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Reflections

by Nancy Turock, MSW

hen asked to be a part of the panel to select articles for republication in

your upcoming anniversary edition, it was hard for me to believe that

, 20 years have passed since the first issue of Character/ While considering
each article, I was struck most by what is common to all of them, despite their different
content, approach, writing style, and so forth.

Over the past two decades, the discipline of character education has matured. It has
emerged as a separate and respectable field of study and has become accepted—at least
theoretically and, increasingly, practically—by schools and parents as an important
part of the educational process. Unfortunately, it is true that other professions have
been brought under the rubric of “character education” that do not actually teach
virtues or address how character develops. Within the discipline, though, there is a
cohesiveness, a certain baseline of acceptance and agreement about the major tenets of
what character education is (and is not), and how it can be taught.

As anyone who has ever been a student knows, character education is already in
every classroom. An important way that students learn character is by experiencing the
way a teacher treats others, their teaching style and personality, and how they address
the ethical issues that inevitably arise. In practice, many successful formal character
education programs recognize this. They have not focused on making large curriculum
changes or additions—which is difficult for many schools because of budget and time
constraints—but have instead consciously woven character education into the fabric of
BOSTON everyday classroom life, whatever the subject being taught. Formal character educarion
UNIVERSITY programs and materials can help make students more accountable, assist teachers by
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How Do We Care?
Let Us Count the Ways

7e teachers (ideally) care about
our students, our respective
subject areas, and managing
our time well. More specifically, we care
about that which affects our students:
the particular milieus they must navigate
and events that shape their lives. We care

about how we can best help them learn

by Bernice Lerner, EdD
Spring 2007

and hone skills while upholding high
expectations and offering needed support.
We try to transmit information that res-
onates and to develop rich curricula and
lesson plans. We search for methods that
suit our temperaments and those of our
classes, and that reflect good practice.
Many of us care about our professional
development, our career trajectory,
attending to the various demands in our
lives, and taking time to recharge. Rarely,
however, do we stop to reflect on the ends
to which all this caring is aimed. In
Aristotelian terms, what is the “telos”™—
or ultimate goal—with which we are
concerned?

Our work-related endeavors shape, in
part, our destinies. Having chosen a noble
profession, we have opportunities to regu-
larly practice (and model) wisdom, jus-
tice, and compassion; in other words, to
lead good lives. Must we not care about
helping each of our students make strides
toward this same overarching goal?

Lest such caring seem esoteric, listen
to the voices of educators who work in
an extreme setting—an urban, public
high school in Boston. In this school,
eighty-five percent of the students qualify
under federal law for free lunch. The stu-
dents’ parents, a number of whom are
single morms, struggle to earn a living,
and few earn more than $24,000 a year.
Many of the teens are exposed to crime,
violence, and drug addiction. Some feel
they live in a “war zone,” with school
being their only haven. Some carry
knives—which they hide around the
school’s grounds—to protect themselves.

Such students must be vigilant, know
“the code,” never squeal, and know how
to steal and manipulate to get what they
need or want. They have low expectations
of themselves and others, and low self-
esteem. Others fare well, and are engaged
in their classes and work outside of
school. Many own the standard fare of
American teens—cell phones, iPods, and
coordinating sneakers and clothes.

How do the educators of these stu-
dents aim to help them lead good lives?
In three ways: 1) By enabling them to
discern right from wrong; 2) By fostering
in them the desire to do what is good;
and 3) By encouraging them to take
responsibility.

Caring principle #1: To lead a good
life: Discern right from wrong

The most troubled of the high school’s
students bring with them to ninth grade
a horrifying history. They have had diffi-
culty in school settings for years and lack
basic skills. One counselor notes that par-
ents are “the whole key”—if they neglect
to think about their children’s needs and
do not consider education important, the
teacher must impart fundamental lessons:

Part of my job is to teach what is right
and what is wrong. Moral education...
that’s what it’s about. [Students] need
to make their own decisions. So you
have to teach them how to make the
right decisions. I call [what I do]
‘milieu therapy.” For example, some-
thing happens—there is a fight in
the hallway. And then the kids are
all excited...it’s like watching a soap
opera. So then you process it with




them, right then and there. One fight
we had, the kids were watching it, so
my job was to get them back into the
classroom. I promised to tell them the
whole story; all the details. Everyone
would say, ‘Oh, you should have let
them fight, you should have done this,
you should have done that.” We just
talk about it. Sometimes what they
are saying is “right” is what would get
them results that they want...that’s
why they consider it right. But then,
you flesh it out, asking, How would
that be if you were the other person?
You don't [tell them] the golden rule.
You have to actually let them talk and
you have to listen to them...they trust
a person who they feel comfortable
with, who listens to them.

This counselor describes how within
certain groups mores it is expected that
boys will sexually harass girls; that gitls
beat up boys; that fighting between girls
is vicious. She explains that students lie to
her because they fear they will otherwise
get into trouble; that she has rewarded
those who tell her the truth for an entire
day by taking them to Twin Donut. She
has found that when she treats students
with kindness and respect, they respond
accordingly. And that she must also be
“incredibly strict.” She will not tolerate
swearing or burping in her presence. Her
students must say “please” and “thank
you” or they will be asked to leave.

Caring Principle #2: 10 lead a good
life: Desire the good

At the time of this writing columnists are
discussing the behavior of Wesley Autrey,
the man who leapt in front of a New York
City subway train to save the life of a
stranger who had fallen into the tracks.
Why the fascination with this selfless, coura-
geous deed? I believe we need exemplars of
human goodness to inspire us to want to act
well. We need to be shown what is within
the realm of human possibility.

A Career Pathways program at the
Boston high school puts before students
choices they would not otherwise be
exposed to. Between menial jobs and roles

dramatized on television are a host of
positions in areas such as “law and gov-
ernment” and health care. Students who
wish to contribute to society and live a
solidly middle-class lifestyle indeed have
realistic aspirations.

Beyond schoolwide initiatives, individ-
ual teachers try to foster in students the
desire to do well. After 9/11 one teacher
was disturbed that the majority of his stu-
dents felt that the attack did not concern
them—it touched no one in their neigh-
borhoods. He hopes that students will
register his own deep appreciation of his-
tory and its lessons, that some will want
to expand their horizons. He tries to
“work toward their interests as much as
[possible] given the nature of the curricu-
lum,” and to give them the opportunity
to discuss sex, drugs, jobs, and other top-
ics abour which they need honest infor-
mation. Perhaps most importantly,
he—and other of the school’s teachers—
debunk myths. They tell students who are
disinclined to participate in extracurricu-
lar activities or to put effort into their
schoolwork (because that’s “acting white”)
that they are making a huge mistake.
Minority teachers in particular serve as
authentic role models.

An English-as-a-second-language
teacher fears for her students who are
recent immigrants. Though integration
is desirable, she does not want them to
adopt the unseemly behavior typically
seen in the school’s hallways. She has
observed that those who come from
countries to which they cannot return put
great effort into their studies. She names
and reinforces positive habits. She cares
that her students desire the good.

Caring principle #3: 1o lead a good
life: Take responsibility

It is not unusual for abusive and/or
lawless parents to blame the system (e.g.,
uninteresting lessons) for their children’s
lack of effort or suspensions, perpetuating
a cycle of apathy and self-destruction.
And when parents are satisfied with
report cards full of Cs and Ds (as they had
not done better themselves) teaching
responsibility falls on school personnel.

One counselor finds that she must give
concrete instructions. Sometimes this
means making clear to students and their
parents that teenagers must be provided
with an alarm clock and breakfast, be in
on weeknights at a reasonable hour, that
there are expectations regarding handing
in homework and consequences when a
student breaches school rules.

Of course, there are many situations
in which parents desire what is good for
their children and where students assume
responsibility. One special education
teacher is proud of a boy whom she
believes will lead a good life:

Once somebody wants something and
then you give them the formula to get
it, and they have the strength and the
perseverance [to go for it], they can suc-
ceed. We have one boy we think is
going to be successful. He's got low
intelligence, tested almost border-
line...His mother is low-intelligence
and doesn’t understand the system. So
here he is. Low intelligence, no support,
but he wants to own his own business
at Fenway Park, be a hotdog vendor.
He'll probably make it. The teachers say
he’s such a nudge. He always gets what
he wants. He goes after it and goes after
it and goes after it.

I would argue that the ways in which
these Boston high school educators care
apply to all school communities. No mat-
ter where or what we teach, the goal to
which our efforts should be aimed is to
help our students lead good lives. Toward
this end, we must care that they know
right from wrong; desire what is noble;
and exercise their will to act. %




Teaching Children Values in School

< here is nothing unrealistic about

the idea that schools can teach
children good values. Nor should
this idea seem controversial to us. By their
very existence, schools present students
with important values such as orderliness,
respect for others, honesty, and responsi-
bility. Beyond this implicit values agenda,
schools also introduce children to many of
the values necessary for constructive par-
ticipation in a democratic society—values
such as equal rights, freedom of speech,
and respect for legitimate authority. By
teaching children the social and historical
context of such values, schools prepare
young people for full citizenship.

Many wonder whether it is appropri-
ate for public schools to take positions
on human values. “Whose values?” and
“Shouldn’t a public school teacher be ‘val-
ues neutral’?” are questions often raised.
The results of value neutrality have not
been good. Children have not come away
with improved understanding, firmer
beliefs, or better conduct, but have
become confused or cynical about the
school’s message (or lack thereof).

Values neutrality is unnecessary and
misguided because there is widespread
concern among civilized people every-
where about the importance of core values
such as truthfulness, respect, kindness,
and responsibility. In a democratic society
such as ours, there is also widespread
endorsement of values such as liberty,
equality, and justice. When schools force
their efforts on teaching these core values,
there is little cause for disagreement or
concern. On the other hand, it is impor-
tant to keep in mind that public schools
have no business proselytizing about con-
troversial matters of religious or political
ideology—nor need they do so in order to
teach children good values.

by William Damon
December 1993

The enterprise of teaching children
values in schools is often an indirect one.
Where core values are concerned, teachers
often communicate more by their man-
ners than through explicit messages. A
habit of being scrupulously honest with
one’s students is far more powerful for
teaching the value of truthfulness than a
thousand lectures on the subject. Students
are acutely aware of times when teachers
are shading the truth, when they are
favoring some students over others, and
when they are turning a cold shoulder on
students in need. Students are equally
aware of their teachers’ efforts to be hon-
est, fair, and caring. Such efforts are the
surest and most lasting means of commu-
nicating good values to children.

Sometimes the feisty life of the class-
room itself provides teachers with unex-
pected opportunities to demonstrate core
values. Ethical dilemmas often arise sud-
denly and with little warning. A teacher
may overhear students exchanging racial
epithets, or catch one student helping
another cover up a fake absence excuse,
or observe unreciprocated acts of kindness
or cruelty. A teacher’s moral response to
such classroom problems can galvanize
students’ attention and imbue them with
moral awareness.

The curriculum itself also may be used
to communicate values. Each discipline
has moral and ethical issues imbedded
within it. Literature is full of interper-
sonal problems that can be examined in
terms of the core human values that they
express. History can be viewed in light of
how people struggle for rights and deter-
mine the responsibilities of citizenship.
Science raises moral issues such as truth-
fulness and ethical ones such as the future
of biomedical technology. A good teacher

will be quick to draw students attention

to such issues when they arise naturally
in readings or classroom discussion. Such
discussions of values need neither domi-
nate the curriculum nor detract from its
integrity. Rather, they can enhance it by
revealing another key dimension in the
subject matter’s significance for human
affairs.

Generally in my writings I have pro-
posed the following guidelines for teach-
ing values in schools:

* Stick to the basics, the central core
of values endorsed by the commu-
nity of responsible citizens.

* Have the confidence to take a posi-
tion on what is right. Do not try to
be “value neutral.” Children need
firm adult guidance about right and
wrong. Too much equivocating can
make them cynical and demoralized.

* As ethical dilemmas arise sponta-
neously in your classroom, use them
for purposes of moral instruction.

* Use the curriculum by highlighting
the values and moral choices of
character in literature, history, and

science.

* Above all, act in the manner you
are advocating. Pay attention to the
quality of the relationship that you
are establishing with your students.
Be honest—don’t shade the truth
with them. Be fair. Be kind. Be con-
sistent. Be firm, while explaining the
reasons behind your actions.

And remember—children need mod-
els, not saints. You don't need to be per-
fect or infallible. When you are wrong,
admit it. #




“How Can I Matter if I Dont Win?”:

Coaches, Parents, and Character
Development in Sport

've been asked to write about the

connection between character and
2. sport. When most people hear this
topic, they think about the character of
young athletes themselves. Instead I'm
going to focus on the character of parents
and coaches, particularly those who focus
on winning at all costs. Granted, there are
many excellent coaches and the majority
of parents love their children. They do all
that they can so that their children will
thrive. However, all too many coaches
and parents have come to believe that a
win-at-all-costs attitude will lead to suc-
cess on the playing field. As a sport psy-
chologist, I've seen that this attitude can
have a devastating effect both on athletes’
performance and character development.
If an athlete internalizes the attitude
that only winning matters, that athlete
will quickly conclude that she only mat-
ters if she wins. I have had a number of
athletes tell me how much their parents
were invested in their sport. Winning was
the good side of things. When they won
or played well their parents would be
elated and would shower them with love
and appreciation. When they lost, how-
ever, their parents would not speak to
them. Some would start to complain
about all the time and money they had
sacrificed. Even more commonly, [
encountered athletes who were devastated
by their coaches’ attitude toward winning.
Many coaches showered their attention
on their better players. They got more
involved in their lives. Even a young star
athlete could be ignored, however, if he or
she went into a slump. And when a better

by Amy Baltzell, EdD
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player came along, coaches commonly
would radically change how they treated
their former star player. What the athlete
experiences is a deep inconsistency.
Athletes who matter are those who are
currently winning. I have seen dozens of
athletes who are in great angst because
they believe that their coach simply does-
n’t care about them as human beings.
Why do I say that such attitudes have
an impact on young athletes’ character
development? Without believing that you
matter, it is difficult to believe that others
matter. To be able to develop good char-
acter habits one must be able to treat
oneself and others with respect. When
athletes believe that winning is the only
thing that matters, they become willing
to hurt themselves or others for a victory.
Consider the seemingly benign case of
ten-year-olds playing tennis. In youth
tennis, line judges are often not available.
The young players themselves often have
to call balls “in” or “out.” Within this sys-
tem, it is easy to cheat. In closely con-
tested matches it is tempting to call a ball
out for one’s advantage. Many kids are
taught that if an opponent cheats by call-
ing an “in” ball out, then it is okay to
match the cheating and do the same to
the opponent, to “level the playing field.”
Many other seemingly small temptations
eventually lead to the loss of moderation,
and thereby the development of poor
habits. These poor character habits can
lead to extreme behaviors, such as chil-
dren starving their bodies to meet the
illusive ideals of sports like gymnastics,
using steroids to be bigger and stronger to

meet the demands of sports like football,
or using violence in any sport to domi-
nate an opponent. At the core of such
acts is lack of respect for self and others;
a loss of mattering.

When one is looking at a group of
fourth-grade soccer players happily run-
ning down the field, these may sound like
extreme statements. But caring too much
about winning is insidious. We all are at
risk for celebrating and valuing winning
too much and thereby not sending a con-
sistent message to our kids that they mat-
ter, regardless of whether they win or not.
We all want to win. Some parents and
coaches begin with simply wanting their
kids to win so the children feel good. We
want our kids to be proud of themselves.
But this attitude can exacerbate the win-
at-all-cost attitude perpetrated in our
sport culture. And this can lead to our
kids ultimately developing the habit of
not caring for or considering others. Our
kids can’t learn good character habits if
they don’t think about and act on issues
that concern the greater good.

What does the win-at-all-costs attitude
do to our children’s athletic performance?
Some might think that it even helps with
performance by providing motivation. To
the contrary, I see an overwhelming num-
ber of athletes who simply are not enjoy-
ing what they are doing. They ate so
burdened with the desire and expectation
to win that they have lost sight of why
they began to participate in the first place—
because they enjoyed it. And I know
that this leads to kids leaving their sport,

continued on p. 14
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Character Education

Through Buddy Reading

Vhe fourth and first grades at
Webster Elementary School have
been participating in a Buddy
Reading program since 1995. First-grade
children are paired with older students to
share books twice a week for about 20

minutes.

Preparation

The students prepare for the first
encounter by practicing reading out loud
to one another and to someone at home.
They also participate in a mini-class con-
ducted by our reading specialist on how
to share literature with younger children.

Reflection

After the first Buddy Reading session,
the fourth-grade students gather to dis-
cuss what worked and what needed to be
changed. It is important to meet regularly
to share experiences; problems can be
handled right away before they become
unmanageable. This is also an excellent
time to note students who have gone
beyond the required and done something
special for their buddy.

Role Reversal

As Buddy Reading sessions progtess
through the school year, the children in
both grades gain confidence in their read-
ing abilities as evidenced by the number of
books read and the increased use of voices
and expression used in reading aloud.

Usually by the middle of the year the
roles reverse. The first-graders want to do
more and more of the reading. This calls
for increased patience on the part of the
fourth-graders as they relinquish their
“teacher role.” Most students handle this

by Margaret Halacy
September 1997

by taking turns with the reading. Certain
students have the ability to not only be
patient listeners but also to gently encour-
age and praise the fledgling reader.

Incidents Showing Character

Growth

Several of the fourth-grade students
(especially only children and youngest
children) were really unsure of how to
deal with younger children at the begin-
ning. They would sometimes look to
those students who were older siblings in
their families for advice on how to act.
One boy who was very bossy with his
buddy at the beginning of the year
became much more sensitive and caring
as the year progressed. Another student
who was known as a high achiever devel-
oped greater patience and the ability to
listen and praise his beginning reader.

Hard-core behavioral problems seem
to change as the students’ role as “teacher”
becomes more secure. One boy who was
later removed from our school for behav-
ior problems was very gentle and caring
while reading to a disabled student who
could not read at all.

The first-graders would often be heard
to say with pride, “That’s my buddy,”
when encountering them anywhere in
the school. Many of the buddies exchange
handmade gifts or drawings throughout
the school year.

The Buddy Reading program helped
develop many good character traits,
including:

* Compassion: Students became
increasingly able to “put themselves
in the other person’s place.” Fourth-
graders were often asked to remem-

ber how it felt when first learning to
read—what if someone had ignored
them when they really wanted to
read a story out loud. Being happy
for someone else’s success was a new
feeling for some of these students.
This feeling was discussed and
encouraged during reflection time.

* Cooperation: Working to complete
an activity together without “taking
over” took much practice. The fourth-
graders were used to cooperative
learning activities with peer groups
or partners, but this was different.
It involved paying more attention
to the process and the final outcome
as well as to the feelings of the
other person.

* Patience: This trait seemed to be
needed more and more as the year
went on. As the first-graders became
more confident in their reading and
writing abilities, many wanted to
spend the whole session “being lis-
tened to.” It took patience on both
sides to make this work.

* Sensitivity: Being aware of someone
else’s moods and weaknesses taught
many students how not to take
every remark as something personal.
Fourth-graders were able to see how
praise encourages someone to do
more than they think they can
accomplish.

In his book The Moral Child, William
Damon writes, “for the optimal develop-
ment of moral character, a child needs
to experience the responsibilities and
rewards of genuine service while still
young.” The Buddy Reading process gives

continued on p.10




Making Room for Moral Questions

in the Classroom

" n one of my first years of high school
teaching, I asked my students to

L. memorize and recite lines from
Macberh, which we were studying. On
the day the memorization assignment was
due, one of the students called out the
following lines from her seat:

Lifés bur a walking shadow, a poor player
That struts and frets his hour upon the stage
And then is heard no more. It is a tale

1old by an idiot, full of sound and fury

Signifying nothing.

I then did what I understood to be my
job as an English teacher: I helped the
students understand the definitions of the
words “struts,” “frets,” and “signifying.” I
asked them to comment on the central
metaphor, in which “life” is compared to
an actor. We pounded out the rhythm of
the lines on our desks, noting that the
first, fourth, and fifth lines do not fall
neatly into iambic pentameter and dis-
cussing why Shakespeare might have
departed from his norm for these lines.
We had a passably interesting discussion
about the meter and the words.

Neither [ nor my students, however,
thought to discuss the heart of the pas-
sage, the real questions being raised here:
What are we to make of human pain and
suffering? What meaning does life have? I
knew that English teachers were supposed
to teach about figures of speech and
vocabulary, and I knew how to do that.
I was neither equipped nor expected to
explore what it means to be human. And
so our discussion stayed safely out of the
realm of meaning and morality. Focusing
on the play’s external structures rather
than on its existential core, I unfortu-

by Katherine Simon
Spring 2002

nately ignored the very elements of the
play that I myself find most important
and exciting and that I believe might have
held the most interest for my students.

The approach I took to teaching
Macheth— " teaching” the technical aspects
of the subject rather than exploring its
significance for me and my students—is
all too familiar to anyone who has spent
time in middle and high school classes.
What John Goodlad reported over a
decade ago remains true: the preponder-
ance of classroom activity involves “listen-
ing, reading textbooks, completing
workbooks and worksheets, and taking
quizzes—not discussing important
issues.” Across the curriculum, students
are graded on the recall and feedback of
memorized information.

As we attempt to make sense of and
respond to the tragedies of September 11
and the current war in Afghanistan, we
see more clearly how much we value the
ability to think deeply about moral and
existential questions. We see more clearly
the importance of our children having the
tools to grapple with the questions that
occupy us now—and that have always
formed the core of the subject matter we
teach. But though we cherish the ability
to deliberate thoughtfully, most teachers,
myself included, have not conceived of
our role as “facilitators of explorations of
moral and existential questions.”

We have not seen ourselves in this way
partly because it is not immediately obvi-
ous that big, morally charged questions
do form the core of the subjects we teach.
Indeed, much of the context of schooling
promotes the idea that school subjects
are essentially lists of things-to-know. As
Arthur Applebee asserts in his critique of

the current curriculum, curriculum plan-
ning usually begins “with an inventory
of important skills and concepts.” In this
model, teachers must be deliverers of
information, focused on “covering” mate-
rial; focused on particular facts and skills.
In the past few years, teachers have been
pressed to deliver information ever more
quickly and efficiently to help students
pass ubiquitous and fateful standardized
tests.

Bue if it is true, as so many have said,
that everything is different now, then let
us use this moment to reflect on what
constitutes a meaningful education; on
what it means to be an educated person.
The truth is that the most important
intellectual and moral achievements
require the development of habits of
mind—such as empathizing with people
whose experience differs from our own,
seeking out multiple strategies to resolve
conflict, the ability to collaborate, know-
ing where to find more information, ask-
ing original questions, and reflecting on
and learning from experience—which are
not being fostered by the rush to cover
the contents of our textbooks and syllabi.

‘We need not continue to conceive of
our curriculum as a long list and of the
role of teachers as the couriers of the list.
Applebee suggests conceiving of curricu-
lum as conversation; Dewey urged us to
connect the record of humanity’s great
inquiries—the curriculum—to the
curiosities of the child. I would put our
challenge this way: For every subject we
teach, we must continually search for how
it matters to our lives; how it links to the
questions of morality and meaning that stu-
dents, like all human beings, perennially
ask. Many of these are the same questions
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of morality and meaning that have taken
on special poignancy and urgency in these
grief-filled days, and are questions that
should guide our class discussions. As
horrific and shocking as the events of
September 11 were, the questions they
raise should have been explored as a part
of education for a democracy. As justified
and inevitable as the American response
seems to many, it too, raises questions
that all American citizens should explore
in depth as part of their education.

Now, when things dont seem as certain
as they once did, we have an opportunity
to create a different kind of curriculum
built around questions that would simul-
taneously promote rigorous intellectual
work and the ability to grapple with moral
issues. Questions like these could frame
our curriculum: Is killing justified when
the killer believes he/she is pursuing a
higher good? What is the difference
between “war” and “terrorism”? What is
race and how does it matter in our society
and in the world? What are the tensions
between freedom and security? Are there
scientific advances that are simply too
dangerous for us as a society to pursue?
Investigations of such questions might
include very wide-ranging content from
history, literature, and science.

‘Whatever the particular sets of content
studied under such overarching questions,
these explorations would demand careful
garnering of evidence and would provide
practice in its interpretation. They would
help students come to see the difference
between having an opinion and having
an informed opinion—and the difference
between learning history, literature, and
science and learning from history, litera-
ture, and science. We have an opportunity
to think about all of our teaching—far
beyond conversations about the current
crisis—as the way in which our society
helps young people deepen their under-
standing of themselves as human beings
and develops their capacity for moral
deliberation and action.

I am not making an argument in favor
of relevance over content knowledge, nor
about merely providing room for students
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to express their feelings and opinions
about these events, as important as that
is. I am arguing that we have operated in
schools under the illusion that we can
separate neutral, academic, intellectual
content from controversial, complex,
morally charged questions about life. And
this separation doesn’t work—it undercuts
the intellectual life of schools even as it
leaves us ill-equipped to deliberate about
moral issues.

Educators have spent so much time in
recent years working on curriculum stan-
dards, in many cases laboring over exactly
which topics are worthy of being covered
by everyone. Certainly, in the textbooks
written from now on, the attacks of
September 11 will be included. But if
they are taught as most of our history is
taught, students of the future will memo-
rize the date, the number of people who
died, the names of the attackers, and per-
haps the name of the president in office
in 2001.

Using what Ted Sizer has called “essen-
tial questions” to frame courses is not a
new idea. But what seems more clear than
ever is that the questions essential to an
understanding of the subjects we teach
are largely moral and existential ques-
tions. This means that teachers must be
ready and willing to delve into moral
matters, far more than I was when 1
taught Macbeth. A brief story highlights
the point:

In a ninth-grade English class I visited,
the students were studying Elie Wiesel’s
Night, a memoir of the author’s experi-
ence in a Nazi concentration camp. A stu-
dent named Gary raised his hand to ask,
“How can Wiesel still believe? How is it
possible for anyone to believe in God
after the Holocaust?” The teacher told
him that it was a very important ques-
tion—and he should bring it up with his
clergyperson. The teacher went on to point
out the symbolism in Wiesel’s work. The
class had a few minutes at the end of the
period to continue reading.

The emphasis in this literature class
was clearly on recognizing and being able
to name themes from the text, not on

grappling personally with those themes.
The teacher did not see it as her role to
discuss in a more personal way Gary’s
and Wiesel's implied questions: Why do
human beings hurt and kill one another?
What does this imply about God? What
does it mean for me as I witness cruelty
and suffering? What does it mean for me
as I grapple with understanding my own
connection, if any, with my “enemies”
and God? English class has been the
forum for analyzing literature, not for
examining one’s own beliefs.

Teachers are not clergy—they neither
have special training nor generally con-
sider themselves experts in the problem
of suffering in the world or in other moral
questions. It is not surprising that teachers
would be reluctant to tread this ground—
especially in the public sphere, and espe-
cially when there are tests to prepare for.
But if we care about supporting students
to use their minds well, we must face the
irony of avoiding hard questions and
sticking only to the facts at school. Qur
task is to find a way to conceive of subject
areas so that teachers—in their capacity
as thinking, feeling human beings with
a love and understanding for their disci-
plines—feel comfortable engaging
themselves and their students in these
questions. It is 2 moment for us to get
more serious about what education means.
We—all teachers, students, and citizens—"
want to understand this wrenching, frightf
ening, beautiful, awe-inspiring world.
School could be a place where, wrestling
with questions that matter, we begin to
make sense of our lives. %




Caring: At the Heart of an Educator’s Role

Ithough I have been out of jun-
ior high and high school class-

< rooms for almost a dozen years,

I found myself sharpening pencils and

v

buying notebooks for no particular reason
this past September. The poignancy of the
season was particularly heightened for me
as both of my daughters, just two years
out of their masters’ programs in business
and communication, decided to make
life-changing career moves and become
teachers. I began sifting through dozens
of teaching resources, articles, lesson
plans, and curricula, hoping to extract for
them what had mattered most from my
thirty-three years of education experience
(and knowing full well that they had to
discover it for themselves).

When I arrived for my first day of
work in my junior high classroom at
the tender age of twenty-one, I was ill-
prepared for what it meant to be a
teacher. Oh yes, I had taken all of the
teacher certification courses and knew
how to put together a good lesson plan,
complete with behavioral objectives and
anticipatory sets. I knew fifty ways to
teach literature, and had collected more
than one hundred coasters from a local
coffee shop for my school bulletin board
that said, “We're Glad You're Here!”

I remember going home physically
exhausted my entire first year of teaching,
and that I eventually had an epiphany:
teaching was not about lesson plans or
bulletin boards—it was about the quality
of my character and the moral ethos of
my classroom. What mattered were the
caring relationships and sense of commu-
nity that both my students and I were
experiencing.

Slowly, as the days unfolded, I realized
that caring was so integral to the work
that no other goal could be accomplished
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unti] those trusting relationships devel-
oped. Indeed, my students’ development,
their sense of safety and community,
depended on the climate we established
together. As I learned to work effectively
with parents, I also recognized their criti-
cal role in fostering their children’s char-
acter development. I learned, too, that I
needed to involve my students in a variety
of activities with the greater community.
Learning to teach became for me a series
of epiphanies.

Gordon Vessels, an Atlanta psycholo-
gist and outstanding character educaror,

said:

The moral growth of children. .. occurs
when adulss strive to be the type of people
that children need for them to be, when
children have many sustained relation-
ships with socially responsible adults, and
when children are provided with a net-
work of supportive relationships or

community.

I was discovering that my students
needed competent, caring adults around
them, and they also needed moral exem-
plars throughout the curriculum to
inspire them with the ways in which peo-
ple have contributed to a caring commu-
nity. In short, they needed clear examples
of the kinds of people they might aspire
to become. I discovered that children
want caring adults to help guide them
and teach them how to negotiate life’s
challenges, and to help them discover
their own unique potential and purpose.
A few years ago, I came across a Father’s
Day card that reminded me of this. The
card said: “Dad, you tried to teach me
patience...I constantly tried yours. You
set limits...I pushed you to yours. You
made the rules...I made every effort to

break them.” The inside of the card read:
“Are we a great team or what?”

I found myself exploring biography in
a variety of ways in both my theatre and
English classes, asking students to comb
through stories and distill great individu-
als’ most outstanding accomplishments
and contributions, and the core values
they embodied that supported their con-
tributions. When I taught Shakespeare I
was discovering that my students wanted
to discuss his insights into moral character
and how they shaped people’s lives. I
remember one performance in which my
ninth-grade acting company staged a dra-
matic presentation for our yearly awards
ceremony intended to celebrate the
importance of striving for excellence and
accomplishment. Their presentation con-
sisted of meaningful quotations from
among hundreds they had sifted through,
in the form of a choral reading set to music.

My 1957 New Jersey kindergarten
report card, which I found a few years ago
in a tucked-away box, included not only
“Growth in Skills and Information,” but
categories such as “Growth in Habits of
Work” and “Growth in Habits of Living
with Others.” Indicators such as “refrains
from laughing at others’ mistakes,” “works
independently,” and “takes turns cheer-
fully” also reveal that we have long known
that the development of good character is
integral to one’s positive human develop-
ment. Character development is an age-
old goal of education, identified as core
across all times and cultures.

Albert Einstein said that “the most
important human endeavor is striving for
morality.” It is hopeful to know that char-
acter education is currently embedded in
virtually every state’s learning standards.
Most have woven it into their state’s core
curricula, considering attitudes, disposi-




tions, and “character principles” integral
to subjects and learning. The important
point is that when broad groups of people
get together to talk about what is critical
for students to know, be able to do, and
“be’like” (to use a term by Ivor Pritchard,
senior researcher at the U.S. Department
of Education), character development is
very likely to be part of the conversation.
Research is converging today to suggest
that a comprehensive, high-quality char-
acter education initiative may not only
help students’ overall positive develop-
ment, but may be a highly effective
approach to the prevention of a variety of
negative behaviors, such as drug and alco-
hol use, bullying, school failure, and teen
pregnancy. (Go to www.character.org to
see the Character Education Partnership’s
position paper by Dr. Victor Battistich on
“Character Education, Prevention, and
Positive Youth Development.”)

This idea of caring and character
development has even greater reach—it
includes schools caring about and nurtur-
ing their civic mission. Last fall I attend-
ed a U.S. Department of Education
conference at which Lee Hamilton, the

co-chair of the 9-l Commission, gave a
presentation. The topic of the conference
was: “What Do We Owe Our Children?”.
As Mr. Hamilton explored that topic, he
said we owe our children three things:
first, we owe them safe schools—the hor-
rific school shootings we have experienced
speak volumes about how right he is; sec-
ond, we owe them civic education, so
that they will understand our nation’s
principles, values, and ideals; and third,
we owe them character education, so that
they can become the best kinds of people
they can possibly become, and contribute
to their communities, their nation, and
their world.

Here, then, is another kind of caring.
Our country’s founders realized that the
health and future of the nation depended
on cultivating citizens committed to ser-
vice and the common good. Public schools
were to be charged with fostering in our
children an understanding of our nation’s
important civic mission and democratic
vision.

And so, as I revisited my own teaching
career and tried to convey to my daugh-
ters what matters most as they begin their

own teaching journeys, it came down to
this: Tracy and Brittany, you are engaged
in the world’s most important work—that
of inspiring young people to discover
meaning and purpose, and work that is
about passing on the best of civilization,
Think deeply about your roles as teachers,
and about the personal qualities and car-
ing you bring to the classroom. Diligently
plan for how you will develop caring rela-
tionships and a sense of community in
your classrooms—how you will make cer-
tain every single student feels that their
worth and dignity is valued and affirmed.
Include in your array of best practices
effective strategies for weaving character
development across your curriculum—
perhaps by highlighting values in your
daily lessons or by planning service-learn-
ing activities to give students opportuni-
ties for civic engagement. And, perhaps
most important, involve students in set-
ting up a caring classroom, rooted in
excellence, respect, and responsibility. %

Reflections

Sfrom p.1

providing more deliberate and focused
methods, and encourage greater consis-
tency within and across grade levels.

Of course, every field of study needs
to refine and even redefine itself periodi-
cally, develop new approaches, and ques-
tion, address, and advance its theoretical
underpinnings. But the challenge of the
twenty-first century is to take what we
have typically found to be wotkable and
successful ways to teach character educa-
tion and expand them into every school
in the nation. Although this may seem
grandiose and impossible to achieve, suc-
cessful formal character education pro-

10

grams have already been implemented in
school systems around the country with
minimal cost and no additional time
slots, in diverse locations and grade levels,
with varying amounts of teacher training
and types of assessment, and so on.
Formal character education programs
are especially important in geographical
areas where the schools themselves repre-
sent the best hope for those children to
learn the virtues and practice the habits
that develop good character over time.
When every teacher and every student is
an active participant in character training
and development, the desired result of the
educational process is much closer to being
achieved: a better life for everyone. %

Character Education
from p.6

children the chance to experience “gen-
uine service.”

The program will be continued in our
school with plans to expand. Field trips, -
science projects, and nursing home visits
are some of the ways that the two grad
will work together next year. I think th:
through this process we have all becom:
better teachers and learners. Character
education was an added bonus. %




On the Homefront: Ten Tips for

| _Navigating the Odyssey of Adolescence

dolescence—that period marked

by acne, mood swings, growth
spuits, peer pressure, broken-
heartedness, and recklessness combined
with an utter crisis of confidence—
demands a healthy dose of virtue. Call

it impulse-control or a moral compass. It
is also a time marked by high energy and
passion, a search for meaning, and a
desire to change the world and make
something great of one’s life. How can
parents help their children stay on course?

It’'s easy for parents to lose sight of the
big picture and get mired down by the
issues screaming for immediate attention:
wondering whether or not you should
let your fourteen-year-old son go away
unchaperoned for a weekend in New York
City with his friends, or why your sev-
enth-grader swings from Ds to As from
week to week and seems to be testing her
limits at home. Sometimes a parent’s
vision of her children’s lives is limited to
stamping out bad behavior or lamenting
ubiquitous social problems and trying to
protect them from teenage pregnancy,
drug abuse, depression, deviance, vio-
lence, cheating, and lying.

Parents cannot simply protect their
children; they need a bigger vision than
that. I am not referring to a vision that
includes XYZ High School followed by
Harvard, Yale, or Princeton. The vision I
am referring to is a vision of the 4ind of
person you want your son or daughter to
become. The kind of person you want
them to be known for by their family,
friends, and colleagues—mature, civic-
minded adults, responsible professionals,
individuals of integrity, caring spouses
and parents, good friends. This is a wor-
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thy vision. Taking adolescence seriously

is about saying to your children with con-
viction, “What I care about most is who
you are and who you will become.” How

can parents do this?

First, lead by example. There’s no escap-
ing this. Your children are watching you
all the time. Robert Coles, a psychologist
and professor of medical humanities at
Harvard University, offers the following
sage insight in his book, The Moral
Intelligence of Children (1997):

We grow morally as a consequence of
learning how to be with others, how
to behave in this world, a learning
prompted by taking to heart what we
have seen and heard. The child is a
witness; the child is an ever-attentive
witness of grown-up morality—or lack
thereof; the child looks and looks for
cues as to how one ought to behave,
and finds them galore as we parents
and teachers go about our lives, mak-
ing choices, addressing people, show-
ing in action our rock-bottom
assumptions, desires, and values, and
thereby telling these young observers
much more than they realize. (p. 5)

Second, love your children. Children
gain enormous confidence from knowing
that they are loved by their parents for
who they are, not simply for how they per-
form. Loving your child demands time
and attention. This is the resource we
seem to be lacking most these days. We
are on the go, stressed, overworked, over-
whelmed, invaded by e-mail, faxes, voice-
mail, and our intrusive cell phones. It’s
difficult just to enjoy each other’s com-
pany. And when we're home, we with-

draw into our rooms and our separate tel-
evision programs, CD players, or phone
conversations.

Love means setting limits. Love means
saying, “I made a mistake” or “T was
wrong.” Love also means forgiving and
forgetting. Love means keeping your
word. Love means caring enough to cor-
rect and correcting with affection and

truthfulness.

Third, do not protect your children from
failure. Some of the best life lessons are
learned through an in-house suspension
or a visit to the police station. Help your
children make sense of and learn from
difficulties, suffering, and disappoint-
ments instead of allowing them to escape
into sham comfort or self-destructive

behavior.

Fourth, help your children cultivate a
talent, hobby, sport, or skill. Be aware
of how your children spend their time,
energy, and talent. This is very important.
Adolescents in particular need to engage
their energies usefully and meaningfully;
they need to learn how to use their free-
dom well.

Fifth, hold your children accountable—
not their teachers—for their own aca-
demic performance. Help your children
to identify the study habits and extra help
they need. Help them to see that they are
not simply victims of circumstance, pas-
sive beings thrust forward in this fast-
paced world by various forces from
teachers and grades to friends and peers.
Help them to see that, in fact, they can
make choices and take action to improve

their performance.
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Sixth, foster an attitude of gratitude.
Remind your children that character and
friendship are evidenced in good man-
ners: Please, Thank you, Excuse me, Iim
sorry, You're welcome. The mark of a true
gentléman or lady, however, is not simply
following the rules of etiquette—there are
some perfectly refined people who are
self-centered and arrogant. The secret to
real class is putting the needs of others
before our own.

Children and adolescents need to be
needed. Hold them accountable for the
part they play in your family. Give them
opportunities to show their gratitude by
completing small jobs around the house
or helping with a project.

Seventh, nurture their moral imagina-
tion and memory. Parents have enormous
competition for the hearts, imagination,
and memory of their children. Teenagers
are a prime target of the advertising
industry—marketing the latest fashion,
music, popular icons, video games, and
cult films. Parents can drown out the neg-
ative with an abundance of good alterna-
tives. Pick up some excellent books on
tape for your next long car trip. Talk to
your kids about the sports team you

enjoy, the music you love, and why. Share
the lyrics with them. Talk about your
childhood heroes and heroines. Help to
cultivate their aesthetic sensibilities; take
them to the art museum or an opera.
Watch relevision with them. Help them
to become critical viewers and to acquire
a healthy indignation in the face of
exploitation, degradation, and violence.

Eight, cultivate the art of communication
when in the car, at the dinner table,
around the house, cleaning up or prepar-
ing a meal together. Talk with your chil-
dren. Teenagers don’t want to hear a lot
from adults as much as they want to be
taken seriously. “What did you do
today?” or “Whom did you see at the
party?” doesn't yield as much as “Tell me
about your day.” Then parents discover
what their children have on their minds;
what adolescents chose to talk about
reveals a lot.

Ninth, be generous with your affection.
Children and adolescents are starved for
affection despite the fact that they may
recoil when you try to hug them. Fathers,
especially, hug your daughters. If you
don’t give them affection, they will seek it

elsewhere. Don’t be naive. Parents have to

be savvy in providing good reasons and
advice. Let your children know what they
are worth. Encourage them to seek
friendship and mutual respect. Be frank.
Talk to your sons about being a man of
respect and integrity; prepare him to face
the pressure of locker room bravado and
talk of “conquests.” Talk to your daughter
about her own self-respect and dignity.
Let her know that her worth is not
dependent on her appearance, popularity,
or sex appeal.

Tenth, don’t lose hope. Hope is stronger
than optimism; it is rooted in the convic-
tion that something good, real, and
worthwhile lies behind the challenges,
difficulties, moods, and even periods

of time in our lives (like adolescence,

for example). Young people aspire to be
their own persons but not with complete
license. They are eager for direction and
to hear our “yes” or “no.” They want to
know what we think and what we care
about. They want to know that there are
ideals worth fighting for, sacrificing our-
selves for, and living for. They lean on
your moral courage and convictions while
they are still developing their own. %




On the Homefront: Life Lessons in Art

n education, as in love and friend-
ship, the most unplanned circum-

. stances sometimes yield the most
satisfying results. A perfect example of
this occurred recently when my son and I
unexpectedly found ourselves with a free
afternoon. My son’s cancelled social plans
coincided with a glowing newspaper
review of the Andrew Wyeth retrospective
at the Philadelphia Art Museum. In a
moment of inspiration, I suggested that
we hop in the car and take a two-hour
drive to see this celebration of a unique
American master at the pinnacle of his
career.

Granted, “ fifteen year-old boy” and
“art museum” are not two phrases often
found in the same sentence, and rarely
are teenagers seen with their parents in
public, except in compulsory situations
preceded by significant grumbling.
Nevertheless, we have always insisted on
maintaining a certain balance in our fam-
ily’s calendar, including visits to some
appropriate adult venues along with the
more usual youth-oriented activities. We
believe that in areas of social life and cul-
ture, children of every age need parental
guidance and standards if they are to
learn flexibility, respect for others, and
open-mindedness. Difficult as it may be
sometimes, parents and teenagers who
can find ways to enjoy each other’s com-
pany strengthen family bonds and gain a
broader perspective on life.

Although my son was hardly enthusias-
tic, he agreed to come along after some
negotiation involving our driving him to
a concert the next week and his choice of
snacks for the trip. Plugged into his iPod
during the entire ride, he began to perk
up once we passed the impressive foun-
tains and climbed the massive stairway to
the museum. Despite his predetermina-
tion that this day would be endured rather
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than enjoyed, he surveyed the statuary
and friezes adorning the buildings and
entranceway of the museum with awe.

“Wow!” he said in wonder and surprise.

What caught his attention were heroic
male and female nude sculptures in the
Roman style. Neither of us was uncom-
fortable in our joint presence of such
nudity, however, as we might have been
under different circumstances. These
sculptures, like the painted figures we saw
later, were dynamic, depicting struggle and
triumph; or emotionally evocative, resonat-
ing with pathos. How different from the
aggressive, exploitative images constantly
bombarding youth in advertising and
music videos, I thought. Here was an
opportunity to view human nudity as nat-
ural, with dignity and respect.

The rest of the afternoon was an
unparalleled experience which we both
thoroughly enjoyed. At the Wyeth
exhibit, we took headphones (a natural
accessory for teenagers) and listened to an
audio tour that explained the symbolism
and background stories of the paintings.
Many of the works feature time-worn,
commonplace subjects imbued with
serene beauty and emotion. We were
struck by the artist’s incredible attention
to detail and the discipline required by
his time-consuming technique. The
cumulative impact makes viewers slow
down, observe, and really appreciate our
surroundings and the uniqueness of each
human being.

Most importantly, the themes of the
paintings prompted discussion about
issues that parents and teenagers rarely
mention: loss, death, and responsibility
to one’s family and community, among
other things. For example, Andrew
Wyeth’s primary mentor was his father,
famed illustrator N.C. Wyeth, who had a

profound influence on his art and life.

Describing a painting done—after his
father’s death—of a lone figure in a can-
vas dominated by a large, desolate hill,
Wyeth says that the hill itself is a portrait
of his father. Only after his father was
gone did he feel that he had become a
true artist. We talked afterwards abour the
paradox of this comment, about love and
grief, and about respect for one’s parents
and teachers versus the natural desire for
independence.

In the museum café and all the way
home, my son kept the iPod stowed as he
pursued our conversation. We discussed
the artist’s lifetime devotion to his old
friends, his modest and private lifestyle
despite significant wealth and fame, and
the extraordinary time he invested in per-
fecting each painting, some involving
innumerable studies and revisions. My
son raised interesting questions laden
with ethical and legal issues: Why do
patrons choose to become philanthropists,
and why support the arts? Why is
American and European art so different
from that of African, Asian, and Islamic
societies, and which is “better”? What
happens if art is stolen from individual
owners, from museums, or from other
countries?

The impact of our museum visit
extended to realms that conventional edu-
cation and planned curricula could not
begin to reach. Museums, whether dealing
with art, science, or history, represent per-
manence and an appreciation for the
enduring achievements of the past. These
institutions and their collections are monu-
ments to the generosity and visionary wis-
dom of the patrons. The most valuable part
of the museum experience, however, is the
chance to spend time together with family
members, talking, learning, and sharing
ideas with each other and with some of the

wise people who came before us.
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getting burned out, or simply learning to
hate their sport. Before competitions,
many athletes are consumed with fear or
dread. Many will say that they just wish
the big meet or competition was over—
and that they had won. This lack of
enjoyment paired with fear leads to a
decrement in performance. If they are not
able to focus and do the best that they
can, moment-to-moment, in both prac-
tice and competition, their performance
will suffer over the long run. Instead of
thinking about their technique, strategy,
or how to push themselves physically,
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they are fearful of being evaluated by
their coaches, teammates, and parents.
Our children need to be treated like
they matter. Our love and care for them
cannot be based solely on how well they
played goalie in a soccer match or how
many points they scored on the basketball
court. Our kids will value what the adult
mentors around them value. If we con-
centrate on their focus, effort, and respect
for others, they, too, will begin to value
such virtues. When our children feel that
they matter as human beings and that
their teammates and competitors matter
as human beings, regardless of their per-
formance in sport, they are freed up to
enjoy what they are doing and at the

- Baltimére, MD

same time are building a foundation for
good character.

Isn’t happiness what we want most for
our children? For our children to be able
to enjoy their endeavors, to actually
derive happiness from sport, they must at
once be developing good character habits
and learning to strive to do their best on
a daily basis. As Aristotle writes in his
Nichomachean Ethics, “It is clear that hap-
piness is one of the most divine things,
even if it is not god-sent but attained
through virtue and some kind of learning
or training. For the prize and end of
excellence and virtue is the best thing
of all, and it is something divine and
blessed.” %




We want to hear from you!

The strength of this newsletter depends on your active par-
ticipation. Our readers want to learn what is happening in
your school or community—that's what our “From the
Trenches” section is all about.

We welcome submissions of any kind, including letters,
articles, and anecdotes. What has worked in your classroom,
home, or school? What has inspired your dedication to char-

acter education? We also encourage recommendations for
our Selected Bibliography, Movies, and Character Quotes.

Our next 20th-anniversary issue will spotlight “The Future
of Character Education.” Please submit articles to
caec@bu.edu. The deadline for submission is April 3, 2009.
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