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USS. Schools Rediscover
the Virtue of Virtues

By Amitai Etzioni

n St. Louis, 183,000 school-age chil-

dren participate in an educational

program aimed at the character of

! M students. The goal of the program,

| for students from kindergarten

through grade 12, is to emphasize

' thirty core values, including “honesty,

responsibility, cooperation and com-
mitment.”

St. Louis educators are cautious
about calling the program a success,
but half of the 1,000 area teachers sur-
veyed reported that the program had
improved student behavior or acade-
mic achievement, and 86 percent of
the principals queried concluded that

! the program had had a positive impact.

They are not alone. Character-
education programs are sprouting
around the country, many too new to be
truly evaluated or to have their efforts
firmly recorded. School administra-
tors say that many children no longer
learn basic values at home or in the
community, so the task has been left to
the schools.

To assist them in the task, several
national groups have sprung up which
argue that character education can be
achieved by focusing on agreed sets of
virtues. Character Counts! is an orga-
nization launched by Michael Joseph-

. son, head of the Los Angeles-based
i Josephson Institute of Ethics. It calls
for schools to promote six character
traits upon which our society presum-
ably can agree: trustworthiness,
respect, responsibility, fairness, caring
and citizenship. Another group is the
Character Education Partnership, or
CEP. Led by educators Diane Berreth,
John Martin and retired McDonnell
Douglas Chief Executive Sanford
McDonnell, CEP seeks to transform
| several active programs from cities
' such as St. Louis, Miami, San Fran-
cisco and Louisville, Ky, into a nation-
al movement. Begun in 1988, the pro-
gram encompasses 23 St. Louis-area
school districts and 183,000 students.
| The national partnership boasts some
heavy hitters, including Zbigniew

| Brzezinski, national security adviser

| during the Carter administration; Bar-
bara Bush; and William Howell, chair-
man of J.C. Penney Co. CEP has as its
goal basic reforms in the curricula of
75 percent of public schools by the end
of the century.

The White House is listening. In
July it hosted a national conference on
Character Building for a Democratic,
Civil Society, organized by The Com-
munitarian Network, a membership
organization that has been campaign-
ing for character education for four
years. The conference drew 250 lead-
ers in the field of character education
— educators, academics, policymak-
ers, representatives of religious orga-
nizations, business executives, heads
of labor unions and other community
leaders.

Meanwhile, Capitol Hill has been
slow to join in the enthusiasm. Early
this year, Rep. Tony Hall, an Ohio
Democrat, sponsored a modest

amendment calling for a national con-
| ference and demonstration grants to
promote the teaching of values such as
honesty, responsibility and caring. In
February, after heated debate in the
Education and Labor Committee, the
measure was soundly defeated, 22-6.
That vote marked the fourth time that
character-education legislation spon-
sored by Hall failed to make it through
Congress.

“Politicians are the last ones to get
the message on this issue;” Hall told
the Wall Street Journal. He said he was
amazed at how little his colleagues
knew about the character-education
movement. However, in a rare bipar-
tisan moment, Congress passed a res-
olution this year calling for a Charac-
ter Education Week.

There is more in the rising popu-
larity of character education than
meets the eye. The public and the
media are preoccupied with highly |
charged issues when it comes to values |
education. Tough questions are raised:
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in this touchy area, parents or boards
of education? Are books that try to
legitimate homosexuality to be allowed
into schools’ libraries, let alone into the
curriculum? Should creationism be
taught, and if yes — as a science? And
are schools going to be subjected to
national standards on value issues?
Educators would do well to focus on

character education as a matter of
| inner-personality traits rather than

abstract values. This requires that we
revisit a rather elementary question:
What does it take to form a person who
first can be a civil student and later a
morally upright member of the com-
munity?

Our starting point is the newborn
infant. If one looks at infants objec-
tively, one realizes that their behavior
is rather like that of animals: They take
in food, expel waste and shriek. More

| importantly, they command no inborn

moral or social values, and they do not
develop such virtues on their own.
Even such basic human features as
walking on two feet rather than on all
fours and being able to communicate
with symbols need to be taught. We are
born with a potential to do these things,
but they are not actualized unless
someone takes the time to teach us.
These elementary facts are the his-
torical-sociological reason that fami-
lies (nuclear and extended) were

entrusted with humanizing and civi-

lizing these little creatures.
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Unfortunately, probably half of our
families no longer discharge this duty

in a satisfactory manner. Society’s |
| quite a few educators stress that the

most urgent goal is to figure out how
to encourage and enable parents to
reassume this most elemental respon-
sibility. Meanwhile, the task of social-
izing many children falls by default to
educators. The schools, working close-
ly with communities and with as much
parent involvement as can be mus-
tered, must not shrink from this chal-
lenge. Private schools should have no
undue difficulties putting character
education in their curricula, but pub-
lic schools, still entrusted with 88 per-
cent of America’s youngsters, face hur-
dle after hurdle in attempting to
broach what is widely considered “val-
ues education.”

Some argue that the great difficul-
ties public schools face when they
attempt to address moral issues would
be handled best by instituting a school-

' choice program allowing parents to

transfer their children to private acad- -

emies. But a significant national move
toward school choice seems unlikely in
the near future. For now, public
schools must grapple with the question
of whether they can and should pro-
vide for the character of the new gen-
eration. Tough questions immediately
fly to mind: Will public schools dis-
tribute condoms? Will they condemn
abortion? Teaching values in a society
embroiled in a passionate argument

about how to define its values seems
impossible.
The Communitarian Network and

experiences schools generate are
much more character-forming than
any ethics lectures delivered by teach-
ers. If school parking lots are danger
zones, corridors confrontational and
cafeterias wild, children learn that
whoever pushes hardest in their unciv-
ilized world carries the day.

On the other hand, if students are

| kept orderly by patrols of faculty and

students, they learn the value of civil-
ity. Similarly, if A’s and B’s are handed
out easily to encourage those lacking
in self-esteem, students learn that
work doesn’t pay. On the other hand, if

high grades are allotted according to |

rigorous standards, students learn that
dedication to work is rewarding. Con-
structive school environments can do
what certain extracurricular activi-

| ties (sports, in particular) long have

been acknowledged to do— form char-
acter. Schools would conduct annual
retreats to examine the moral and
social lessons generated by the expe-
riences they impart, compared with
the values they seek to transmit. If the
messages are out of step, they should
be realigned.

At the core of this approach is the
development of personality traits that
enable people to act civilly and moral-
ly, instead of focusing on the content of
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