
Character Education
A studyof effectivecharactereducationprograms

showsthatfull parentinvolvementis a must.

Marvin W. Berkowitz and Me’inda C. Bier

For asocietyto endure,it
mustsocializeeachgenera-
tion of youth to embodythe
virtues andcharacteristics
thatare essentialto that

society’ssurvival andprosperity
Schools,associalinstitutions,havelong
understoodtheir sacredtrust tohelp
form eachfuture generationof citizens.
As JohnAdamsoncewroteto hisson,
“You will everrememberthat all theend
of studyis to makeyou a goodman and
a usefulcitizen” (Quinn,2004).

Although schoolhasa centralrole in
developingstudents’character,themost
profoundimpactonstudents’develop-
mentcomesfrom their families,notably
their parents—whetherwe look at
social,moral,behavioral,or academic
development.Schoolsreadilyadmitthis
truth. National,state,and localdocu-
mentson charactereducation,for
example,routinelybeginby acknowl-
edgingthatparentshavethe greatest
influenceon children’scharacterdevel-
opment.

In a recentstudyweundertookwith
the CharacterEducationPartnership
titled WhatWorksin characterEcluca-
tion?(Berkowitz& Bier, 2005),we iden-
tified parentinvolvementas a crucial
characteristicof effectivecharacter
educationprograms.To betterunder-
standwhat truly worksin promoting
thecharacterdevelopmentof students,
westudied33 charactereducation
programsacrosstheUnited Statesthat
showedscientificevidenceof effective-

ness.Successfulprogramsshowedposi-
tive impactonnumerouscharacter
outcomes(see“Aspectsof Character
AffectedBy StrongCharacterEducation
Programs,”p. 66). Themajorityof the
programsalsohadin commoneight
pedagogicalstrategies:directinstruc-
tion, peerinteraction,classroom!
behaviormanagement,institutional
reorganization,modeling/mentoring,
communityservicelservicelearning,
educatorprofessionaldevelopment,and

family/communityparticipation.We
focushereon the strategyof family
participation—specifically,meaningful
participationof students’parents.

Our interestisin thenonacadernic
sideof thestudent—the“othersideof
thereportcard.” Much hasalreadybeen
written on theimportanceof parental
involvementin promotingacademic
achievement.In thesetimes, most
peoplewill think of schoolsasfocused
primarily onacademicattainments—
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Parents as Partners
andunfortunately,theywill
be right. Webelievethat too
many schoolsneglectthe
social-emotionalandchar-
acterdevelopmentof the
child.

The Comp’exity
of Character Education
To understandtherole of
parentsin charactereduca-
tion, it is importantto get
thebig picture. Broadly
defined,charactereducation
is a comprehensiveschool-
basedapproachto fostering
themoraldevelopmentof
students.

Theconceptof characteris

complex.To help educators
seethe complexityof theset
of outcomesthat schools
shouldtargetin developing
character,wesometimesask
teachersto think of a moral
heroand to sharewith us
onecharacteristicof that
person.Thelist gets long
anddiverse.Or we ask
participantsto picturetheir
favoritestudent;again,the
compositepictureis rich andcomplex.

In a similarvein,Walkerandhis
colleagues(1995) identified 40 discrete
characteristicsof moral persons,such
asbeingcaring,honest,patient,and
just. It is interestingthathighacademic
achievementrarelymakessuchlists.
Educatorsseemto valuestudents
becauseof character,notbecauseof
academicachievements.

Our researchidentified“moral
anatomy”as includingsevendifferent
psychologicaldomains:moral
behavior,values,identity moral
personality,moral emotions,socio-

students’ character, the mostprofound impact on

students’developmentcomesfrom their families.

moralreasoning,andfoundational
characteristics.Foundationalcharacter-
isticsare nonmoralaspectsof person-
ality—suchas perseverance—that
nonethelesshelp a personperform well
in life (Berkowitz, 1997).TheChar-
acterEducationPartnershipmore
simply describescharacteras“under-
standing,caringabout,andacting
uponcoreethicalvalues.”

In their forthcomingbook onhigh
schoolcharactereducation,Lickona
andDavidson(2005)posit acompre-
hensivemodel of goodcharacter.They
distinguishbetweenmoral character(for

example,being anethical thinker,
respectful,and responsible)andperfor-
mancecharacter(for example,showing
critical thinking,goalsetting,and
perseverance).

The key point in lookingatthe
complexityof characteris that to
nurturegoodcharacter,schoolsneedto
hit on all cylinders.No schoolwould
feelsuccessfulif its graduateswere
altruisticandcaringbut cheated
routinely nor if theywere scrupulously
honestbut sadisticbullies. Thisnotion
of coherenceincharacteris whatmany
meanwhentheyspeakof a person’s

It

Although schoolhas a central role in developing
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integrity Both schoolsandparentscan
contributepositively in developingthe
child’s moral integrity

Parent Invo’vement
Accordingto HendersonandBerla
(1994), thesinglebestpredictorof
studentsuccessinschoolis the level of

parentalinvolvementin a child’s educa-
tion. Thebenefitsof parentalinvolve-
mentincludeimprovedacademic
achievement,reducedabsenteeism,
improvedschoolbehavior,greater
academicmotivation,and lower
dropoutrates(Colker,nd.;Henderson
& Mapp,2002;Jordan,Orozco,&
Averett, 2001).Parentscanalso influ-
encechildren’sschooloutcomesinways
thathavenothingto dowith parental
engagementwith school,suchasby
settinghighexpectationsandbeing
lovingandsupportiveat home,espe-
cially if theschoolusesasimilarstyle
(Epstein,1983;Wentzel,2002).Yet
parentalinvolvementinschoolsis not
prevalentenough;onlya small minority
of public schoolteachersreportstrong
supportfrom parents(PublicAgenda,
1999).Inner-cityschoolteachersin
particulardo notfeelsupportedby
parents(EducationCommissionof the
States,2001).

Ourstudyof successfulprograms
identified threemain ways thata school
caninvolve parentsin its character
developmentagenda:Theschoolcan
considerparentsasinformationrecipi-
ents,aspartners,andas clients.

ParentsasInformation Recipients
This is the leastactivewayparentsare
involved in charactereducationinitia-
tives.Whenschoolsdescribehow

parentsareinvolved (in character
educationor in anymatter),they typi-
cally describehow they inform pareui.s
aboutschoolevents,products,andso
on. Forexample,almostal] schools
havea newsletterthatgoeshometo
parents,oftenincludingcharacter
educationinformation.Schoolsalso
offer Websites,e-mail lists,andmailing
lists for lettersandannouncements,and
they routinelysenddocumentshome
with students.As examples,bothOpen
Circle andSecondStepmakefrequent
newslettersto parentsa stapleof their
programs.

Parentsas Partners
Ideallycharactereducationinvolvesa
partnershipof stakeholdershelping
studentsdevelopsocially in positive
ways.The U.S.Departmentof Educa-
tion’sPartnershipsin CharacterEduca-
tionprogrammakesparents’inclusion
in thedesignandimplementationof
charactereducationprogramsacrite-
rion for receivingfunding.

Parentsmustpartnerwith schools
becausea child’sparentsalsoactashis
orherteachers,and thisis especially
true in thedomainof characterforma-
tion. It is similarly true that teachersact
in locoparentiswhile studentsareunder
their care,Wentzel’sresearch(2002)
demonstratesthat effectivemiddle
schoolteachersuseclassicparenting
strategies.Thereareindeedmanyparal-
lelsbetweenparentingandteaching.
Both charactereducationandgood
parentingcall for adultswho behavein
waysthat promotethepositivedevelop-
mentof youth.

However,mostcharactereducation
programsofferparentstraditional,
limited roles.Many “parentinvolve-
ment” efforts engageparentsasadjuncts
to theschool’swork, helpingwith
homework,supportingextracurricular
activities,and thelike (Honig, Kahne,&
McLaughlin,2001).True partner-
ships—inwhichparentsjoin with
schoolpersonnelascreators,managers,
anddeliverersof charactereducation—
arerelativelyrare.

Someschoolsdo recognizeparentsas
resourceswith expertise.Forexample,
ColumbineElementarySchoolin
WoodlandPark,Colorado,a National
Schoolof Character,askeda school
parentwho wasalsoan education
professorto evaluateits character
educationinitiative. The CaringSchools
CommunityProjectincorporates
parentsonits leadershipteamand
trainsthemalongsideschoolstaff
members.

El GabilanSchoolin Salinas,Cali-

This notionof coherencein character

is what manymeanwhenthey speak

of a person’sintegrity.

Aspects of Character
Affected By Strong Character
• Education Programs

The successful character educa-
tion programs profiled in What
Works Th Chathcter EducatiOn posi-
tively affected these aspects of
personal character:

~Socio-moral reasoning

~ Prosocial behaviors and attitudes
• Problem-solving skills

• Knowledge and attitudes about
risk behaviors (such as drug use,
violehce and aggression, and sex)

• Emotional competency

• Academic achievement

• Attachment to school

• General behavior

• Personal morality

• Character knowledge

• Relationships

• Communicative competency

• Attitudes toward teachers
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fornia, reachesout to parentsthrough
its Child DevelopmentProject.El
Gabilanholdsa successfulannualread-
aloudnight for familiesduringwhich
thecore activity is childrenreading
booksto their families. Familiesare
randomlyassignedto small discussion
groupsafter the readingsession.At a
recentread-aloudnight, asfamilies
cuddledon thegym floor reading
together,one fatherremarked,

Wherewe live shouldbea community.
If our childrenall attendthesame

school,why shouldn’twe parentsget to
knoweachotheraswell? Thatwayour
communitywill bemoreunited,and
we cancreatea betterfuturefor our
children.

At WestHilisboroughElementary
Schoolin Hillsborough,California, a
group of parentsinitiateda simpleprac-
tice aimedat increasingbothparent-
schoolcommunicationandstudent
safety:themorninggreeting.Each
morning,fourparentsjoin theprincipal
in greetingstudentsastheyaredropped
off. Parentsnot onlygreetstudentsbut
also inform themaboutschoolevents.
Theschool reportsincreasedparent
volunteerismandattendanceat school
eventssincethis practicestarted.

One5th gradeteacherat Lexington
ElementarySchoolin St. Louis,
Missouri,usedexcellentcharacter
educationpracticesto bring parentsto
openschoolnight, which consequently
gotparentsmore involvedin their chil-
dren’seducation,classroom,andschool.
Ratherthan simply tellingparentshow
sherunsherclass,theteacherempow-
eredherstudentsat a classmeetingto
decidewhatopenschoolnight should
be like in their classroom.Students
choseto showoff their scienceprojects,
which theyhadjust completed.They
designedthespacingandplacementof
materials,createdsigns,andeven
plannedto serveas docents.Because
planningopenschoolnight wastheir
project,studentswenthomeeagerly

with schoolsbecause

a child’s parents

alsoact ashis or

her teachers.

enticingtheir parentsto attend.
Partneringwith families in this way

toucheson concernsthat extend
beyondtheboundariesof theschool
buildingandpromotesrelationships
amongmanystakeholders.

Parentsas Clients
Anotherwayschoolscanbringparental
influenceto bearpositivelyon character
educationis to bea resourceto parents.
Many schoolsprovideparentswith
trainingon topicsrelatedto child
rearing;for example,positivediscipline,
bullying,and risky behavior.The char-
actereducationprogramSecondStep
providesparticipatingschoolswith a
parenttrainingvideoanddiscussion
guidethat canbeusedto teachparents

aboutthesamesocialandemotional
skills that their childrenarelearning
throughSecondStepat school.The
programfurtherencouragesschool
principalsorcounselorsto train families
througha six-sessioncurriculum.The
curriculumhelpsparentsapplywithin
the family thesamesocialskills that
their childrenare masteringin Second
Step.

Thework of Linking the Interestsof
FamiliesandTeachers(LIFT) is an
excellentexampleof schoolsreaching
out to parentsas clients.Developedby
JohnReid at theOregonSocial Learning
Center(www.oslc.org),LIFT is designed
to preventantisocial,risky behaviorsin
elementaryschool.In additionto
creatingthecurriculumfor students,
LIFT focuseson helpingparentscreate
healthydisciplineandsupervisionat
home.Six small-groupparentmeetings
areheld at theschool.At eachmeeting,
a facilitator reviewspreviousmaterial,
checkson how theweek~shomeprac-
tice sessionswent,andpresentsissues
for thecurrentweekthroughrole plays,
lectures,andassignedexercisesto try at
home.Whena parentmissesa session,
a LIFT staffpersontries to meet with

Parentsmustpartner
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themat home,orat least
providesthematerialsfrom
thatnight.

Wanted: Parents
Oneof thecommonrefrains
wehearfrom educatorswith
whomwework is that they
wantmoreparentalinvolve-
mentin theirschools.Our
studyof strongcharacter
educationprogramsrevealed
waysto boostinvolvement.

Hoover-Dempseyand
SandIer(1997)developeda
modelof whatmotivates—or
discourages—parentinvolve-
ment.First, schoolsneedto help
parentsunderstandthat it is partof
theirparentalrole to be involved in
their children’seducation.Data
abouttheimpactof parentalinvolve-
ment on children’slearningand
developmentin schoolcanhelp
get this messageacross.

Second,someparents
maynotparticipatebecausetheyfeel
incompetent.As studentsget older,
parentalinvolvementdecreases,
partiallybecauseschoolworkgetsmore
difficult andparentsfeelunableto
provideassistance.Schoolscandeal
with this secondmotivationalhurdleby
providingnonacademicavenuesfor
parentinvolvement.Forexample,they
might beaskedto helpon field tripsor
makeculturalpresentations,thereby
nurturingsocialandemotionaldevel-
opment.

Third, parentsmayholdbackfrom
gettinginvolvedbecausetheydon’t
feelwelcomedby theschool.Although
schooladministratorsoften saythat
parentsarewelcome at anytime, most
parents’experienceis quitedifferent as
theyencounterlockeddoors,buzzer
systemsfor entry anda hostof
warningmessagesaboutnot venturing
into theschoolwithout authorization.
Suchpracticesarejustifiable, but

schoolsshouldmakeparentsfeel
welcomedespitetheneedfor security
measures.

Someschoolscreateaparent
resourcecenter.Formingandmain-
tainingsucha centermaybecomea
projectof theschool’sparent-teacher
organization,therebyempowering
parentsas partners.LacledeElemen-
tary, a remarkablysuccessfulschoolin
the St. LouisPublic SchoolDistrict,
sendsa clearmessagethat it values
parentsthroughits parentresource
center,a largeroom at the front of the
schoolfully dedicatedto parents.It is
anopen,bright spacewith manyseats
andtables,coffeeperking, andabun-
dantresourceson parenting.A staff
personis assignedfull-time to the
roomas the parentliaison. Thereare
frequentscheduledeventsfor parents,
but thecenteris alwaysopenfor drop-
in visits.

A fourthbarrierto parent
involvement,especiallyin
secondaryschools,maybe
students’outwardresistance
to parentalinvolvement.
Olderstudentsoften appear
to belesswelcomingof their
parentsin school.Yet
studentsconsistentlyreport
that their parentsare the
mostimportantguidesin
their lives—moreso than
peers,teachers,or other
adults(Hart, 1999).A 1999
PublicAgendasurveyfound
that teensunderstoodand
evenappreciatedtheir

parentsforbeinginvolved andfor
pushingthemto do schoolwork.“That’s
their job,” one teensaid. “Sometimes
weneedto bepushed;sometimeswe
don’t behaveourselves.”Public
Agenda’ssurveyrevealedthat “teachers,
parents,andstudentsagreeon the
desiredgoalof schooling—nurturing
youngpeoplewho havethe motivation,
self-discipline,andpersistenceto
learn.” Teensmaynotadmitthevalue
theyplaceon adultswho payclose
attentionto their progress,provide
structure,and insist on responsibility

A Win-Win~Win Proposition
Healthycharactereducationmeans
empoweringall stakeholdergroups,
includingsuchtraditionallydisempow-
eredgroupsasstudents,supportstaff,
andparents.Role modelingfrom
parentsis essentialin well-functioning
charactereducation;thebehaviorsand
practicesofadultsin thestudent’slife
shouldalign with themoralmissionof
theschool. To promoterespectin
students,adultsmusttreatyoung
peoplerespectfullyand to foster
responsibilitytheymustgive students
genuinevoiceandresponsibility

In this dayof monomaniacalfocus
on core academicachievement,schools
needto stepbackandremembertheir

J

~Educationis the art of
makingman ethical.

—GeorgWilhelm FriedrichHegel
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primarymission:to promote the
educationanddevelopmentof the
whole child. Charactereducationis a
perfectcomplementto academicfervor.
Parentalinvolvenrentin schoolsis a
win-win-win propositionfor students,
parents,andschools.Societyalsowins:
The effectiveeducationof thewhole
child fostersthe developmentof
involved, responsiblecitizens. ~
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Smart and Good
High Schook
Throughout history, and in cultures all
overtheworld, education rightly
conceived has had two great goals. to
help students become smart and to help
them become good. They need char-
acter for both. The 2005 report Smart
and Good High Schools: Integrating
Excellence and Ethics for Success in
School, Work, and Beyond by Thomas
Lickona and Matthew Davidson views
cnaracrer as she comnerssone of success
in school and life

Eight strengths of character, taken
together, offer a vision of a person flour
ishing over a lifetime:

• Lifelong learner and integrative
thinker.

a Diligent and capable performer.
a Socially and emotionally skilled

person.
• Ethical thinker.
• Respectful and responsible moral

agent.
a Self disciplined person who pursues

a healthy lifestyle.
• Contributing community member

and democratic citizen.
• Spiritual person engaged in crafting

a life of noble purpose.
Smartand Good High Schools inte-

grates theory, research, and on the
ground wisdom—drawn from site visits
to 24 diverse schools, hundreds of inter
views, a comprehensive research
review, and the input of a National
Experts Panel and a National Student
Leaders Panel The report describes
promising classroom and schoolwide
practices that can help foster the eight
strengths through an ethical learning
community. It also describes practices
that create a professional ethical learning
community in which staff members
work together to maximize their positive
impact on excellence and ethics and the
eight strengths of character.

The report is published by the Center
for the 4th and 5th Rs and the Character
Education Partnership with major
support from the John Templeton Foun-
dation. To download a free copy, go to
www.cortland.edu/character/high5chOOl.
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