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I ntroduction

Character Countdl is a"nonpartisan, nonsectarian codition of schools, communities, and
nonprofit organizations working to advance character education by teaching the Six Rillars of Character:
trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring and citizenship” (www.charactercounts.org).
The codition isaproject of the Josephson Indtitute of Ethics, a nonprofit organization begun in 1987
whose am isto "improve the ethicd qudity of society by advocating principled reasoning and ethicd
decison making" (ibid.). The inditute conducts programs and workshops for legidators, community
leaders, the media, law enforcement personnd, and businesses. It dso promotes a "youth-education
initiative" (ibid), and it is this project, especidly the materids and activities developed for schools, which
isthefocus of this critique.

Character Countdl is strong in numbers aswell asinfluence. There are 457 member
organizations nationwide, including the NEA, the AFT, the American Association of Community
Colleges, and the YMCA of the USA, aswell as hundreds of school systems and Chambers of
Commerce (ibid). One may infer potentia political influence from the fact that the Josephson Indtitute
prepared a"White Paper on Character Education” for the U.S. Presidential transition team
(Www.charactercounts.org/WHPaper12-23-00.htm). This document proposes policies for
operationalizing the campaign proposals made by then-candidate Bush concerning character education.
Five generd "commitments' were gleaned from Mr. Bush's speeches, fact sheets, and executive
summaries. The first commitment pertains directly to character education in school settings. "Increase
character education funding to at least $24 million per year” (ibid.). Among the suggestions proposed
by the Josephson Indtitute are to creete afull time director of character education within the Department
of Education. This pogtion would have oversght responghility for "design and implementation of a
comprehengve and integrated program including a structure for awarding grants that includes
accountability standards and evauation requirements’ (ibid). Another structure is proposed which
would provide guidance for schools as they implement programs based on core elements of character.
One may infer that these core dements are the Six Rillars of Character. Moreover, these programs will
incorporate "character development outcome goa's and strong accountability provisons' (ibid). Further,
the White Paper advocates establishing "quality standards for effective character education and specific
measurement tool s to assess the effectiveness of funded programs’ (ibid). And there is a cavest.
Character education should be the responsibility of "an experienced adminigtrator who knows how to
ded with the fact that many educators embedded in the administrative bureaucracy have a bias towards
‘vaues - neutrd’ approaches such as values clarification and may be uncomfortable with abstinence
programs and faith-based organizations' (ibid).



It ispossble, even likely, that "Character Counts” may become the reigning paradigm for
explicit mord curriculain public schools, and so it is imperdtive that this program be examined
rigoroudy.

An Overview of the Character Counts! Curriculum

The Character Counts! web page offers for purchase awide range of curriculum materids,
products, and guides for setting up character development programs in arange of settings. The present
inquiry will focus on materids designed for use in dlasssooms. Theseinclude Character Education in
America’s Schools (Terri Akin, Gerry Dunne, Susanna Palomares, Diane Shilling, 1995), Good Ideas
to Help Young People Develop Good Character volumes| and Il (Steven Nish, ed., 1996-1998),
and the videotapes "How to Build Character in Children,” "What Y ou Should Know About the Six
Rillars of Character,” and " Strategies for Ethica Decison Making" (Josephson Indtitute of Ethics,
1996). The Good I deas volumes contain lesson plans for preschool - twelfth grade, and the Character
Education volume provides lesson plans designed for elementary schoolers. The videotapes provide
the rationale behind Character Counts! and are aimed at adults who wish to initiate programs.

Character Counts! Rationale

The Introduction to Character Education in America’s Schools asks the rhetorical question
"Why Educate for Character?' (p.v). The answer reveds adim view of contemporary American socid
life: "Because many homes do not" (ibid.). The authors briefly identify the home as "abig part of the
problem” (ibid.), and they list some gatigtics - hdf of al children livein nontraditiond families, including
single parent homes and blended families. The daim is made that "daidics link the decline of the
traditiona nuclear family with rising teen pregnancy, school drop-outs, divorce rates, unemployment,
poverty, and just about every other ill in our society” (ibid.). The authors believe even traditiond families
in which both parents work alow too many hours without parenta supervison, during which their
children spend lethargic hours watching sex and violence on teevison. These "dretched-to-the-limit
working parents are not finding the time - or perhgps the will, or the skills' to be mora guides for their
children (ibid.). The authors conclude that "somebody’s got to do it” (ibid., p. 2), and so schools must
gep into the breach. They must do this by "teaching vaues ddliberately - through the curriculum™ (ibid.).

Character Counts! Content and Goals

The content of the Character Counts! curriculum consigts of alist of core vaueswhich areto
be ddiberately taught, with the god of developing good character in children. The core vdues are
identified in the curriculum - trustworthiness, repect, responsibility, fairness, caring, and civic virtue and
citizenship - werefirst proposed in the "Aspen Declaration on Character Education”
(www.charactercounts.org/aspen.htm). This document was generated by a"diverse group of ethicists,
educators and youth - service professonds’ (ibid.) attending a conference sponsored by the Josephson
Ingtitute in 1992. The core values identified were assumed to "transcend culturd, religious, and
socioeconomic differences’ (ibid.). The Aspen list isreferred to as the Six Pillars of Character in
Character Countdl curriculum materids.

Character Countdl takes its working definition of character from Thomas Lickona s work
Educating for Character (1991, Bantam Books). Good character is involves knowing, desiring, and
doing the good and is exemplified by habits of thinking and feding and doing (sound familiar?). Michadl



Josephson expands on this definition by saying that "character is how you act when you think no oneis
looking . . . how you act when you think the other person can neither help you or hurt you" (How to
Build Character in Children” 1996). Schools are advised to foster these habits by developing and
making public a philosophy statement describing character expectations for al members of the school
community, establishing clear academic and behavior gods for students, providing adiscipline policy
supporting the character goal's, encouraging student participation in service projects, and providing a
range of extracurricular activities (p.5), 1995). Teachers foster habits of good character by modding
the Six Rillars of Character, by explicitly sating character goad's and using avocabulary of character, by
creeting a cooperative and accepting learning environment, by using class discusson when problems
arise, by teaching decison-making and conflict resolution skills, and by using academic subjectsasa
vehicle for reflective examination of mord issues (ibid., p. 7).

Michadl Josephson tates the ultimate goa of Character Counts! thisway: "In essence the god
of character education isto build in the young the attitudes, habits, ingtincts, and predispostions toward
doing what isright because it isright and not because it is advantageous' (1996).

Character Counts! Psychology of Learning

The view of the child asamord agent isimplicit in the emphasis on rules, sanctions,
expectations, the importance of adult modding, the kind of language used to describe the adult-child
relationship, and the cumulative effect of the lesson plans themsdlves. Children are seen as plagtic and
impressionable, and they require a great ded of shaping from their environment. The White Paper says
"Character education works best when it is pervasive, when core vaues are conscientioudy and
competently taught, enforced, advocated and modeled (p. 5). Good Ideas includes two pages of
school wide activities which are designed to create and reinforce a pervasive awareness of the Six
Rillars. These activitiesinclude having a Rllar of the month or week, including character messages on
the morning announcements, ingtaling a quotation of the week on the school marquee, lining hdlways
with character quotations and dogans, designing rules based on the Six Rillars, publicly recognizing
gudents who model the Six Rillars, organizing service projects such as clothing drives, and sdlling paper
character word links to form a chain of character as afund-raisng project. It isimportant to note that,
according to Michadl Josephson the gods of Character Countdl arise as a critique of vaues clarification
and mord relativism (1996). Character Countd is about "civilizing young peopl€’ and "understanding
and living up to mora duties’ (1996). Consequently, specific objective vaues must be identified.
Children must be led and reinforced to recognize the good, to desireit and to habitualy act upon it.
Temptation is everywhere and so the will must be strengthened.

Interestingly, the work of Lawrence Kohlberg is called upon to provide aview of mora
development. Hiswork is not described in detail; rather a precis of histhree generd stages of
development is provided in Character Education in America’s Schools: . . . "dementary-age children
are primarily concerned with their own surviva - avoiding punishment and obtaining rewards by
obeying the rules. Older children are motivated by the desire to gain approva from others (principaly
peers) and avoid disgpprova. Only at the highest level of mora development are rules interpreted in
terms of sdf-chosen principles’(p.2). One may infer that this reference to Kohlberg isused as
information in creating effective reinforcement of children’s behavior. Very few of the lesson plans
presented make use of Kohlberg's method of reasoning through mord dilemmas as away of
developing mord judgment.



A Critique

Character Countd falsinto the venerable tradition of character education. Henry Giroux and
David Purpel describe three generd approaches to mora education: character education, vaues
clarification, and the cognitive/developmenta gpproach (The Hidden Curriculum and Moral
Education, 1983). Character education is the oldest model, and proceeds by identifying a set or mora
virtues which are ingrained from an early age through the formation of habits. Character is shaped
through the use of modeling and externd reinforcement and is assumed to be ultimately reliable and
predictable. Character Counts! shares some weaknesses with character education as a genera
approach as well as some weaknesses particular to its rationale and lesson plans. In order to highlight
the problems with this gpproach, the following discussion will contrast character education with Robert
Coles research on the mord life and the mord intelligence of children.

There are three mgjor areas of concern, aswell as severa secondary concerns. The view of the
child asamora agent is not richly developed or complex and rests primarily on amodd of immaturity
and behaviora methods of compliance to a predetermined set of mora behaviors. A theory of learning
is not clearly developed. It must be inferred from the collective lesson plans and activities as well asthe
referral to Lawrence Kohlberg' s work. There are, thus, some confusing implications. A clear and
complete theory of mora philosophy islacking aswell. A program of explicit mord education should
attend to these matters in a more thoughtful way. A fourth area of concern, which goes beyond a
critique of the Character Countd materidsistheimplicit political view which pogtions nontraditiond
families and the public school bureaucracy as adversaries.

TheMoral Agency of the Child and L earning

The mogt serious criticism of Character Countd is that it fails to the child serioudy asamord
agent. The qudity and potentia of children’s thinking and the seriousness of children’ s authentic mora
dilemmas and judgments take a back seet to the apriori RPillars of Character in which must be ingtilled
a dl cogt in the uncivilized young. Let uslook at the mord Stuation of afirg grade child whom Robert
Coles views as heroic - an example which chdlenges both Kohlberg' s view of the young child’'s
cgpacity for mord judgment and the view of the child as uncivilized. Ruby Bridges, as a solitary child of
Sx, integrated her local elementary school in New Orleansin 1961. She was protected by Federal
marshas from hodtile, threatening crowds of adults as she made her way to school every day. Coles, in
hisrole as a psychiatrist and socid scientist, came to know Ruby and her family very well over the
course of severd years. Coles asked Ruby, from her vantage point as aten year old, to look back at
her first grade experience.

"I knew | was just ruby," she told me once, in retrospect— "just Ruby trying to go to
school, and worrying thet | couldn’t be helping my mommawith the kids younger than
me, like | did on the weekends and in summer. But | guess | dso knew | was the Ruby
who had to do it - go into that school and stay there, no matter what those people said,
gtanding outside. And besides, the minister reminded me that God chooses usto do His
will, and s0 | had to be His Ruby, if that's what He wanted. And then that white lady
wrote and told me she was going to stop shouting at me, because she' d decided that |
wasn't bad, even if integration was bad, then my mommasaid I’ d become "her Ruby” -
that lady’sjust as she said in her letter, and | was glad; and | wasglad | got dl the nice



letters from people who said | was standing up for them, and | was walking for them,
and they were thinking of me, and | wastheir Ruby too, they said." (The Moral Life of
Children, (1986), p.9)

A representative lesson plan from Character Education in America’s Schoolsis entitted Whet Is
Responsibility?. The teacher is directed to select either The Little Engine That Could, Horton
Hatches the Who, or The Wizard of Oz to read to the children. After the story is read the teacher
should ask questions such as "Who acted responsibly?' "How would you fed if youwere 7"
"How do you fed about the characters who were irresponsible?’ The teacher should also prepare a
banner that reads "Respongble Action Is” Children are directed to think of a story they likein which a
character acted respongibly. They may draw a picture of the action and complete the sentence
"Responsbleactionis. . ." (pp. 58-59)

Implicit in this comparison are two different views of the same age child as the mord agent.
Coles describes Ruby as a"self-observer” (Coles, p. 9). He asks, "Was she nat, utterly, and daily, a
mord figure? A person able to find ameasure of mora transcendence: comprehending, through
language, the essence of what a human being can manageto be?” (ibid.) In this vignette, Ruby
understands respongbility through the daily mord chalenges of her red life. She can easlly complete the
sentence "Respongible actionis . . ." from her own experience. She does not need to read and discuss
The Little Engine That Could in order to get astory. Ruby clearly receives mora guidance from the
adults around her, and she enjoys the letters of support. But the adults take her serioudy as amora
agent. Sheis encouraged to be the Ruby who must "go in that school and stay there" (ibid.)

One could make an extended comparison of Coles accounts of the mord lives of againg the
didactic, behaviora approach inherent in the Character Counts! |esson plans and recommended school
and classroom activities. But the Single comparison is representetive, and illustrates the point. Unlessthe
children in Atlanta and Athens and Augusta are vadtly different from the many whom Coles interviews,
one mugt assume that they, like Ruby do interpret their world and their own actionsin mora terms
dready. What they require is protection and guidance from adults who understand their lived
experience and who take it serioudy and are willing to have serious conversations abolt it.

A related criticigm isthat in its heavy rdiance on externd reinforcement, mostly in the form of
socia gpprobation for good deeds, the mord life riskstriviaization: it becomes a series of unconnected
acts responding to the word of the week or the citizen of the week. The mord life may become
synonymous in the child’s mind with obeying rules and vying for the monthly trusworthiness award. A
system of character awards may aso unintentionaly foster salf promotion and a boastful attitude. The
Character Counts! lessons repeatedly require children to recount something they did which exemplified
apillar of character.

It must aso be noted that a generd problem with externd reinforcement is the difficulty in
sugtaining a behavior once the externd reinforcement is removed. If agod isto live the good for its own
sake, it ishard to see how a heavy rdiance on externd socid reinforcement promotesthis
interndization. The psychology of the conscience and the indghts of sociobiology concerning dtruism
ought to be arich source of information, but these areas seem to be outside the world of discourse of
character education. It is puzzling that Kohlberg' swork isreferred to, snce his theoretica assumptions
are quite different from those of the character development tradition. It may be that a piece of his theory



is used to judtify the view of young children as uncivilized; i.e.,, incgpable of principled mora reasoning.
But this connection is not explained.

Justifying Explicit Moral Education

The arguments used for involving schoolsin explicit mora instruction have enormous socid and
palitica sgnificance. In dl the sources used in this critique, the argument is made that the United States
is experiencing amord decline. Moreover, this decline is linked with the decline of the traditiond
nuclear family. Certainly a criticism can be mounted againg this facile generdization smply on the basis
of erroneous socid datigtics and faulty reasoning. But the more interesting question iswhy such an
argument is presented. Why isit necessary to demonize parents? Why are single parent families and
blended families and families with two working parents singled out? Why, in fact, isit necessary to
justify mord education using this particular argument?

The nontraditiona family is not viewed as the only source of mord decline. The values
clarification movement and those "educators embedded in the adminigtrative bureaucracy (who) have a
bias towards "vaues neutra’ approaches (00 p.2) are dso to blame. One is compelled to wonder why
the issue of blame hasto enter the argument at dl. It ssems adivisve way to begin an enterprise of
character education which, by its own account, requires close cooperation between home and schoadl.
Oneisamost compelled to look for a palitical agenda underlying this choice of ajudtificatory argument.

Problem of the Good

The Aspen Dedlaration clams to have solved the problem of a conflicting plurdity of goods by
using a multi-voiced collaborative process of consensus. The cdlam is made that universal values have
emerged from this process. However these vaues must il be interpreted in the context of red life, and
the problem of controversy surrounding "which vaues to teach™ has not been solved redidticdly - only
linguigtically. The Aspen Conference has not solved the problem of plurdistic competitive goods
because the consensus on virtues is still a consensus on a set of abstractions, moreover, it is arguable
that the ligt is dill incomplete - what about the virtue of tolerance, for example? Ironicdly, the criticiam
mounted againgt vaues clarification as being devoid of content applies to the Six Fillars of Character as
wal.

While Character Counts! gives lip service to discerning the good, the lessons and school wide
activities proposed do not in any systematic or serious way involved children in developing such aview.
A view of the good life and the good society has not been articulated by the program. The good life, it
may beinferred, is the exercise of the Six Fillars of Character. But what does that mean? What, for
example, ismeant by citizenship? In Good | deas, volumes one and two, there are 8 lessons dedling
with citizenship. Of those eight, one organizes students to collaboratively create an egg crate which will
protect the egg when dropped from aheight - an interesting thing to do, but the extenson to the idea of
citizenship is tenuous. Another lesson suggests inviting a community leeder to be a guest soesker.
Another identifies Cities of Character on amap. Compare this gpproach to the idea of citizenship
expressed by the ten year old Ruby, who thought she had to act on behdf of other children.

Some Additional Concerns
The White Paper prepared for President Bush (one wonders if a White Paper was prepared for
the Gore trangtion team) assumes an adversaria position toward public education adminigtrators, who



are assumed to have a "bias towards ‘ vaues neutral’ approaches’ (p. 11) to mora education.
Therefore, it is recommended that federd grants for character development programs be tied to "quality
standards for effective character education and specific measurement tools to assess the effectiveness
of funded programs’ (p. 11). The ways in which these standards and measurement tools might be
played out to measure the goodness of children borders on the absurd. It is a punitive approach rather
than a cooperative gpproach that assumes that teachers and administrators are themselves mord agents
whose gods include fostering children’s mora development. It dso reduces the notion of mora
development to a series of standardized assessment tools.

Michadl Josephson mentions the work of Thomas Lickona as foundational for Character
Countd but beyond the mention of hiswork, there are no explicit connections made. Lickonaisin the
character education tradition, but his Educating for Character gives amuch richer account of that
tradition. One istempted to ask Character Counts! why Lickona s book isn't smply distributed, letting
teachers operationdize the ideas contained therein.

Summary
Ruby Bridges has been used in a somewhat iconic way in this critique. It is because she
represents a vaglly different view of the mora life of children. Her account of hersdf challenges both
Kohlberg's view of the mora capacity of the young child as well as the socid/behaviord view implied in
Character Countd Quite frankly, the language of children as recorded by Colesin hisinvestigation into
their mord lives moves oneto tears. It isinspirationd. By contragt, listening to Michadl Josephson
explain character moves one to boredom. Thereis amessage here.
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