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Abstract
Research data from the OECD is showing that 'social and emotional' skills
are strongly correlated with life outcomes, often moreso than cognitive
skills (OECD 2014). Linked to this is the global resurgence in the
controversial field of character education (CE) and an increased focus on
'non-cognitive skills' (Gutman and Schoon 2013).
Based on a Master’s conceptual dissertation, this paper offers some
background and contextual information in the form of critical literature
and policy reviews, along with an exposition of the following research
questions: What is the research-evidence base for CE? What are the
political purposes of CE? Does CE have an underpinning philosophy or
ideology? Could the desired outcome of CE, claimed as ‘human flourishing’
(Jubilee Centre 2013) be better achieved by other means?
The paper shows that CE cannot be justified as a discrete practice in its
own right due to a lack of core theoretical principles or practices (Lapsley
and Narvaez 2007), it is best understood instead as an umbrella term that
may or may not include a variety of practices and approaches (Howard et
al 2004), it tends to be implemented by governments in the absence of
critical evaluation, and the evaluations that do exist show that while CE
shows some promise, it is likely to have detrimental as well as positive
results (SCDRC 2010).
The paper also shows that the claimed ideology of the
‘traditional’ CE movement is one of neo-conservatism and neoliberalism
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that emphasises stability, maintenance of the status quo, protection of
existing power relations, competition, material success and the
development of a compliant and industrious workforce (Purpel 1999 and
Winton 2008).
The paper concludes that any approaches aimed at the cultivation of
character, non-cognitive and/or social and emotional skills should be
constructed and understood within a broader sociological framework with
clear and explicit commitments to care, democracy, justice, rights
and social solidarity.

Introduction and personal reflections
I became interested in the idea of CE when I took up employment with
the educational charity Character Scotland in 2013. My role was to deliver
a project strand designed to raise awareness of CE in Scotland, to develop
a community of interest around the topic and to help that community
learn what CE might mean for Scotland, culminating in a conference titled
‘Character, Culture and Values’ at the end of the project.
The conference consisted of keynote presentations and twenty-four
seminar sessions, covering a very wide range of issues and approaches
(Walsh 2015). This breadth of issues came about largely due to the
enquiring approach adopted for the curation of the conference. I was led
by a continuing dialogue with the many people who showed an interest
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and supported the event. Instead of starting with clear proposals of what
character might mean, I enquired as to what those involved thought
about it themselves.
The event was held in University of Glasgow in June 2015 and a
conference report, authored by Dr Joan Mowat of University of
Strathclyde, found that the conference was a successful event from which
many powerful messages emerged, with many implications for further
dialogue and activity. Some feedback was also received about a perceived
lack of clarity with regard to the concepts of character and character
education. The author congratulated Character Scotland for taking the
initiative to provide a platform for these discussions and made a number
of recommendations detailing how the dialogue could be further
developed (Mowat 2015).
The event and the activities preceding it clearly resonated with many
practitioners in Scotland. This seemed to be partly due to a positive ‘first
impression’ of CE and that the Scottish Curriculum for Excellence
(Scottish Executive 2004), focussing as it does on the development of
values, skills and attributes in young people, appears to link strongly with
the idea of CE. There was a feeling that the policy context in Scotland
provided an excellent basis for this kind of holistic approach, but that
opportunities to fully capitalise on this were being lost (Mowat 2015).

4

This ‘first impression’ is also what attracted me to the idea of CE. I have
since found however, particularly due to my examination of relevant
research literature, that an exploration of CE is especially complex and
that a brave and critical approach much be taken, especially if there are
any moves made to implement this agenda on a system-wide basis.
In this paper I will outline some of the main criticisms of CE with the
underlying proposition that gaining a critical understanding of CE,
including the basis for the criticisms levelled against the movement, has
the potential to tell us more about the notion of human flourishing and
how this might be understood and achieved.
I contend that the CE movement itself has yet to respond sufficiently to
its critics and that the development of adequate responses could prove to
be advantageous for education more generally.

What is character education?
While there are differing interpretations, the definitions of CE can be
categorised in one of two varieties which I refer to here influenced by
Alfie Kohn, a vocal opponent of CE, as narrow and broad (Kohn 1997).
CE in the narrow sense, sometimes referred to as a traditionalist (Molnar
1997) view of CE, tends to define itself quite strictly along the lines of
either moral virtues or values and seeks to justify itself as a singular
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discipline (Lapsley and Narvaez 2007) usually within the overall field of
moral education. For instance, from the virtue perspective, Walker et al
(2013) understands CE as “any approach to moral education that
foregrounds the cultivation of moral character and moral virtue” (Walker
et al 2013: 1) and Lickona, from a values perspective, defines CE as “the
deliberate effort to help people understand, care about, and act upon core
ethical values” (Lickona 1991: 51). As such, character is understood to be
educable through a combination of direct teaching or instruction and
efforts to develop the appropriate ethos within institutions ie character is
both ‘taught and caught’ (Jubilee Centre 2013).
McLaughlin and Halstead (1999) assert that approaches in the narrow
categorisation (or what they refer to as non-expansive) are “often seen as
part of the neo-conservative social and cultural agenda and linked to the
call to return to traditional values and teaching methods” (McLaughlin and
Halstead 1999: 138). Concerns such as these are echoed by other
reviewers (see Purpel 1999, Winton 2008, Davis 2003, Lack 2011,
Noddings 2002 and Noddings 2012).
CE in the broader sense on the other hand does not attempt to justify
itself as a singular discipline. It is understood instead as an umbrella term
for a variety of approaches and as an outcome of any method aimed at
the development of ‘good’ personal qualities, the prevention of unwanted
behaviour such as bullying, or the general positive development of young
people in a holistic sense (Berkowitz and Bier 2004).
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McLaughlin and Halstead (1999) offer an altogether more positive review,
contending that CE of this ilk tends to be more flexible in terms of
disciplinary boundaries, it is based around the requirements of citizenship
in a ‘liberal democratic society’ and it goes beyond a strict dedication to
fundamental or core values. The message appears to be that traditional or
narrow CE should be abandoned in favour of the broader version
(McLaughlin and Halstead 1999).

In search of a substantive theory for CE
The confusion around the various definitions of CE leads Leming (1997) to
conclude that CE “lacks either a theoretical perspective or a common core
of practice” (Leming 1997: 41).
Researchers at the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, a research
institute in the University of Birmingham, have suggested that Aristotelian
virtue ethics offers the most palatable solution in terms of a substantive
theory for CE (Jubilee Centre 2013). In his treatise on CE, the Director of
the Jubilee Centre, James Arthur, broadly endorses Aristotelian virtue
ethics as a robust theory base. He establishes that virtue ethics has seen
a recent resurgence and is being increasingly understood a viable
alternative theory of morality to deontology or utilitarianism (Arthur
2003).
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Arthur accepts however that there are some notable weaknesses in the
virtue theory of Aristotle. For instance, Aristotelian notions of virtue are
linked with the aristocracy and the elite of society. Aristotle claimed that
mothers were inferior to fathers in terms of character. Arthur also accepts
that there is an inherent vagueness about how virtues relate to one
another in the Aristotelian model (Arthur 2003).
As part of her critique of CE, Nel Noddings (2012) raises concerns about
the Aristotelian approach to ethics. She points out for instance that
Aristotle defended slavery and that there is an emphasis on traditional
values and authority, echoing the concerns of the authors cited earlier in
this paper with regard to traditionalist versions of CE. Aristotle had
particular ideas about who should flourish and who should not.
It is concerns such as these that give rise to CE being criticised in various
ways, summarised here by Kristján Kristjánsson, Deputy Director of the
Jubilee Centre, as being “unclear, redundant, old-fashioned, religious,
paternalistic, anti-democratic, conservative, individualistic, relative and
situation dependent” (Kristjánsson 2013: 269). Kristjánsson dismisses
these criticisms in turn by characterising them as ‘myths’ arising largely
as a result of questionable attempts made in the United States during the
late twentieth century in the field of CE – attempts that he appears to be
critical of himself. After arguing that these concerns are indeed myths and
can therefore be dismissed on that basis, he concedes that there are
some ‘well-founded misgivings’ associated with CE especially in terms of
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previous failed attempts, a lack of clear methodology and a lack of robust
evaluation.
Clearly, coming to a full understanding of CE is a complex task. It would
seem that this warning from Arthur is well judged:
“To enter a discussion about character and, even more, about character
education is to enter a minefield of conflicting definition and ideology”
(Arthur 2003: 1).
The potential for confusion therefore, particularly with regard to wellmeaning but uninitiated practitioners or policy makers who are
considering adopting CE in their work, is considerable. Added to that, it is
difficult to generate a critical analysis of CE as it is such a disparate and
contested concept.
A review of CE policies in the United States, Canada and the UK as part of
my research has revealed that the criticisms above are not mentioned or
addressed as part of the justification for the introduction of CE
programmes (see APPG 2014, Ontario Ministry of Education 2008, UK
Department for Education 2015, U.S. Department of Education 2005), nor
are the available evaluations of such programmes, many of which suggest
that these programmes have no significant impact on outcomes for young
people, particularly beyond academic attainment, and they can also have
detrimental effects (see SCDRC 2010, Hartshorne and May 1930, Tuttle et
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al 2013). This would indicate that there is a lack of critical analysis among
policy makers with regard to CE.
Nel Noddings describes the tendency to avoid critical examination of CE
thus: “The courage of a warrior may, for example, be so admired that
members of the society do not think (or dare) to criticize war itself.”
(Noddings 2012: 167)

The advantages of critiquing character education
A common thread that exists across all forms of CE, whether narrowly or
broadly conceived, should be recognised. This is that all of the
conceptualisations of CE wish to make improvements, principally, to the
character attributes of people, with a commitment to the idea that a
natural consequence of this approach would be an improvement in
society.
Critics of CE, as outlined above, are not satisfied with this approach. They
contend that this runs the risk of elevating the importance of the
distinctive attributes of people over those of the structural contexts and
sites in which they operate. Martha Nussbaum asserts that certain
philosophers “have not always devoted enough attention to the way in
which the desire of a dominant group to retain power can enter into the
very articulation of basic ethical and social categories.” (Nussbaum 1997:
40). This criticism could equally apply to the CE movement.
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As an illustration, the CE movement does not explicitly seek to address
the particular character of poverty, but that of the people affected by it.
In his review of KIPP Schools in the United States, a large network of
schools that prioritises CE, Brian Lack (2011) observes that the
approaches used by KIPP schools “…are inherently undemocratic and
smack of an individualistic orientation that ultimately rewards and
punishes students to the extent that they themselves are willing and able
to work hard to overcome the conditions of poverty.” (Lack 2011: 75)
Kristjánsson (2013), while not responding directly to Lack, dismisses the
general concern of individualism as a myth on the basis that CE
programmes are ultimately aimed at ‘social change’. While this may be
true, this analysis does not sufficiently recognise and explore the main
contention of the CE movement, which appears to be that social change
or a flourishing society comes about as a result of individual members of
that society bettering themselves by means of instruction they receive in
the development of character. A flourishing society, therefore, is arguably
presented as a responsibility of citizens and not of the state.
While I broadly agree with the critics of traditional CE, my research
suggests that analysing both sides of this particular argument can help to
gain an understanding of the relationship between individual citizens and
structures of power. I have found that this is particularly true when the
analysis is conducted while ‘looking in’ on CE from the outside using
literatures of social and political theory as opposed to concentrating on CE
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research literature itself. This line of enquiry can also help to illuminate
the role of political and social ideology in arriving at any conclusions about
the purpose of education in the context of a broader project of social
reform.

Human Flourishing
In this section I will explore the theme of human flourishing from selected
authors using a sociological perspective. It is beyond the scope of the
paper to offer a full analysis of each perspective; the intention rather is to
provide some examples of sociological frameworks that could help to
locate the role of education in terms of the development of what might be
referred to as ‘character’.
Author Richard Sennett laments the ‘corrosion of character’ in the title of
his book, but unlike CE proponents, he does not interpret the cause of
this as a decline in moral standards. Instead he outlines that the cause of
this is linked to what he calls ‘the new capitalism’, and that the
characteristics of this system have led to the erosion of social bonds and
values such as commitment, loyalty and trust (Sennett 1999).
This represents a starting point which is completely opposite to the
traditional CE narrative. The proposition is that systemic and
environmental factors are the main cause of a decline in values (and
subsequently wellbeing, justice and equality), not a lack of personal
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character, and that the remediation would involve challenging and
reforming those systemic contexts.
Similarly, in his exposition of what he refers to as ‘thin
communitarianism’, Mark Olssen (2004) asserts that neoliberalism
presents a challenge to democracy and, by consequence, to education. He
asserts that “The purpose of education is to help construct a socially
established normative culture that provides security and builds the
capabilities for democracy. These might include techniques of debate and
legal eristic, of meeting procedure and political activism.” (Olssen 2004:
263)
There is potentially some agreement with the CE movement here as
Olssen goes on to argue that “education is essentially important in its role
of constructing democratic civic norms…It is not a case of ‘brainwashing’
or ‘socialization’ but of teaching skills and establishing models of civic
conduct based on tolerance, deliberation, conflict resolution, give and
take, and trust.” (Olssen 2004: 266-267) Olssen’s argument however
would specifically locate the role of education in developing such skills,
capacities and values within what might be described as a critical
democratic framework.
While some CE proponents recommend an Aristotelian framework,
Stephen Ball (2015) calls for a process of Socratic self- examination; a
kind of “…self-formation through engagement” and “a continuous practice
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of introspection, which is at the same time attuned to a critique of the
world outside” (Ball 2015: 8)
Whereas traditional CE posits that we should aim to become virtuous
agents, it is by thinking “in terms of what [we] do not want to be, and do
not want to become” that enables the care of the self (Ball and Olmedo
2013: 86). In other words it is by actively resisting unethical norms,
questioning unjust power relations and finding our own responses to
these challenges that we realise the fullness of our own being, we
discover truth and we flourish.
Perhaps a question for educators in response to this might be ‘how often
do we encourage students to engage in the practices of resistance and
refusal?’
The thinking of Olssen and Ball, along with other authors such as Henri
Giroux (2004), advocates that we should try to gain an understanding of
how society operates and perhaps a ‘sociology of human flourishing’, as
well as understanding the role of individuals and communities in terms of
building social cohesion and taking informed action. Their perspective also
suggests that any attempts to do so should be underpinned by clear and
explicit commitments to moral purpose, rights, justice and equality as
well as a refusal of the structures of power that act as barriers to those
aims. This would also recognise the role of political activism and protest –
something that the CE movement fails to do.
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The CE movement makes no such commitments to society-level
principles, nor does it contribute to an understanding of the relationships
between individuals, communities and society. Rather, it makes the
assumption that a flourishing society is created as a consequence of each
individual member of that society pursuing their own understanding of the
good life and the virtuous agent.

Final discussion and conclusions
My research has led me to conclude firstly that character is best
understood as a concept as opposed to something that exists in the real
world. It does not seem possible to establish with certainty that character
is an observable entity that exists as part of the human condition, as
proponents of CE tend to claim as part of a naturalist position
(Kristjánsson 2013). Lapsley and Narvaez (2007) suggest in their review
that human behaviour is determined in the main by situations, social
factors and psychological schema, rather than an indelible ‘mark’ of one’s
character. Viewing character as an open-ended concept offers the
possibility of constructing understandings of the development of both
human and social capital: character could act as a lens that allows us to
focus on the ‘distinctive qualities’ of people, contexts, power and the
spaces between. As such I remain optimistic about the possibility of the
concept of character being constructed as a vehicle for Socratic dialogue
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that can be used in schools to support learning while also helping to make
improvements in education and society in general by engaging young
people in informed active citizenship.
Secondly, I have concluded that character is a concept worth exploring
because it raises difficult issues that may otherwise remain implicit. The
concept of character can be put to work in ensuring that education is
understood as being more than the acquisition of traditional bodies of
knowledge and competencies, measured crudely by standardised
assessments (Mowat 2015). I remain concerned about narrow or
‘traditional’ approaches to CE as not enough is known to establish either
the efficacy or the appropriateness of these approaches. However I
recognise the value in grouping practices together using the broad
thematic title of ‘character education’, as it can help efforts to establish
communities of interest that might not otherwise exist.
Thirdly, I have concluded that great care must be taken in any enquiry
around the concept of character and how it should impact on education
and society. Such an enquiry would need to be carried out in a way that
recognises but also moves beyond the level of the ‘individual’. This means
that an enquiry and any resulting framework must coherently and
explicitly recognise the role of social and structural forces and should
therefore be informed by social, political and economic theory.
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In summary, I contend that ‘traditional’ approaches to CE that tend to
focus on the inculcation of prescribed virtues or values in individual
people, should not be the starting point for an enquiry relating to the
development of character in education. Instead, I suggest that a shared
understanding of the concept of character should be constructed by
means of dialogue informed by a variety of inter-disciplinary theoretical
perspectives. These perspectives should cover a number of conceptual
‘levels’ including individual, relational, social, environmental and practical.
This would allow the concept of character to be ‘reclaimed’ in education
circles with clear commitments to principles such as justice and equity.
If human flourishing is dependent on our pursuit, discovery, treatment,
realisation and creation of knowledge and truth, then surely it needs to be
recognised that it is the social settings and sites within which we operate
- our relationships with the world and our fellow human beings - that are
the primary arbiters here and not our inner resources of will, integrity or
character. If the latter were true, it would follow that those who flourish in
society are those of ‘good character’ and that those who languish are
those of ‘bad character’, and this is self-evidently not the case.
Acknowledgements
I am indebted to a large number of people who have helped me in various ways to write
this paper. Firstly, to the charity Character Scotland and all those who engaged in the
Character, Culture and Values conference and the subsequent Pathway Project.
I also wish to thank Dr Lesley Doyle my Masters supervisor, Prof James Arthur and Prof
Kristján Kristjánsson for their scholarly defence of character education and all of the
authors cited in this paper.
Lastly, thank you to the International Congress for School Effectiveness and
Improvement for their invitation to present at the 2016 congress in Glasgow.

17

References
APPG (2014) Character and Resilience Manifesto [online] URL:
http://www.centreforum.org/assets/pubs/character-and-resilience.pdf
Arthur, J. (2003) Education with character: the moral economy of schooling London:
RoutledgeFalmer
Ball, S.J. (2015) Subjectivity as a site of struggle: refusing neoliberalism? British Journal of
Sociology of Education, DOI: 10.1080/01425692.2015.1044072
Ball, S.J. and Olmedo, A. (2013) Care of the self, resistance and subjectivity under neoliberal
governmentalities, Critical Studies in Education, 54:1, 85-96, DOI:
10.1080/17508487.2013.740678
Berkowitz, M.W. and Bier, M. C. (2004) Research-Based Character Education, Annals of the
American Academy of Political and Social Science, Vol. 591, Positive Development: Realizing the
Potential of Youth (Jan., 2004), pp. 72-85, Sage Publications, Inc. in association with the American
Academy of Political and Social Science [online] URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/4127636
Davis, M (2003) What’s Wrong with Character Education? American Journal of Education Vol. 110,
No. 1 (November 2003), pp. 32-57 [online] DOI: 10.1086/377672
Giroux, H. (2004) Critical Pedagogy and the Postmodern/Modern Divide: Towards a Pedagogy of
Democratization, Teacher Education Quarterly Winter 2004, pp.31-47 [online] URL:
http://www.teqjournal.org/backvols/2004/31_1/giroux.pmd.pdf
Gutman, L.M. and Schoon, I. (2013) The impact of non-cognitive skills on outcomes for young
people: Literature review [online]
URL: https://educationendowmentfoundation.org.uk/uploads/pdf/Noncognitive_skills_literature_review_2.pdf
Hartshorne, H. & May, M.A. (1930) A Summary of the Work of the Character Education Inquiry,
Religious Education: The official journal of the Religious Education Association, 25:7, 607-619,
[online] DOI: 10.1080/0034408300250702
Howard, R.W., et al (2004) Politics of Character Education, Educational Policy, Vol. 18 No. 1,
pp.188-215 [online] DOI: 10.1177/0895904803260031
Jubilee Centre (2013) A Framework for Character Education in Schools [online] URL:
http://jubileecentre.ac.uk/userfiles/jubileecentre/pdf/other-centre-papers/Framework..pdf
Kohn, A. (1997) The Trouble with Character Education in The Construction of Children’s Character,
Ed. Molnar, A., Illinois: University of Chicago Press
Kristjánsson, K. (2013) Ten Myths About Character, Virtue and Virtue Education – Plus Three WellFounded Misgivings, British Journal of Educational Studies 61:3, pages 269-287, DOI:
10.1080/00071005.2013.778386
Lack, B. (2011) Anti-Democratic Militaristic Education: An Overview and Critical Analysis of KIPP
Schools, Counterpoints, Vol. 402, assault on KIDS: How Hyper-Accountability, Corporatization,
Deficit Ideologies, and Ruby Payne Are Destroying Our Schools, pp. 65-90, published by: Peter
Lang AG [online] URL: http://www.jstor.org/stable/42981077
Lapsley, D.K. and Narvaez, D. (2007) Character Education, Handbook of Child Psychology, IV:1:7,
DOI: 10.1002/9780470147658.chpsy0407
Leming, J.S. (1997) Research and Practice in Character Education: A Historical Perspective, in The
Construction of Children’s Character, Ed. Molnar, A., Illinois: University of Chicago Press
Lickona, T. (1991) Educating for Character: How Our Schools Can Teach Respect and
Responsibility, New York: Bantam Books
McLaughlin, T.H., and Halstead, J.M. (1999) Education in Character and Virtue in Education in
Morality, Ed. Halstead, J.M., and McLaughlin T.H., London: Routledge
Molnar, A. (1997) The Construction of Children’s Character, Illinois: University of Chicago Press

18

Mowat, J. (2015) Character, Culture and Values: conference report [online] URL:
http://www.characterscotland.org.uk/images/Character_Culture_and_Values_Conference_Report__Single_Page_Export_DRAFT.pdf
Noddings, N. (2002) Educating Moral People: A Caring Alternative to Character Education, New
York: Teachers College Press
Noddings, N. (2012) Philosophy of Education Colorado: Westview Press
Nussbaum, M.C. (1997) Cultivating Humanity: a classical defense of reform in liberal education,
Cambridge Massachusetts: Harvard University Press
OECD (2014) Skills for Social Progress: The Power of Social and Emotional Skills URL:
http://www.oecd.org/edu/skills-for-social-progress-9789264226159-en.htm
Olssen, M. (2004) Neoliberalism, globalisation, democracy: challenges for education, Globalisation,
Societies and Education, 2:2, 231-275, DOI: 10.1080/14767720410001733665
Ontario Ministry of Education (2008) Finding Common Ground: Character Development in Ontario
Schools, K–12 URL: http://www.yrdsb.ca/Programs/PositiveClimates/Documents/booklet2008.pdf
Purpel, D.E. (1999) The Politics of Character Education, in Moral Outrage in Education, 83-97, New
York: Peter Lang
Scottish Executive (2004) A Curriculum for Excellence: The Curriculum Review Group
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Resource/Doc/26800/0023690.pdf
Sennett, R. (1999) The Corrosion of Character: The personal consequences of work in the new
capitalism, New York: Norton
SCDRC, Social and Character Development Research Consortium, (2010) Efficacy of Schoolwide
Programs to Promote Social and Character Development and Reduce Problem Behavior in
Elementary School Children (NCER 2011–2001). Washington, DC: National Center for Education
Research, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. [online]
http://ies.ed.gov/ncer/pubs/20112001
Tuttle et al (2013) KIPP Middle Schools: Impacts on Achievement and Other Outcomes [online]
URL:
http://www.kipp.org/files/dmfile/KIPP_Middle_Schools_Impact_on_Achievement_and_Other_Outc
omes1.pdf
UK Department for Education (2015) Character education: apply for 2015 grant funding URL:
https://www.gov.uk/government/news/character-education-apply-for-2015-grant-funding
U.S. Department of Education (last modified 2005) Character Education…Our Shared Responsibility
[online] URL: http://www2.ed.gov/admins/lead/character/brochure.html
Walker, D.I., et al (2013) Towards a new era of character education in theory and in practice,
Educational Review, 67:1, pp. 79-96, DOI: 10.1080/00131911.2013.827631
Walsh, G. (2015) Character, Culture and Values: conference programme [online] URL:
http://www.character-scotland.org.uk/images/Conference_Programme.pdf
Winton, S. (2008) Character Education: Implications for Critical Democracy, International Critical
Childhood Policy Studies, 1:1, pp. 42-63 [online] URL:
http://journals.sfu.ca/iccps/index.php/childhoods/article/view/4/7

