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Abstract

Character education has been a theme in the American curriculum since colonial times.  The discussion in this article is focused on what has happened to how we teach children and young people about being ethical people and participatory citizens.  References are made to curriculum ideas, theories of moral development, and governmental requirements and studies.
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Character Education:  What Has Happened to the Moral Compass?
Democracy is always becoming. It is its ability to adapt and reinvent itself that has made it successful. In the unexplored frontier of virtual reality, the citizen has not, will not, and cannot abdicate the virtues of community and responsibility. While institutions may take on new forms and duties, decision making may be the product of some sort of "electronic agora," the American citizenship becomes more heterogeneous than ever, there are some elements of democracy that will not change. 
All of the great modern advances have been cooperative affairs. While the concept of community may be expanding, the basics remain the same. When it is all said and done, citizens still must live together. In the power of the pioneers who joined together for a common goal in logrolling, quilting bees, camp meetings, or circling the wagons for protection from a common enemy, one of the most important features of America is forged: the willingness of citizens to forego their individuality, to work collaboratively for the betterment of all. 
Cyberspace harbors quagmires and conundrums that would have baffled even Thomas Jefferson. In his day, he fiddled with the latest “technology” and embraced new gadgets, as entrepreneurs and inventors have throughout our history.  The role of the citizen is basically the same. Each is still called upon today to build community through active participation and reasoned commitment to the common good, while still respecting individual rights. Practicing civility and respecting the rights of others will take on new dimensions in this new century, as technology dominates.
This discussion centers around how children and young people are taught to live in America as citizens through an emphasis in the curriculum on character education.  The moral development of students is essential to the preservation of this democracy.  Ethical and moral development are critical to the curriculum, but missing from many school agendas.  While there was a surge of interest in the 1990’s, more recently, public schools have fallen into an emphasis on testing and a focus on the STEM (science, technology, engineering, mathematics) areas, decreasing the time devoted to the humanities.
Democracy has never been a spectator sport. For the individual, democracy means participation. In that spirit of a barn-raising of yesteryear, citizens are working together as a frontier community to build a new place to keep their tools of work and store the fruits of their labor. If students live and learn in educational communities to be responsible members of society who respect the rights of other and demonstrate civility, the new virtual village they build may become the altruistic utopia for which generations have dreamed.
When everything appears to be changing, it seems easier to return to nature, to the "basics." At the turn of the last century there were great fears and moves toward a conservative bent, not only in politics, but life in general. It is no surprise that since the 1994 election there has come an upsurge of interest in values education, moral education, or character education.  There was a five-year White House and Congressionally sponsored study of the role of character in citizenship (1994).  The United States Department of Education did a study in 2009 to gage the success of character education programs.  This showed that there was some measure of success based on better attendance and less bullying, but the researchers reported that their results were not comprehensive.  In reading the study, one can see that it focused on small schools in homogenous parts of the country, e.g., Utah, South Dakota.  Large urban and suburban schools seem to be missing from the literature. Although fourteen (2009) states require character education, data is lacking on all of them. One ponders on what might be found in areas where such programs have never been attempted.  

Private studies indicate that there is no significant difference in schools, thereby contradicting the government study (Spark, 2010).  Her studies question the validity of the government continuing to fund character education programs when they do not seem to be effective according to her work.  Alfie Kohn (1997) in his work questions the whole idea of forcing certain characteristics on all students.  He asserts that the present approaches, e.g., Lickona’s, are no way to teach values.


Since education began in the fledgling diverse colonial era, establishing a moral compass for young people was paramount.  That led to inculcation of civic values in the nationalist era and today, falls under many agendas, e.g., William Bennett’s (1993) The Book of Virtues, Arthur Costa’s (2009) Habits of Mind, Eleven Principles of Effective Character Education (2007), Thomas Lickona’s writings, such as Educating for character:  How our schools can teach respect and responsibility (1992).  Some state legislatures, such as Georgia’s, have mandated character education and researchers continue to examine what is being taught, or not, and how, e.g., Demers, 2008, Lockwood, 2009, Molnar, 1997, Salls 2007).
While some schools, especially in the private sector, are using Costa’s or Lickona’s ideas, public schools, especially high schools, shy away from overtly teaching the essence of character (Bulach & Butler, 2002).  Even related subjects, such as social responsibility, get little attention, although they are important subject matter for young citizens (Haynes, 2009).

More than ever lessons from history are crucial. Unfortunately, in this country's history there have been times when mafias ruled, be they AI Capone or the Ku Klux Klan. There have been other times when the Second Amendment was used to defend the actions of militia groups, to fuel the assassin, to embolden vigilantes.  The media, through the years, have illuminated the good done in schools, like those in New Jersey, where service learning is required, along with testing (New Jersey Department of Education, n.a.).
Technology has fanned the fire and facilitated access to almost any "fact" our minds desire. Citizens are attracted to the media the minute something negative, or tragic, occurs.  With 24/7 news available via multiple sources, their appetite for information is satiated.  From Peter Zenger to battles over record labels, the people are winning. The story is as old as Adam and Eve; technology is like the ultimate "tree of good and evil." Like Eve, many are tempted to enjoy and ignore the "prime directive." Like Adam, many of us bite the apple because the Eves of the world said it tasted good. Some apples nourish; some cause stomachaches. Character, or moral, education can build ethical decision makers who will be able to denote the difference.
Throughout our history we have expelled and excommunicated those who would not conform, people like Anne Hutchinson and Roger Williams, the Mormons, the Amish, the Quakers, the American Indians, the immigrants of choice. Historical examples abound of wars fought over whose religion, or way of life, was right. It is the reason the Founding Fathers thought freedom of religion was an important value in their new nation -- so important they codified it.  Today, the battles are not just of words, but spring from violence in schools, like New Town, Connecticut, where it was mere babes that paid the price of evil.
A colorful football coach once opined that "In the East college football is a cultural attraction. On the West Coast it is a tourist attraction. In the Midwest it is cannibalism. But in the South it is religion." (Smith, 1985) As long as football coaches are paid twice, or more, than the average teacher, and times are set aside to "worship" the sports teams of a school, while others who perform equally well in other venues rarely receive recognition, a strong statement is being made, i.e., If one plays football (or basketball, etc.) you are special. If you do not or cannot, you are not special. You are inferior. Competition, rather than community, is paramount.
A year of American history would be lacking without the requisite mention of sports heroes, e.g,. Jackie Robinson, Joe Louis, Jim Thorpe, Knute Rockne, Babe Ruth. For a society built upon the concepts of democracy, one that is inclusive of all, personified in community, we are obsessed with competition and lacking in stories of cooperation. Rugged individualism supercedes all the warm and fuzzy stories of togetherness. It is evident in politics. One group thinks we live in a democracy; the other is convinced it is a republic. 

Care must be used in approaching this topic of ethical behavior, for done inappropriately and without much thought, it will simply become another way to stratify, or group, students in our schools. For some, it simply means that children should conform to their idea of "good" values. At its best, it is a new emphasis on an old agenda that returns us to the days of the Latin Grammar School, McGuffey's Readers, and the words of British philosopher, Herbert Spencer -"Education has for its object the formation of character." (Spencer, n.a.). 
Character education will be effective when it is first about the “content of our character,” to reference Martin Luther King, Jr. (1963). Actions speak louder than words; experiences louder than lecture. As articulated in Georgia’s Board of Education's values and Character Education Implementation Guide (1997), character education is "the process by which positive personality traits are developed, encouraged and reinforced through example, study (history and biography of the great and good) and practice (emulation of what has been observed and learned)." A worthy goal, but it is one which few principals are willing to tackle.
To begin, Georgia’s guide (1997) suggests emphasizing teaching about and nurturing students to have respect for themselves.  This might be divided into accountability, self-esteem and work ethic -- not new ideas. Self-respect encompasses the ideas of honesty, integrity, perseverance, responsibility, trustworthiness, and dependability.  It is witnessed in a school when teachers take responsibility for that over which they have some control -- their room, their students, their curriculum, and their attitude. Students learn honesty, fairness, and respect when they experience it everyday. They also learn it from the content of the curriculum. Not only are teachers charged with the challenge to live exemplary lives before their students, but they make critical choices about what students study. 
Moral truths can be found in examples in every discipline, but they may most easily be taught through history. Students must learn about both the good and the evil so that they might discern the difference. They should study both  George Washington and Benedict Arnold, Adolf Hitler and Franklin Roosevelt, Hester Prynne of the Scarlet Letter and Shakespeare's Richard III, Joseph McCarthy, as well as Woodward and Bernstein.

Equally important is to remember that the role of teacher is not to stuff students' heads with piosity, but engage them in great moral conversations about the human race. Young people who are discouraged by failure need something more than kind words to avoid self-pity. They can learn to hold their heads up by knowing the stories of people who lived through adversity to triumph, to be survivors.

They need to learn that George Washington failed miserably the first time he was in the army, that Abraham Lincoln lost more elections that he won, that Franklin Roosevelt struggled to get out of bed every day he was president, but never complained nor stopped working.  Columbus did not know where he was going, did not know where he was when he got there, and did not know where he had been when he got home, yet his perseverance changed the world. They need to learn that these characters in our history were human and they made mistakes. 
In some cases, while admired in some circles, they were hated in others. For example, there is the story of Helen Keller.  While admiring her tenacity, many hated her for her socialist views. The same is true of Charles Lindbergh and Henry Ford. Young people are served best when told, or led to learn, the whole truth about our heroes. They also need to hear from many voices; they need to read Walt Whitman’s I Hear America Singing and Langston Hughes’ I, Too, Sing America. They should read Maya Angelou and Eudora Welty, Jack London and Mark Twain.

Martin Luther King, Jr. (1964) admonished us to “learn to live together as brothers or we will perish together like fools.” Perhaps the best summation of respect for others is simply the Golden Rule. This axiom to treat others as we would like to be treated is found in every major religion. Confucius encouraged it, as did Mohammed. Respect is taught by showing it to others and by taking responsibility for making amends when one fails. It is taught in how classrooms are organized and managed. If students are the focus of our classrooms, rather than content, they are actively engaged in obtaining, analyzing, and sharing knowledge. In the process they build their own esteem and learn to listen and respect what others have to offer to increase their own understanding.

Respect for others focuses upon two concepts: altruism and integrity.  Again educators bear the burden, or challenge, to show through our actions what these mean. It starts with simple civility, cheerfulness, and politeness in action and speech. This aspect of character is most admirably taught by not being hasty or impetuous, i.e., exhibiting patience. A plethora of stories, both factual and fictional, come to mind. O'Henry's sweet story of The Gift of the Magi should be mandatory for reading, or viewing. Harper Lee's To Kill a Mockingbird and Eleanor Coerr's Sadako and the Thousand Cranes are musts, as well. There are dozens of war movies that illustrate how people, who were very different, came together in adversity to help everyone survive. One favorite is Twelve O’clock High, but Glory, Bridge On the River Kwai, and Paradise Road are equally good to be studied from the vantage point of how a “motley" crew united and learned to respect and take responsibility for one another -- for the common good.  In addition, they teach the theories of leadership as strong characters emerge to do valiant deeds in leading a group struggling under harsh conditions.
Finally, take into consideration episodes from recent educational headlines. When did teachers turn to cheating, losing their roles as moral leaders? When did "the right to bear arms" change from protection from imminent danger to the freedom to execute children at will? When did "freedom of religion" become a way of saying “My God is right and yours is wrong?" When did "freedom of the press" to provide information transform into the compulsion to tell us how many ways we can destroy ourselves and others? When did "promoting the common welfare" become "it's my way or the highway?" When did playing games become a blood sport? When did teenage cliques become "the mafia"? When did juvenile pranks and petty vandalism mutate into terrorism? When did the innocence of childhood evaporate into the horror of reality? When did the line between youth and adulthood blur?

 Obviously, there are no answers, only more questions. The lessons, however, are abundant. As this is read, the country is engaged in a great debate over violence, in general, and its relationship to young adults, in particular. Few educational meetings fail to include a discussion of violent acts. Within the dust of tragedy are the seeds of new growth, the potential for the germination of a new commitment to old values.
The character, or moral education, promoted by the Lickona’s (1992) and Costa’s (2009) of our nation, set forth wholesome approaches to curriculum building and classroom management. Their ideas do not add to what teachers are required to teach, but rather provide a basis for the fabric of the climate in which children and young people can thrive, and grow, safely.  In this climate, the theses of Kolberg (1971), Piaget (1965), Maslow (1943), and many who have followed, can be the foundation of a three-legged stool, giving young people the exposure in education to knowledge, skills, and dispositions.
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