebrate experiences and
identities. “We’ve seen a lot of things being
conflated or bumped into SEL that don’t
match the original definition, so we updated
the definition to be as clear as we can and
support implementation,” Schlund says. 

Character education programs take away
from “real” learning (aka core subjects).
William Trusheim—president of the New
Jersey Alliance for Social, Emotional &
Character Development—says, “When
schools do character development work,
their standardized test performance
improves . . .  [This work] establishes a
learning environment that supports
academics.” Researchers have been
gathering evidence that success in school
and life is dependent on healthy social and
emotional development. For more, check out
“The Evidence Base of How We Learn:
Supporting Students’ Social, Emotional, and
Academic Development” from the Aspen
Institute's National Commission on Social,
Emotional, and Academic Development (see
Research on page 16). 

Character education has religious
undertones. When people learn that
character education is about teaching values,
they may ask, “Whose values are you talking
about? ” EL Education’s Ron Berger says that
character education in America has roots
across a wide span, including conservative,
liberal, and progressive faith-based
traditions; psychology professors; and social
justice organizations. Today, experts say that
character education is about teaching
children how to be good human beings who
make smart decisions. 

5
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Journalist resources 

https://casel.org/
https://characterandcitizenship.org/home
https://characterlab.org/
https://www.character.org/
https://www.cfchildren.org/
https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/2928/about/conversations-on-character-podcast
https://eleducation.org/
https://www.hopeinstitute.org/
https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/
https://www.schoolclimate.org/
https://www.njasecd.org/
https://www.njasecd.org/
https://www.njasecd.org/
https://www.secdlab.org/
https://virtueinsight.wordpress.com/
https://casel.org/research/transformative-sel/
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WHAT DOES THE
RESEARCH SAY?

Below is a collection of studies to explore, including some that are more focused on SEL.

The Jubilee Centre’s research on character education in schools across the United Kingdom

“The Evidence Base of How We Learn: Supporting Students’ Social, Emotional, and Academic
Development” from the Aspen Institute's national commission, 2017

“The effectiveness of character education on student behavior,” from Rowan University, 2019

“What Works in Character Education,” Journal of Research in Character Education,  2007

“Smart & Good High Schools: Integrating excellence and ethics for success in school, work, and
beyond” from the Center for the 4th and 5th Rs (Respect & Responsibility) and the Institute for
Excellence & Ethics, 2005

“The Relationship of Character Education Implementation and Academic Achievement in
Elementary Schools,” Journal of Research in Character Education,  2003

School Climate Research Summary, from the National School Climate Center, 2012

The Case for a Holistic Approach to Social-Emotional Learning, from the Committee for Children,
2021

Finding Your Place: The Current State of K-12 Social Emotional Learning, from Tyton Partners,
2020

https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/1758/projects/character-education-research
https://www.jubileecentre.ac.uk/1758/projects/character-education-research
https://www.aspeninstitute.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/09/SEAD-Research-Brief-9.12_updated-web.pdf?_ga=2.93949657.596712893.1542040157-1262093598.1542040157
https://rdw.rowan.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=3702&context=etd
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/251977043_What_Works_In_Character_Education
https://www2.cortland.edu/dotAsset/248332.pdf
http://fresnostate.edu/kremen/about/centers-projects/bonnercenter/documents/Character_Education.pdf
https://www.schoolclimate.org/publications/scholarship
https://cfccdn.blob.core.windows.net/static/pdf/committee-for-children-the-case-for-a-holistic-approach-to-social-emotional-learning.pdf?utm_source=Social%2525252520Media&utm_medium=Facebook-n-Twitter&utm_campaign=Umbrella4
https://tytonpartners.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/07/Finding-Your-Place_The-Current-State-of-K-12-Social-Emotional-Learning.pdf


Character Counts!: explores the Six Pillars
of Character and SEL best practices to
create a positive school climate
Character Development & Leadership: an
online and face-to-face curriculum for
middle and high school students that
addresses character ed and SEL needs; it’s
aligned with Common Core Standards and
includes 216 lesson plans
Goodcharacter.com: character education,
mindfulness, and SEL curriculum that
includes lesson plans, activities, and
resources
Character First Education: helps public,
private, and home school educators
deliver character-based leadership
development programs 
Collaborative Classroom: helps students
grow as readers, writers, and thinkers
while they develop the social and
emotional skills necessary to thrive. 

From there, a next step can be choosing or
creating a framework to follow, such as
Character.org’s 11 Principles Framework. A
framework guides schools in planning,
developing, implementing, and assessing their
programs. The framework is not a curriculum
with prescribed lessons; instead, schools use
the framework to develop a character
education program that fits their building and
community. 

Other character education programs:
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WHAT DOES IT
LOOK LIKE IN

ACTION?
Character education may look different at
every school, and experts say it should.
Once a school or district decides to embark
on this work, the first step is choosing their
core values and creating a common language
around them. “If a school’s mascot is a tiger,
every first- or ninth-grade student should be
able to explain the ‘Tiger way’ or the
identity formation that happens around their
core values,” says Arthur Schwartz,
president of Character.org. 

T h e  h ig h  s c h o o l s tu d e n ts  at A le xan d e r H am ilto n
Pre p arato ry  A c ad e m y  in  Elizab e th ,  N e w  Je rs e y ,

are  e xp an d in g  th e ir s o c ial,  e m o tio n al,  an d
c h arac te r d e v e lo p m e n t th ro u g h  th e  s c h o o l’ s

PRID E in itiativ e  (Pe rs e v e ran c e ,  Re s p e c t,
In te g rity ,  D iv e rs ity ,  an d  Exc e lle n c e ).  S p e c ial

s c h o o l PRID E e v e n ts  in c lu d e  H u m an s  o f
Elizab e th ,  in  w h ic h  e ac h  g rad e  f o c u s e s  o n  a

d if f e re n t as p e c t o f  l if e  in  Elizab e th  (e . g . ,
re s tau ran ts ,  s e n io r c itize n s ) an d  take s  p h o to s
an d  in te rv ie w s  p e o p le ;  th e  W e e k o f  Re s p e c t,

f o c u s in g  o n  a p o s itiv e  s c h o o l c lim ate ;  an d
H am ilto n  PRID E B in g o ,  w h ic h  tu rn s  a B in g o
b o ard  in to  o n e  th at c e le b rate s  th e  te n e ts  o f

PRID E (e . g . ,  u n d e r Re s p e c t,  “ to o k in itiativ e  to
c le an  aro u n d  th e  h o u s e  w ith o u t b e in g  as ke d
to ” ;  u n d e r In te g rity ,  ” w as  o n  tim e  to  all  m y

c las s e s  las t m o n th ” ).  

Character Studies:
Alexander Hamilton 
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https://charactercounts.org/
https://www.characterandleadership.com/
https://www.goodcharacter.com/
https://characterfirsteducation.com/
https://www.collaborativeclassroom.org/
https://www.character.org/11-principles-overview
https://cbhs.portlandschools.org/
https://www.epsnj.org/hamilton
https://cbhs.portlandschools.org/
https://cbhs.portlandschools.org/
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Character Studies 

At Brookwood Elementary in Georgia,
Principal Tracey Smith focuses on character
education and SEL. In the past, the school
used Second Step for its character
development work. The program focused on
bullying but has now rebranded to be a
broader, more SEL-focused program. Smith
now uses 7 Mindsets, which she likes because
it addresses staff needs first.  “If you take care
of your teachers, they’ll take care of their
students,” says Smith.  

Every staff meeting starts with mindfulness
strategies that teachers take back to their
classrooms. Each week starts with time
dedicated to teaching that week’s mindset,
such as Making a Difference. Then everyone
embeds the mindset in multiple activities. For
example, for Making a Difference, staff left
notes in the staff room to show how others
were Living to Give. For example, “Jennifer:
You made a difference today when you
shared your lunch because I left mine home.”
Teachers carry the theme into their classes.
For Making a Difference, a fifth-grade science
lesson on circuits featured discussion of how
students could make a difference by opening
a door for someone or picking up their pencil.  

On Fridays, the school wraps up the week’s
mindset with a morning meeting that recaps
what students and teachers learned about
that week’s mindset as well as any past
mindsets. “It’s really pretty cool, and I love
that we designate a time specifically for this
so our staff knows we value that time as
much as they do,” says Smith.

“When you have an established program and
you can use the common language, everyone
sees the connections,” adds Smith, who wrote
the book Ridiculously Amazing Schools:
Creating a Culture Where Everyone Thrives
(Publish Your Purpose Press, 2019), based on
her long-time commitment to character
education and SEL.

Character education and SEL look different at
The Urban Assembly, a nonprofit that
supports 23 New York City public middle and
high schools, as well as urban districts in
California, Delaware, Massachusetts and
Texas. The nonprofit organization uses
Resilient Scholars, an SEL program it
developed that helps students build on their
resiliency, develop prosocial behavior, and
take part in positive experiences beyond the
classroom. “Some people think teaching
basketball is about teaching how to dribble
and shoot; we say it’s a way to teach
responsibility, about being part of a team, and
making good decisions,” says David Adams,
chief executive officer of The Urban
Assembly. Students and teachers continually
assess one another and themselves, because
understanding their strengths and challenges
is an SEL competency, Adams says.

https://www.secondstep.org/
https://7mindsets.com/
http://www.resilientscholars.org/
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Character Studies 

The Urban Assembly Unison School—a
middle school in Brooklyn, N.Y., focused on
critical literacy, problem solving, and
research—has periods called Advisory, during
which groups of 15 students come together
for empathy-building and perspective-
shifting activities. Pods (or classes) of
students name themselves after people they
admire. 

“We care about values,” says Adams. “We
identify skills, attitudes, and values, and we
help students to develop those values. We
place a heavy emphasis on skills, but we
want to match skills with people who use
those skills to contribute to the common
good.”

See more examples of character education in
action in the Character Studies boxes
throughout this reporter guide.

2 0 2 0  S tate  S c h o o l o f  Ch arac te r Jo s e p h
H .  B re n s in g e r PS  # 1 7  in  Je rs e y  City ,  

N e w  Je rs e y ,  u s e s  R. I. S . E.  (Re s p e c t,
Re s p o n s ib ility ,  In te g rity ,  S e rv ic e  an d

Exc e lle n c e ) to  d e f in e  an d  e xp lo re  its  c o re
v alu e s .  T h is  d iv e rs e  s c h o o l is  lo c ate d  in
th e  m id d le  o f  th e  c ity ;  8 7  p e rc e n t o f  its

s tu d e n ts  are  e c o n o m ic ally  d is ad v an tag e d .
S tu d e n ts  atte n d  T ED Ed  Clu b  c las s e s  in

w h ic h  th e y  id e n tif y  an d  try  to  s o lv e
c o m m u n ity  p ro b le m s .  T h e y  u s e  th e

c h arac te r an d  S EL  s ki lls  th e y  le arn  ab o u t
v ia th e  d is tric t’ s  S EL  c u rric u la,  Pe e kap ak
an d  M o s aic  b y  A CT ,  in  th e ir h o m e ro o m s .

T h e  T ED Ed  Clu b  le s s o n s  are  g u id e d  b y
th e  s c h o o l’ s  c o re  v alu e s  an d  h e lp  th e

s tu d e n ts  id e n tif y  “ b ig  id e as ”  to  p re s e n t
to  an  au d ie n c e .  A t th e  e n d  o f  th e  y e ar,

s tu d e n ts  p lan  an d  h o s t a c e le b ratio n
d u rin g  w h ic h  th e y  p re s e n t th e ir T ED -

s ty le  talk to  th e ir p e e rs  an d  c o m m u n ity
m e m b e rs .  T h e ir p re s e n tatio n  in c lu d e s

h o w  th e ir id e as  w o u ld  im p ac t th e
c o m m u n ity .  “ T ED Ed ’ s  m is s io n  is  to  s p ark

an d  c e le b rate  th e  id e as  o f  e v e ry
s tu d e n t, ”  s ay s  Jan e e n  M an is c alc o ,

as s is tan t p rin c ip al.  “ O u r s c h o o l's  m is s io n
is  to  e n s u re  all  c h ild re n  h av e  e q u al an d

e q u itab le  e d u c atio n al o p p o rtu n itie s
w h e re b y  th e y  c an  le arn ,  g ro w ,  e n h an c e

th e ir s e lf - w o rth ,  an d  s u c c e e d
ac ad e m ic ally .  It  is  o u r d e s ire  to  b u ild
f u tu re  le ad e rs ,  o n e  c itize n  at a  tim e . ”

Character Studies: 
 Joseph H. Brensinger 
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https://ps17.jcboe.org/
https://www.peekapak.com/
http://www.act.org/content/act/en/learning-solutions.html
https://ps17.jcboe.org/
https://ps17.jcboe.org/


Here are three examples of where character education is headed:

Future teachers are learning about character education.
In the spring of 2020, the education school at Samford University in Birmingham, Alabama,
produced a two-day training event on character education for its faculty in response to growing
faculty interest in the subject. The dean of the school has made character education a priority and
developed a task force to work on curriculum development. In addition, the school has established
a network with four universities across the Southeast and will be training principals and working to
develop additional training in character education.

Data and assessment are becoming increasingly important.
CASEL has started an assessment working group to study how SEL is affecting school climate and
teaching; more information can be downloaded here. None of the assessments that the work group
looked at were validated by research scientists to be used as a summative measure of any specific
“gaps” in students’ social and emotional skills.  Instead, the intended use of the assessment is as a
formative tool for teachers to look at trends in their classroom instruction (what skills to focus on),
and/ or as a way for students to celebrate their strengths or set goals. Character.org is creating a
survey on parents’ perception of character; it will ask what core values people try to foster at
home and more. Character.org is also building an infrastructure to collect more data.

Character development will become more integrated into product development. 
“Edtech products, such as BrainPOP and Zearn, are revolutionizing schools,” says Character Lab’s
Sean Talamus. “Students are spending more time on computers in schools every day. Character
development needs to be woven into as many touch points with students as possible—in math
class, in sports, in extracurricular activities, in electives, and in the games and technology they 
are using every day.”

THE FUTURE OF
CHARACTER
EDUCATION
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https://measuringsel.casel.org/access-assessment-guide/
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Character Studies 
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Is  it  p o s s ib le  to  te ac h  c o m p as s io n ,
re s ilie n c e ,  an d  o th e r c h arac te r s kills ?

A  p ro f ile  o f  o n e  o r m o re  s c h o o ls / d is tric ts
an d  h o w  th e y  are  te ac h in g  c h arac te r s kills .  

H o w  are  s c h o o ls  u s in g  c u rric u lu m  re late d  to
c h arac te r e d u c atio n  an d  c iv ic  v irtu e s  to
h e lp  s tu d e n ts  f in d  c o n n e c tio n s  b e tw e e n
th e ir c las s ro o m  le arn in g  an d  re al- w o rld
c u rre n t e v e n ts ?  

N e w  m e th o d s  f o r in te g ratin g  c h arac te r
e d u c atio n  th ro u g h o u t th e  c u rric u lu m

T h e  ‘ h o m e w o rk’  o f  c h arac te r e d u c atio n ,  o r
h o w  te ac h e rs  an d  s c h o o ls  e n g ag e  p are n ts
an d  f am ilie s

W h y  s o m e  te ac h e r train in g  p ro g ram s  are
f o c u s in g  o n  c h arac te r e d u c atio n

N e w  w ay s  to  e v alu ate  c h arac te r e d u c atio n
an d  w h at th at m e an s  f o r p are n ts ,  e d u c ato rs ,
an d  p o lic y m ake rs

H e re  are  a f e w  id e as  to  g e t s tarte d  in  re p o rtin g
an d  w ritin g  ab o u t c h arac te r e d u c atio n .

In  2 0 1 7 ,  Ch ild e rs b u rg  H ig h  S c h o o l in  Ch ild e rs b u rg ,  A lab am a,  w an te d  to  c h an g e  its
s c h o o l c u ltu re .  A  g ro u p  o f  te ac h e rs  f o c u s e d  o n  Ch arac te r. o rg ’ s  p rin c ip le  o f  Cre atin g  a

Carin g  Co m m u n ity  an d  s tarte d  th e  “ H o m e s ”  in itiativ e .  Ev e ry  s tu d e n t,  te ac h e r,  an d  s taf f
m e m b e r is  p lac e d  in to  o n e  o f  f o u r h o u s e s  th at p lan  ac tiv itie s  o n  s e rv ic e ,  s p irit/ p rid e ,

an d  c h arac te r e d u c atio n .  F ro m  p e p  rallie s  to  d y n am ic  le arn in g  p ro je c ts  th at in v o lv e
p are n ts  an d  c o m m u n ity  m e m b e rs ,  Ch ild e rs b u rg  s tu d e n ts  w o rk o n  c h arac te r e d u c atio n

an d  u n ity .  “ T h e  H o u s e  S y s te m  p ro m o te s  re s p e c t,  c o n s id e ratio n ,  an d  c o u rte s y  o f  all
s tu d e n ts  an d  te ac h e rs , ”  s ay s  Q u e n tin  L e e ,  Ch ild e rs b u rg  p rin c ip al.  “ T h e  H o u s e s  als o

p ro v id e  a w e ll- o rd e re d ,  s tim u latin g ,  an d  e n jo y ab le  atm o s p h e re  in  w h ic h  d e e p  le arn in g
an d  e f f e c tiv e  te ac h in g  c an  f lo u ris h . ”  A s  a re s u lt o f  th is  s y s te m ,  th e  c o m m u n ity  d o n ate d

an  air h o c ke y  tab le ,  p in g  p o n g  tab le ,  f o o s b all  tab le ,  p o o l tab le ,  in te rac tiv e  te le v is io n ,
b o ard  g am e s ,  an d  m o re  f o r th e  S tu d e n t L o u n g e  Gam e  Ro o m .  

Character Studies:
Childersburg High School

Story ideas

https://cbhs.portlandschools.org/
https://www.tcboe.org/Page/17
https://cbhs.portlandschools.org/
https://cbhs.portlandschools.org/
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GLOSSARY

Character development:  th e  ap p ro ac h  u s e d  to  h e lp  c h ild re n  u n d e rs tan d ,  c are  
ab o u t,  an d  p rac tic e  th e  c o re  v alu e s  th at w ill  allo w  th e m  to  s u c c e e d  in  lif e .  

Moral  character:  h av in g  a d e s ire  f o r an d  p rio ritizin g  g o o d n e s s .  It  in c lu d e s  s kills ,  s u c h  as
h o n e s ty ,  in te g rity ,  an d  c o m p as s io n .

Performance character:  th e  v irtu e s  an d  q u alitie s  th at allo w  u s  to  ac c o m p lis h  g o als ,  s u c h
as  s e lf - d is c ip lin e ,  d ilig e n c e ,  lo y alty ,  an d  re s p o n s ib ility .

Intel lectual  character:  th e  s kills  an d  h ab its  th at d ire c t a  p e rs o n ’ s  th o u g h ts ,  in c lu d in g
c u rio s ity ,  re f le c tio n ,  s trate g y ,  s ke p tic is m ,  an d  o p e n - m in d e d n e s s .

Civic character:  th e  kn o w le d g e ,  s kills ,  an d  v irtu e s  th at c o n trib u te  to  b e in g  a re s p o n s ib le
c itize n  w h o  s e rv e s  th e  c o m m o n  g o o d ;  in c lu d e s  f airn e s s ,  re s p e c t,  an d  v o lu n te e rin g .

Trauma-informed care:  re c o g n ize s  th e  s ig n s  an d  s y m p to m s  o f  trau m a in  s tu d e n ts  an d
in te g rate s  kn o w le d g e  ab o u t trau m a in to  p o lic ie s ,  p ro c e d u re s ,  an d  p rac tic e s .  

Student data privacy:  c o v e rs  th e  u s e ,  c o lle c tio n ,  h an d lin g ,  an d  g o v e rn an c e  o f  s tu d e n t
in f o rm atio n ,  s u c h  as  e d u c atio n al re c o rd s  an d  o th e r p e rs o n al in f o rm atio n —b o th  in s id e  an d
o u ts id e  th e  trad itio n al c las s ro o m  s e ttin g .
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