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A Holistic Education Program 
 

Character Education in Maryland 

    A Summary Review and Recommendations 

 

 

Synopsis:  Character education is a proven and necessary ingredient in a successful 
school. It is an important public response to the workplace needs of employers, to the 
wishes of families and educators for peaceful classrooms, and to the personal 
development needs of children. 

 

INTRODUCTION 
Although there have always been some apprehensions about perceived declines in 
personal and community values, today many thoughtful people ask whether there have 
been substantial negative changes in recent decades. Although it is difficult to pinpoint 
when there was a shift in our character ideals paradigm, when a range of national values 
may have been significantly altered, some point to the late nineteen sixties and seventies. 
If so, that paradigmatic cultural shift, as with most dramatic changes, may have had both 
good and bad consequences. The most obvious of the good was the increase in the 
personal rights of men, women, and children.  Other consequences may not have been as 
beneficial. As we celebrated increased personal autonomy and individual freedom, many 
believe we may have sacrificed too much of our traditional sense of community, our 
collective notions of patriotism and civility and community voluntarism, our moral 
compass, our ethical code of conduct in the workplace, on the athletic field, and in 
schools, and our respect for the property, dignity and rights of others.  Responsibility for 
family and sexual conduct has seemingly been diminished by popular culture. Children 
are increasingly at risk because of disrupted families and the absence of responsible adult 
guidance. Of course, this is not to suggest that our nation isn’t daily benefiting from a 
vast population of honest, dutiful and caring citizens. The question is whether more 
people are now willing to accept lowered standards in a variety of circumstances in the 
workplace, in schools and in personal and community relationships.  In 1979, the General 
Assembly of Maryland responded to this question by Senate Joint Resolution 64. 
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Recent History of Character Education in Maryland 
 

On May 16, 1979, the Governor of Maryland approved SJR 64 sponsored by State 
Senator Lawrence Levitan of Montgomery County.  The Resolution established a 
balanced and diverse study group called the Values Education Commission. The 
legislature had found deterioration “in the normal standards of individual behavior and 
violations of public trust.”(1)  The Commission’s mandate was “to identify and assess 
ongoing programs in morals and values education in the schools of Maryland,” and to 
make recommendations to reinforce “our traditional adherence and devotion to high 
standards of moral and ethical conduct.”(2) 

The Commission took the view that “the public schools are appropriate, indeed 
necessary, institutions in a democratic society for defining and encouraging character 
and citizenship values… (and) that while the schools cannot supplant the role played by 
the family and religion in values education, …they can reinforce positive attitudes and 
behavior and counteract negative influences on the students,” (3)   The Values Education 
Commission reported to Governor Harry R. Hughes in 1983, recommending that  
attention be given in schools to two sets of  “objectives:”  

Character Objectives 
 
1. Personal integrity and honesty rooted in respect for the truth, intellectual curiosity, 
and love of learning. 

2. A sense of duty to self, family, school, and community. 

3. Self-esteem rooted in the recognition of one’s potential. 

4. Respect for the rights of all persons regardless of their race, religion, sex, age, 
physical condition, or mental state. 

5. A recognition of the right of others to hold and express differing views, combined with 
the capacity to make discriminating judgments among competing opinions. 

6. A sense of justice, rectitude, fair play and a commitment to them. 

7. A disposition of understanding, sympathy, concern, and compassion for others. 

8. A sense of discipline and pride in one’s work; respect for the achievements of others. 

9. Respect for one’s property and the property of others, including public property. 

10. Courage to express one’s convictions. 
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Citizenship Objectives 
 

1. Patriotism: love, respect, and loyalty to the United States of America, and the 
willingness to  correct its imperfections by legal means. 

2. An understanding of the rights and obligations of a citizen in a democratic society. 

3. An understanding of other societies in the world which do not enjoy the rights and 
privileges of a democratic government. 

4. Respect for the U.S. Constitution, the rule of law, and the right of every citizen to enjoy 
equality under the law. An understanding of the Bill of Rights and a recognition that all 
rights are limited by other rights and by obligations. 

5. Respect for legitimate authority at the local, state and federal level. 

6. Allegiance to the concept of democratic government as opposed to totalitarian rule. A 
recognition that such government is limited by the separation of powers and by the 
countervailing role of other institutions in a pluralistic society—principally the family, 
religion, the school, and the private sector of the economy. 

7. Recognition of the need for an independent court system to protect the rights of all 
citizens. 

8. An acceptance of all citizenship responsibilities at the local, state, and national levels 
and a commitment to preserve and defend the United States and its democratic 
institutions. 

 
The Values Education Commission had further intended to “examine the conditions in 
our public schools to determine to what extent these objectives are indeed met and to 
what extent conditions in the schools fall short of meeting them.” (4)  That examination 
was not feasible after the life of the Commission expired in 1983. However, the Maryland 
State Department of Education responded favorably to the Commission’s 
recommendations and encouraged each school system in Maryland to adopt them.  

Dr. Robert Y. Dubel, then Superintendent of the Baltimore County Public School System 
took an early initiative in that county and asked his Associate Superintendent, Dr. Mary 
Ellen Saterlie, to chair a Task Force on Values Education and Ethical Behavior. This 
twenty person group included educators, parents and business representatives and 
conducted open hearings. Its report, 1984 and Beyond- A Reaffirmation of Values, 
influenced in part by the report of the Values Education Commission, proposed a 
“common core of values” for inclusion in the instructional fabric of every school in 
Baltimore County. (5) 

 
The need for character education has intensified since the 1980s. As recently as October 
19,1998, the Josephson Institute of Ethics reported an extensive survey of 20,000 middle 
and high school students. The findings were both encouraging and discouraging.  
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Encouraging because many of the respondents were at least aware of the ideal of good 
character; but discouraging because of the apparent disconnect between the 
acknowledgement of character ideals and actual behavior. For example, while 
acknowledging that stealing is wrong, 47% of the respondents admitted having stolen in 
the preceding year, a significant increase over the 39% findings in a similar survey two 
years earlier in 1996. Seven of every ten reported cheating, and 73% acknowledged 
repeated lying. (6) A Public Agenda survey of youths and adults presented evidence that: 

Americans believe too many youngsters today lack basic values…More people 
today than two years ago say that failing to learn values such as honesty, respect, 
and responsibility is the most serious problem affecting kids. … [L]ess than half 
of adults and only a third of teens believe the next generation will make America 
a better place.(7) 

Other evidence may be equally alarming. A recent survey found that employee theft at 
major retail stores increased by more than a billion dollars in only one year, from 1999 to 
2000, and that it is responsible for more than 46% of inventory loss- more than is 
attributed to shoplifters. In 1999, 66,600 employees were caught stealing, and in 2000 
that number grew to 73,300- just within the major chain stores, and at a cost to the 
companies of between $20 billion and $40 billion a year.(8) 

 

The Business Community- The future workforce 
In 1990, the character, or values, education movement attracted the interest of the 
business community which was increasingly concerned, not only about theft, but about  
the impact of  a decline in fundamental workplace values on their complete operations. 
The absence of a strong work ethic and basic respect for honesty was of serious and 
obvious importance to business; and a recent survey revealed a direct link between an 
employer’s ethics and an employee’s loyalty.(9)  Led by respected business leaders, 
including architect Mark Beck , investment banker Samuel Hopkins and builder L.H. 
DeGarmo, among others, (10), representatives of the business community joined with 
educators, religious, including Bishop William C. Newman, and civic leaders on The 
Community Values Task Group. It had been formed following a January 24, 1990 
Conference on Workforce 2000, convened by the Baltimore Regional Council of 
Governments. It was one of five task groups formed by that Conference “to identify 
conditions of the workforce which must be met in the next decade in order to assure 
competitive economic growth of the region and the resulting higher quality of life for all 
residents.” Dr. Mary Ellen Saterlie, who had managed the successful program in 
Baltimore County, was invited to chair the Task Group On Community Values. Its 
October 1991 Report was entitled: Values: The Foundation of Workforce Vitality. 

It included an important commentary by Mr. Hopkins noting the importance of strong 
character ideals in the successful business careers of many of the Baltimore region’s 
historic business leadership and strongly supported the formation of a group to give 
focused and continuing attention to character education in Maryland. That was done 
pursuant to a proposal formalized on January 20, 1992. (11) 
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To implement the recommendations of the Community Values committee, the Maryland 
Center for Values Education was organized in 1992 by an equal number of business, 
civic and education leaders.  

 The Center, later renamed the Maryland Center for Character Education [MCCE], was 
given a threefold mission, in addition to its principal purpose of encouraging character 
education in Maryland: (1) help prepare teachers for character education, (2) develop 
library resources, and (3) encourage research on the utility of character education. (12)  

 It continues that work today, cooperatively with the State Department of Education, 
whose leader, Dr. Nancy Grasmick, has been an enthusiastic supporter of character 
education, by supporting successful on-going county character education programs, and 
by encouraging character education in those school systems where it may not be realizing 
its potential. The Center continues its interest in establishing a library of resources and 
collaboration with like minded organizations locally and nationally. To succeed, the 
Center would benefit from greater business sector support. Recently it found important 
support in First Union- Wachovia, whose Regional President, J. William Knott, chairs the 
MCCE Advisory Board. 

Support continues for the Center within the business community because, as important 
and enthusiastic and productive as the State Department of Education’s character 
education program has been, particularly while partially funded by a federal grant, (13) it 
is believed that the private sector must be more strongly involved.  Business leaders have 
joined parents, teachers and civic leaders in support of school based initiatives in the face 
of periodic bureaucratic pressures to dilute character education for budgetary reasons or 
to accommodate other perceived or real educational priorities. (14) 

An example of the shifting priorities problem was seen in Baltimore City.  This writer 
was told by several teachers and school administrators that they had to discontinue 
needed character education to allow more time for MSPAP test preparation during the 
late 1990s, only to later learn that MSPAP was to be discontinued and replaced by 
another federally mandated test. (15)  A similar comment was made to this writer by a 
Baltimore County middle school assistant principal who expressed regret that character 
education had lost out to other priorities in her school, where she believed it would 
greatly benefit the students, particularly by giving attention to the specific character 
ideals of respect and perseverance. (16) 

The overwhelming anecdotal evidence is that classroom teachers believe that character 
education is not a low priority subject, a candidate for going in and out of a 
Superintendent’s priority drawer, depending upon the prevailing winds. If it is low 
priority, they argue, then so too must be maintaining classroom discipline, ending 
bullying, learning motivation, respecting teachers, promoting honesty in test taking and 
encouraging other values that establish the learning environment, nourish good 
citizenship and inculcate proper workplace and community attitudes. 

At the national level, the former chairman of McDonnell Douglas, Sanford McDonnell, 
as chairman of the Character Education Partnership, expressed his motivation this way: 
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Kids in schools are getting values transmitted to them one way or another, and unless 
they are taught about values, they get the message that values aren’t really that 
important- or may decide to model themselves on the negative values they see 
glorified on television or on the streets. (17)  

The Education Community- the school environment 

A 1997 survey of veteran teachers in America found that those teachers believed that they 
had witnessed the following percentage declines in desirable character traits in their 
students: Less respectful- 81%, less ethical- 73%, less responsible-65%, and more self 
centered-60%. (18)  

 
According to the Carnegie Council on Adolescent Development approximately one-third 
of surveyed adolescents had considered suicide, (19) and single parent and two working 
parent homes had increased from 20% in 1950 to 70% in 1980 resulting in a substantial 
reduction in the time children spend with adults, far less than is spent with other children 
or watching television. The study also reported that within a sample of 10 to 16 year olds 
one fourth had been assaulted or abused in the previous year. 28% of eighth graders 
acknowledged being drunk at least once, and, in that same age group marijuana use 
doubled between 1991 and 1994. (20) 

The daily reality behind these statistics was, of course, well known to classroom teachers. 
Mention has already been made of the strong initiative of former Superintendent Dubel to 
reincorporate basic values in the instructional programs of Baltimore County. Beginning 
in 1983, initiatives were also taken in other school districts and private schools. For 
example, such efforts were undertaken in Baltimore City, (21) but on a more episodic basis 
because of periodic changes in school governance and shifting priorities as the system 
coped with many urban school complexities, particularly the virtual disappearance in 
some schools of parental involvement. However, in 1992, City Superintendent Walter 
Amprey gave strong attention to character education and Assistant Superintendent Dr. 
Maurice B. Howard was given responsibility for this important task. (22)  Dr Howard 
enthusiastically and ambitiously led the way and Character Education, as it came to be 
called, was a notable element in City schools under his leadership and that of James 
Sarnecki until 1999. (23)  During much of that time in the City an Oversight Committee of 
citizens regularly visited the schools to observe character education and learn from the 
principals, faculty, and students the best approaches to character education.  During those 
school visits it became clear that the schools were serious and effective in their character 
education work, and that it was enthusiastically included in the school day. (25) 

Other counties also moved forward, but not all at the same pace or with the same 
dedication.  Not surprisingly, and as predicted by the Values [Levitan] Commission, (26) 
much depended upon the enthusiasm of individual teachers, principals and 
superintendents. (27)  It is reasonably argued that the Superintendent is most critical. If she 
or he does not give attention to it, and by more than a “wink and a nod,” character 
education falters. Carroll County is a good example of the importance of supportive 
superintendents. The County Superintendent, Dr. Brian Lockard, made it clear that 
character education was an important priority and supported and encouraged the efforts 
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of the individual schools. (28)  On the Eastern Shore, business leader Richard Allen has 
had success in many counties there with a nationally respected approach called 
“Character Counts.” (29) This approach calls upon the combined resources of the schools, 
families, communities, and businesses to bring character ideals to the full civic 
community, with particular attention to the young citizens.  

 

 Despite recurrent budget cuts and administrative shifts, Montgomery County’s character 
education program excelled because of the talent and dedication of Doreen Rubin, who 
had been assigned that specific task.  Mrs. Rubin, without a supportive budget, (30) but 
with a supportive Board of Education Policy formulated in 1998, was responsible for 
character education in 190 Montgomery County public schools. Her responsibilities may 
be typical and deserve mention.  She organized an excellent annual character education 
conference, led a county-wide coordinating committee of educators, parents and 
community leaders that met quarterly, coordinated an elementary prevention network 
group interested in 85 schools, consulted with teachers and counselors regarding 
appropriate materials compatible with curriculum, and wrote a monthly article for the 
Superintendent’s publication. (31) The Prince George’s County school system encouraged 
character education and, like Montgomery County, assigned it to a specialist. That system 
had an excellent character education director- Jacqueline Ringgold Jones; but its program 
has been buffeted by the changing winds of budget priorities. Other standout educators in 
that county, like former Principal Mary Curtis Aranha, who has achieved national 
prominence in character education, were encouraged to do extraordinary work in 
character education. (32)   Principal Aranha (33) sought to make her school, in her words, “a 
good place to be.” That phrase became the school’s goal and motto as she and her staff 
focused on creating a good learning environment in each classroom by encouraging 
attention to basic concepts such as mutual respect, cooperation, recognition and related 
values. In her book, A Good Place To Be, (34)  she reported  the practical consequences of 
the character education program she implemented in her school: 

“ We saw small changes the first year, and larger changes in three years. The stack 
of discipline referrals- as many as twenty per day- got smaller and smaller, to the 
point we had to deal with perhaps one referral each month. The number of 
suspensions- as high as thirty one year- dropped to one or zero per year.  The 
attendance figures climbed for both students and staff.  … Parents began taking their 
children out of private and parochial schools and putting them in our school.” (35)  

In the nearly two decades since the 1983 Report there has been some faltering but also 
much positive activity. It is reported by the Maryland State Department of Education 
[MSDE] (36) that since the 1983 Values Education Commission Report, all of Maryland’s 
school systems claim some positive response to the Commission’s recommendations, 
including ten school systems now reporting character education in every school. But this 
beauty might sometimes be only in the eyes of the beholder.  School systems are largely 
free to define character education and a definition can be so general as to permit watered 
down and ineffectual approaches. In fact, typically each school is free to design and 
implement its own program.  At the state level, MSDE was strongly encouraged and 
supported by Lt. Governor Kathleen Kennedy Townsend to continue the inclusion of 
character education in its mission. This resulted in the creation of a small MSDE staff 
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dedicated to character education in Maryland. The Governor, with the support of the 
General Assembly, included $300,000 in recent MSDE budgets for character education.  

 

In 1996 the State received federal funds to organize a concentrated effort in Baltimore 
City and four counties - Baltimore, Prince George, Frederick, and Calvert. The high 
suspension rates in those school districts were alarming. 5.7%  in the City, 6.5% in 
Baltimore County, 6.2% in Calvert, 11.6% in Frederick, and 11.6% in Prince George’s 
County. Those percentages translate to 356,340 student suspensions in one school year. 
(37)  Statewide statistics were also cause for concern. 7,394 students were suspended for 
classroom disruption, 15,231 for disrespect and insubordination, and 23,617 students 
were suspended because they physically attacked someone. The program, Maryland 
Partnership in Character Education, (38) was subjected to objective evaluation of its 
effectiveness during the years 1998 through 2000 by an independent consultant, West 
Mesa Associates, Inc. of Hardy Virginia. The report was a positive one, specifically 
documenting improved school learning climates and reduced discipline problems. In its 
words: 

school climate… improved dramatically after character education was introduced, 
and that improvement was maintained over the next three years. (39) 

…secondary school suspension rates declined from 1998 through 2000 in four of 
the      five Partner districts. (40) 

Educators support character education for two notable reasons, among many. The first 
reason is that many are convinced that a strong character education program contributes 
to the stability of a school.  The referenced Maryland State Department of Education 
statistical study bears this out. (41) Similar effects have been documented in schools 
outside the MSDE Partnership Program, for example, the experience of Pocomoke 
Middle School in Pocomoke City, Maryland. That school enjoyed an overall decline of 
43% in disciplinary referrals from 1999 to 2002. (42)   The Pocomoke success was 
attributed, in part, to a $20,000 grant which enabled the school to organize an effective 
School Improvement Team that gave heightened attention to character education 
materials (books, videos and graphic materials), curriculum, staff development, 
mentoring and peer programs. 

This has been the experience in other states as well. For example, Lincoln, Nebraska 
public schools were the subject of a 1998-1999 study that documented a dramatic decline 
in the incidents of students needing to be removed from the classroom for physical or 
non-physical behaviors. The decline was attributed to the introduction of a character 
development program. (43)  This same success was reported in San Marcos, California 
schools after the implementation of a program called “Keys to Total Success.” There was 
significant decline in student pregnancies in one year- from 147 to 20. Performance on a 
basic skills test improved and the lowest drop out rate in the entire state was achieved. (44) 

The character education program in Tyler, Texas was credited for a reduction in school 
expulsions and violence. A public school teacher in Brooklyn, New York experienced a 
“huge difference in school tone and climate” as a result of character education there. (45)    
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A 1991 assessment of a character education program introduced the previous year into 31 
elementary and middle schools in Los Angeles, California reported that “administrators 
stated that all forms of reported discipline problems had decreased, student morale had 
increased, parents had become more involved in the life of the school, and students were 
acting more responsibly.”  

The K-6 program in Weber County, Utah was the subject of a 1993 longitudinal study, 
which concluded that it reduced problem behaviors by a factor of two-and-one-half times. 
(46)  A program in San Ramon, California was also the focus of a longitudinal evaluation. 
It was found that after five years in the program, “students scored significantly higher on 
measures of sensitivity and consideration of others’ needs. In addition, they preferred 
conflict resolution strategies that were more prosocial.” (47)  

These objective evaluations document the practical advantages of character education. It 
is considered critical to education that the school and classroom environments be 
conducive and supportive; and this includes knowledge of and adherence to basic 
behavioral values such as respect for authority, interest in learning, civility in the 
classroom, and the absence of bullying. Enormous sums are budgeted for basic education 
needs in Maryland, but comparatively little to developing that crucial learning 
environment through character education. The Department of Education budget for Fiscal 
Year 2002 was $181,559,909. The state aid to local governments for education amounted 
to $3,538,918,502. (49) Only $300,000 was allocated to character education in the MSDE 
budget. (50)  The local school districts have flexibility in what they spend on character 
education from their total local budgets. The amount so spent is not known; but it should 
be publicized to permit public understanding of each schools system’s commitment to 
character education. 

A second reason for educator support, perhaps implicit in the first reason-school stability, 
is the common sense belief that young people look for some personal conduct guidance 
even if they, like adults, stray from the standards from time to time. Character Education 
doesn’t alter human nature. But if some ethical guidance can be found in the classroom, 
particularly guidance that is relevant to the lives of the students, the daily curriculum has 
a more personal consequence. It must be remembered that in today’s world a huge 
number of students step into the classroom without any character development guidance 
beyond popular entertainment and peer pressure. (51)  Families, communities and 
organized religion have comparatively less influence on their lives; and in many 
instances, character education is the first time they will have heard of the classic personal 
ideals of honesty, community service, responsibility, hard work, loyalty, civic duty, and 
others. Students will tune in if the discussion addresses questions pertinent to their daily 
lives. (52) 

Character education must support and compliment character development in the home. 
Strong character education programs give particular attention to the critical role of 
families, both in developing an acceptable program and ensuring that its lessons do not 
end at the school door.   
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The Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development gives these ten reasons 
“why we should teach moral values and develop good character”: 

There is a clear and urgent need. Young people are increasingly hurting themselves and 
others and are decreasingly concerned about contributing to the welfare of others. 

Transmitting values is and always has been the work of civilization. A society needs values 
education to survive and thrive. Historically, this is a role shared by home, school, and faith 
communities. 

The school’s role as a moral educator is even more vital at a time when millions of children 
get little moral teaching from their parents and values-centered influences are absent from 
their lives. 

There is common, ethical ground, even in our value-conflicted society. 

Democracies have a special need for moral education because democracy is government by 
the people themselves. 

There is no such thing as values-free education. 

The great questions facing both the individual person and the human race are moral 
questions. Of utmost importance: How should I live my life? How can we live with one 
another? 

There is a broad based, growing support for values education in the schools. 

Commitment to moral education is essential if we are to attract and keep good teachers. 

Values Education is a doable job. (53) 

On a practical level, informal surveys of teachers and principals have found near 
unanimous concurrence with this additional reason : 

Character education can be an important force in furthering other educational 
priorities, especially school safety, school reform, and improved academic 
performance. (54) 

 

Methodology 
There is virtually no evidence, during nearly two decades of heightened attention to 
character education since the 1983 Values Commission Report that any school in 
Maryland has strayed onto controversial character education paths. (55) There is 
widespread agreement with the approach recommended by the Values Commission, (56) 

and with this question and answer published by the MSDE: 

QUESTION 3: Who decides what virtues will be taught at my child’s school?  

ANSWER:  In collaboration with parents, teachers, and community members, each 
school will tailor character education to meet the unique needs of the school and 
local community. In general, character education will focus on the core ethical values 
which form the foundation of a democratic society: respect, responsibility, 
trustworthiness, caring, justice and fairness, and citizenship. (57) 
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This is the approach taken in Maryland. It appears that every school has its own parent-
teacher influenced approach, based generally upon a philosophy espoused by State 
Character Education Director Mary Aranha. That philosophy can be summarized as (1) 
encouraging leadership by principals; (2) encouraging a welcoming attitude towards 
character education on the school campus; (3) seeing education as reaching the “whole 
child,” and (4) providing role models for the children who practice the values they teach. 
This philosophy encourages character education to be woven, “infused,” into the full 
school fabric so every opportunity to teach or model important virtues is taken, whether 
in history class, on the football field, or off the school campus. (58) School systems have 
used different strategies in the implementation of this basic approach. (59) Baltimore City, 
at one point, used what was called the “Integrated Model,” which called for the infusion 
of character elements into the curriculum, the use of supportive materials “and a focus on 
adults as role models.” In Baltimore County, the “Staff Development Model” has been 
used, focusing on training teachers to teach ethics to “transform… schools into moral 
communities.”(60)  Calvert County gave attention to a “School Improvement Model,” to 
encourage the introduction of character education into its schools. 

“Character Counts” is a national program designed by the Josephson Institute of Ethics 
and introduced into Frederick County.  It brings parents, teachers and community and 
religious leaders into a character education program which is focused on six core 
character traits and emphasizes prevention and intervention.  According to the U.S. 
Department of Education, a recent study concluded that “character education can alter 
student attitudes towards violence and reduce youth crime, drug use and cheating. 
Specifically, that the use of physical force declined by 33%, racial teasing by 45%, illegal 
drug use by 32%, housebreaking by 50%, petty theft by 46%, vandalism by 46%, 
cheating by 30% and suspensions and detentions declined by 28%. (61) This program was 
also the genesis of character education in five counties (62) on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, 
organized and led by retired business executive Richard T. Allen. Mr. Allen is president 
of Character Counts Mid Shore, Inc, which has successfully engaged business and 
religious leaders, families and the schools in a total community approach. (63) Prince 
George’s County adopted another national program, called “Community of Caring.” This 
was also used in Baltimore City’s high schools for a period of time. (64)  It was developed 
by the Joseph P. Kennedy Foundation. (65) 

In addition to the “infusion” model, educators also find much merit in dedicating 
particular times in a school day, week or month to literally “teach” character ideals and 
traits.  The Maryland Center for Character Education encourages some dedicated, “stand 
alone” time (66) and has endorsed a teaching resource, among others, that gives the 
classroom teacher a “primer” on character ideals that facilitates focused class discussion 
of the universal values. The “primer” approach simply and nonjudgmentally states the 
universal values, without filters or “other world” references and contexts, to encourage 
students to become self- conscious of specific character ideals and consider how they 
might apply in their real life experiences, without having to imagine themselves as 
George Washington or Martin Luther King, or other historical figures. (67)   This is not to 
say that presenting ideals as practiced in the lives of historic or contemporary figures as 
role models isn’t of great value. Many successful lives have been critically influenced by 
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role models, wherever found, and some experienced teachers find it easier to 
communicate a character ideal by reference to a well known person’s life. 

However, opinions differ on the value of dedicated character education time with its own 
curriculum, such as the first fifteen minutes of a particular day or every day. Some 
educators suggest that character ideals are best taught in the context of daily instruction, 
the “infusion” approach guided by the Aranha principles discussed above. For example, 
Henry A. Huffman, Assistant Superintendent for Instruction in Pittsburgh, (68) writes: “ A 
teacher can’t establish classroom rules, relate to kids, or discuss a piece of literature 
without communicating values.” In that district, core values were to be written into the K-
12 curriculum, a parent centered program was to be initiated, and community service 
encouraged, believing that “character education must pervade all aspects of a school’s 
operation and influence its ethos.”(69)  

 

Other educators suggest, however, that avoiding specific and dedicated character 
education time periods and materials in the class room is simply a political or 
bureaucratic accommodation of frequently shifting educational priorities, such as, 
recently, standardized testing. Without a specified time and distinct curriculum, they 
argue, the importance of character development is effectively, even if unintentionally, de-
emphasized from both the teacher and student perspective. These educators ask:  If 
character education is an important subject, why does it not deserve the same isolated 
attention given to other important subjects? History, for example, is not taught by 
“infusing” it into mathematics or English, although good teachers will often find a way to 
do that. If these other core subjects are assigned particular periods of daily instruction, 
why not character education? Second, it is argued, if all depends upon every teacher 
finding ways to present, or infuse, core human values as they teach other subjects, this 
may be too weak a reed, unless teachers are required to create lesson plans, for, say, 
English grammar, mathematics or music, that specifically include particular values that 
“fit” the lesson being prepared. This is not a likely scenario beyond extraordinarily 
committed teachers and dedicated principals. An additional criticism of exclusive 
reliance on an “infusion” approach is that it doesn’t clearly expose to families exactly 
what values are being infused. Families have a right to know. 

 
A good description of the “infusion” model can be seen in this excerpt from the 
Baltimore County Task Force Report.  

All education is infused with values. The ultimate goal of education is the positive 
influence of student behavior, and each student’s values guide and help determine 
that behavior. In the process of teaching content and skills, the teacher also 
demonstrates his or her own values to the students. For example, the teacher who 
expects silence while individuals speak or study is offering the values of tolerance, 
courtesy, and human dignity for the students’ consideration. (70) 

While it is true that the hypothetical teacher is modeling those values, a reasonable 
question arises:  what exactly are the students receiving or perceiving in terms of 
character ideals? It would not be unreasonable to suppose that they were simply learning 
that this teacher wants quiet when others speak. Whether they translate that simple 
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classroom protocol into the larger values of “tolerance, courtesy, and human dignity,” is 
not so clear. That outcome would appear to require more- some explicit teaching, in 
dedicated time, of the values expressed in, or implied by, the teacher’s Quiet Rule. 

The National Association of State Boards of Education has stated its view, in response to 
the question: “Should character education be infused into the curriculum or taught as a 
separate course?” 

Character education ought to be a comprehensive, K-12 approach to developing 
notable character which is reinforced by all phases of the school environment. It can 
be approached in a variety of ways so long as the goal is to produce students who 
understand moral character and incorporate this knowledge into their actions. 
Character education can be infused into the existing curriculum by using academic 
subjects as vehicles for examining ethical issues; it can be related to academic 
experiences through service learning; or, it can be taught by creating a separate 
curriculum designed to identify, recognize, and reinforce “positive” decisions and 
actions. States choosing to promote character education in schools could take any 
one or a combination of these approaches. (71) 

A widely respected national  character education expert, Thomas Lickona, Ph.D. (72), 
has written: 

There is no single script for effective character education, but there are some 
important basic principles .The following eleven principles serve as criteria that 
schools and other groups can use to plan a character education effort and to evaluate 
available character education programs…: 

1. The promotion of core ethical values 

2. “Character” includes “thinking, feeling and behavior.” 

3. An intentional, proactive and comprehensive approach. 

4. The school must be a caring community. 

5. Students need school centered opportunities for moral action. 

6. A challenging curriculum that respects all learners. 

7. Intrinsic moral motivation of students must be encouraged 

8. School staff must be fully engaged as teachers and role models. 

9. Students and staff must provide moral leadership. 

10.Parents and community members must be participants. 

11.Evaluations of character education should measure these. 

  
In summary of this point, perhaps acknowledging that the very word “character” is from 
the Greek word charakter, meaning “enduring marks, traits that can be formed in a person 
by an almost infinite number of influences,” (73) it appears that the consensus is that 
character education should be a blend of both the dedicated time and the infusion 
approaches, with a strong, proactive connection to families and mentors.  This consensus 
encourages a wide variety of individual school strategies. In some schools, particularly in 
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lower grades, signage proclaiming a  “value of the week”, e.g. HONESTY, and related 
skits, videos, games and awards ceremonies serve to introduce core character ideals to 
younger students, for the first time in too many cases, and are helpful in reinforcing the 
values presumably learned at home and the basic teaching philosophy of the school. In 
the upper grades, there might be greater emphasis on personal involvement, as occurs in 
student elections and “honor courts,” community service, Mock Trial and Youth 
Legislature programs, (74) open discussion of and writing about contemporary problems, 
such as sexual responsibility, illegal drugs, what ethical values might have been missing 
or compromised in corporate and government scandals, and why citizens avoid jury duty 
and voting in elections. (75)  At all levels it appears that teacher role modeling is crucial; 
and it is highly recommended that all schools make a special effort to create a “caring and 
just environment in the classroom and in the school at large.” (76) 

 

The Maryland Center for Character Education encourages each school system to consult 
with its families and the community and adapt character education to its own needs and 
priorities. Each year the Center honors schools and individuals in every school system for 
particular achievements in character education. One of the awards, now sponsored by 
First Union-Wachovia, is a specially designed flag which flies on the school campus. The 
MCCE Awards Luncheon, in cooperation with MSDE, is a popular annual event and 
showcases the diverse approaches taken to character education in Maryland.  

Another issue implicated by methodology is the extent to which teacher training includes 
character education. Coppin State College and Towson University are two respected 
teacher education institutions. Neither has anything expressly within its curriculum 
regarding character education. (77)  However, both Goucher College and The College of 
Notre Dame of Maryland have offered such courses. (78) A survey of character education 
materials in the Library of Congress revealed only twelve items. (79) 

 
One methodology weakness that this writer and others have noticed in more than one 
school was the dilution of character education to a weak potion of “do your homework,” 
“don’t be late for school,”  “respect your teacher.” Of course, these admonitions are 
important, and can readily be used as examples in the consideration of particular values; 
but do they constitute “character education”?   

Finally, as to methodology, Maryland’s positive experience with character education has 
not been hampered by futile and divisive struggles to “test” the extent to which an 
individual student’s character has been “improved” by character education. (80) 

Proficiency in the typical classroom subject, math, for example, is easily measured; but 
how does one measure, or test, a child’s moral or ethical attitude; and against what 
standard would the measurement be?  This report has already alluded to strong indicators 
of the positive effects of character education, such as decreased disciplinary actions and 
increased school civility. These improvements alone justify increased attention to 
character education. (81) 
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Public and Political Support 
A national poll asked 1,306 adults their view of whether particular values were 
appropriate for discussion in public schools. Over 90% supported the teaching of: 
honesty (97%), Democracy (93%), acceptance of racial and ethnic diversity (93%), 
caring for friends and family (91%), moral courage (91%), the “golden rule” (90%). (82) 

The only cautionary comment heard regarding character education in Maryland has been 
the entirely understandable and correct one that such life lessons, particularly those that 
implicate personal ethics and morals, should be taught at home. The prevailing view 
acknowledges this; and has concluded that community and family based character 
education (1) can benefit the many homes which are not sufficient values incubators, to 
the detriment of society as a whole, (2) will reinforce the lessons taught by caring 
families, and, (3) will maintain an historically important ingredient of education in 
Maryland. 

Also, public support for character education seems to reflect the community view that, in 
any event, there is nothing novel about character education in our schools. (83) 

The novelty has been the recent omission of it.  The Howard County Public School 
System’s Task Force on values education expressed it this way:  

Values education in a public school system is not a new idea. Both Thomas Jefferson 
and Benjamin Franklin outlined systems they believed would develop in students the 
values necessary for living in a democratic society. The idea that a school could be 
“value neutral” did not arise until the nineteenth century when a variety of 
(controversial) programs such as “values clarification,” gained wide popularity in 
education. (84)  

  
Opinion surveys report parental support for character education so long as it does not 
propagate religious tenets or inappropriately invade the privacy of students and their 
families. For example, the Board of Education of Howard County solicited the views of 
teachers, parents, students and the community regarding its proposed introduction of 
character education, in the form of 18 “core values,”(85)  into its curriculum. The average 
favorable response rate for each value was 89%. (86)   When the Baltimore County system 
considered the re-introduction of character education, it too surveyed parent opinion. 
79% of the respondents agreed that it was the “responsibility of the public school system 
to teach values.”(87)  That County’s Superintendent cited a public opinion poll published 
in Education Week which revealed that 84% of the parents of public school children 
“believed that school systems have a responsibility for emphasizing values education.” 
(88)  There are many reliable indicators of strong popular support for the inclusion of 
character ideals in education. Foremost is the common sense assumption that parents 
want their children to be persons of good character and they do not want the schools, 
whether public or private, to negate those values, either actively by contradictory 
curriculum or negative teacher role models, or passively, by teacher indifference. (89) 

Honesty, respect, and responsibility taught in the home should be supported by 
complimentary experiences in the classroom. Because all programs reviewed for this 
report presented only universally accepted values, or character ideals, similar to those 



                                                                         15 

proposed by the Values Commission in 1983, there has been virtually no public 
controversy regarding the content of  family centered character education in Maryland. 

 
Further evidence of public support was found in a 1994 Baltimore City Grand Jury 
survey, conducted in cooperation with the Baltimore City Public Schools. It reported 
strong support for character education in Baltimore City schools. (90) As noted above, 
similar conclusions have been reached in other jurisdictions including Frederick, the 
Eastern Shore, Prince George and Montgomery counties. This positive experience in 
Maryland provided a good foundation for a state-federal program, supported strongly by 
both Presidents Clinton and Bush, continuing the bi-partisan tradition that characterized 
the original Levitan Values Commission study.  Partisan politics has not affected this 
program in any way.  

As noted, a bipartisan General Assembly has supported the inclusion in the budget of 
$300,000 in recent years for character education, without a hint of controversy and with 
very positive results where it has been studiously carried out.  

Another powerful indicator of public acceptance is the history of the original 1979-1983 
Values Commission. It was established by a bi-partisan vote of the General Assembly, its 
composition was bi-partisan and its members included persons of diverse philosophies 
and professional interests; but its conclusions were unanimously reached. This bi-
partisanship is seen at the highest levels of our state (91) and national governments. Both 
major parties and their nominees have endorsed character education. (92) It has not been 
the subject of significant dissension; and continues to enjoy the enthusiastic support of 
educators, who were a strong presence on the original Commission. The non-partisan 
Maryland Center for Character Education, which has taken up the banner of the Values 
Commission, is composed of equal numbers of business executives, educators and civic 
leaders. It continues its strong commitment to character education. 

This popular support reflects the general attitude of the public, which rightly asks: How 
can a democratic society thrive if the only values many students learn are from the streets 
and pop culture? (93)  How can education thrive if it is not accompanied and supported by 
life lessons of respect for authority, the value of hard work, toleration and civility? (94)The 
final report of the National Commission on Civic Renewal included these conclusions: 

the capacity for democratic citizenship must be nurtured in institutions such as 
families, neighborhoods, schools, faith communities, local governments and political 
movements… 

… democracy requires both individual responsibility and a felt sense of obligation to 
the common good, … both have weakened dangerously in recent decades and must 
now be renewed. (95) 
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Media Attention 
This report has been written in a spirit of support for character education based upon the 
empirical evidence, and upon public and educator support for this important component 
of contemporary education.  Criticisms have been only of schools that have no character 
education or whose program has been so diluted as to have little substance as character 
education.  One other criticism might be in order. There may be too little media attention. 
While there is extensive and valuable coverage of governance, testing, and funding issues 
in education, character education, and other substantive subjects as well, are seemingly 
relegated to a subordinate status, at least journalistically(96), despite the very strong 
evidence of the critical role character education can play in educating the children of 
Maryland 

However, to their credit, newspapers and the other media do give “human interest” 
attention to individual student success stories in local schools; and this has been valuable 
coverage. In such stories the attention of the reporter and the reader is naturally drawn to 
the young student who has overcome great odds, to his or her personal triumph, but  
comparatively less attention is paid to the values climate in which the youngster 
prevailed. As an example, The Sun of May 27,2002, reported the happy news that public 
school student Dontay Jackson of Baltimore persevered and succeeded despite severely 
adverse family circumstances, including multiple foster homes.(97) Understandably, the 
newsworthiness of such stories lies in the personal drama of the student; but the public 
importance of the story is to be found equally in the forces that shaped and supported that 
dramatic success.  While Dontay’s personal fortitude and ambition can be credited for his 
admission to college, no doubt a particular foster mother and a school counselor, both of 
whom were mentioned in the story, contributed mightily to that success. They instilled in 
him some of the values that allowed him to think beyond his immediate family and 
neighborhood stress and consider what hard work, perseverance, respect for the advice 
and direction of others and other virtues might bring him.  In the life of Dontay Jackson, 
a basic and successful component of his education was the character building lessons he 
learned from these two individuals. Those mentors were his character educators without 
whom he would not likely have succeeded.  

Without some encouraging adult in the life of a student, education is, more often than not, 
doomed. Not every vulnerable student will have the encouragement Dontay Jackson 
received. For those many students lacking a strong family foundation, a character 
education program, particularly if it encourages mentoring, might be a crucial life 
preserver. Mentors and other parental figures can transmit the character ideals that would 
otherwise, in the lives of thousands of students every year, remain unknown for want of 
strong value sharing communities and families. The media, in its coverage of education 
issues, would do well to give stronger attention to the critical contribution character 
education can make to student success and the need for responsible adults to step forward 
into the lives of at risk youths.  
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Undoubtedly, the media, particularly The Sun, has done a great public service in giving 
attention to underfunding, testing and management problems. However, there is a serious 
risk that if disproportionate attention is given to these problems, the public could be 
misled to believe that the blame for flawed educational programs can be laid at the feet of 
these problems, rather than where much of that blame should be placed: the absence of 
family support, poor learning environments in and out of school, students’ failure to turn 
away from popular entertainments long enough to do homework and outside reading, to 
name a few. All of these negatives are, or should be, addressed by character education 
within a holistic education program.    

An editorial in The Sun addressed the need to focus on the “basics” of education and 
seemed to wonder if character education was among those basics. (98)  If the opinions of 
teachers and principals is valued, classroom peace is critical to successful educating, and 
that peace is brought about, at least in part, by the climate of the school, its tone of 
selflessness which is set by school wide programs that promote desirable virtues, involve 
families as co-educators, encourage community service, facilitate peer dispute resolution 
and recognize positive behaviors. If character education is not basic, why is time given to 
sex education and health issues such as tobacco and illicit drugs? (99)  If character 
education is not important, then why devote attention, for example, to the lives of Civil 
Rights heroes?  When a student studies the life of Martin Luther King, he or she is 
engaged in many dimensions of character education. Dr. King’s life and work cannot be 
confined to “history.” As any student of the life of George Washington would attest, the 
same can be said about him. And if those life studies are appropriate, so too are other 
equally valuable character education lessons.  

 

Summary and Conclusion 
It seems to be just common sense to encourage the inculcation of values in conjunction 
with the teaching of the traditional educational basics.  Dr. Maurice B. Howard, former 
educator in Harford County, Assistant  Superintendent for Curriculum and Instruction in 
Baltimore City, and Chief of General Curriculum and Arts and Sciences for the Maryland 
State Department of Education has said that: 

“academics and character education are closely interrelated. If a school wants 
reading and writing improvement, it should include a strong character education 
program with its focus on academics.” (100)  

Does character education subtract from classroom time that might be otherwise available 
for the “basics”? There is neither empirical nor anecdotal evidence that character 
education is significantly time consuming and “interferes” with other academic pursuits. 
Nor need it. Character education could involve, depending on the school: posters in the 
hallways, a 15 minute discussion of particular character ideals, ideas to be discussed with 
family, out of class service to the community, and reading, writing and history exercises 
[the other “basics”] that feature good character models or traits.  

Developing an effective school program for each day will always be a challenge for 
educators looking for proper balance, particularly in schools that do not give appropriate 
attention to homework and the home environment. (101) But, the very talented teachers in 
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Maryland schools can easily meet this challenge if encouraged to do so by principals and 
administrators. The educational “basics” have always included, for self evident reasons, 
student behavior.  The experience of Allen Elementary School in Dayton Ohio gives 
witness to this. The school, located in an impoverished section of the city had low test 
scores, a serious discipline problem, poor teacher morale and little parent participation. A 
character education program was introduced and, according to a member of the school 
board, dramatically changed all four for the better. (102) 

The National Association of Secondary School Principals put the case for character 
education this way: 

Our children cannot succeed as students, professionals, parents or community 
leaders until they first succeed as human beings. (103) Experienced educators do not 
claim that character education is a magic potion that transforms student behaviors 
and values.  Character develops within a social web or environment. The nature of 
that environment, the messages it sends to individuals, and the behaviors it 
encourages and discourages are important factors to consider in character 
education. Clear rules of conduct, student ownership of those rules, a supportive 
environment, and satisfaction resulting from complying with the norms of the 
environment shape behavior. Character educators should not expect character 
formation to be easy or immediate. (104) 

In recent decades the media and the political community have, with good cause, 
championed the need for increased funding of public education.  There has also been 
increased public attention to governance issues in low performing jurisdictions, and to 
uniform testing.  It is fair to ask, after so many years of deserved attention to those 
priorities, whether there isn’t something else important missing in our educational policy. 
The missing ingredient could be the vision of education as a holistic enterprise, giving 
character education the attention it deserves in light of the evidence that it improves the 
learning environment and encourages a real family connection to education. No quality 
educating will happen without these essential ingredients. (105) 

It seems evident that increased expenditures, reformed governance, better testing, etc. as 
important as they are, may not yet be fully accomplishing the goals for public education 
set by our education leadership and every thoughtful citizen. The referenced Sun editorial 
regarding the importance of the basics in education and the news story of Dontay 
Jackson’s academic success were helpful reminders that educational success requires 
more than bigger budgets, administrative restructuring, quality teachers, creative teaching 
methods, better materials and uniform testing, all of which have received due attention in 
recent decades. It also requires a safe and civil learning environment in the school and 
supportive adults in the lives of the students. Character education has an important role to 
play in that regard.  Parents, teachers and principals say so. They tell us that parental 
involvement is a crucial element, and where there are no effective parents, trained and 
caring mentors can fulfill, at least partially, the parental role, particularly regarding 
education. They also report that successful character education has a positive impact on 
the disciplinary climate of the school, allowing teachers to teach and students to learn 
unmolested by frequent classroom disruptions. This latter, very practical, benefit of 
character education was objectively determined by a recent and objective evaluation of 
Maryland’s Partnership in Character Education , led by a nationally respected educator, 
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Mary Curtis Aranha  and her able colleague Stephanie Tayman. It is not surprising, 
therefore, that virtually every school system in Maryland, public and nonpublic, has 
included character education in some form at various times. There is, however, reason to 
wonder if the Maryland commitment to character education is consistent and 
comprehensive throughout the state. 

Another Baltimore City Grand Jury, in 1997, composed of a cross section of citizens, 
concluded:  

“Character education needs to be taught in grades K-12 and be consistent from 
grade to grade as will as from school to school. The school system cannot carry this 
burden alone…. The primary source for character education should come from the 
home. Character education is directly related to parental involvement…” 

That report continued:  

“Today’s society has changed drastically (compared) to that of a generation ago. 
Parents of the previous generation were there to provide nurturing and discipline. 
Today, a lot of urban households possess a looser family structure causing a 
breakdown in nurturing and discipline. Our children have suffered as a result. 
Therefore, this joint venture between the families, the schools and the communities to 
teach character education … is of the upmost importance at this critical time in our 
society’s evolution.”  

 
 

This has been the influential view of Robert C. Embry (107) and the Abell Foundation as 
well. No one would question the intensity of their commitment to public education. 
Character education has also benefited from bi-partisan national, state and local political 
and community support. Much of the Maryland experience can be traced to the 1983 
Report of the State of Maryland Values Education Commission.  After a three year study, 
that distinguished and bipartisan panel unanimously recommended a statewide program 
with particular attention to 10 character objectives, such as personal integrity and 
tolerance, and 8 citizenship objectives stressing citizen responsibilities in a democracy. 
After the release of that report, there was much progress in Maryland and nationally to 
restore character education to support the basic education mission. 

Character ideals have always been the subject of classroom discussion. See, for 
examples, McGuffey’s Readers, and the writings of Horace Mann and John Dewey. (108) 

As a young man Benjamin Franklin developed a list of virtues that he believed would 
contribute to personal contentment. (109) George Washington did likewise. (110) Every 
major religion has similar core values that address the important civic question of how 
human beings should relate to one another for personal and communal peace. (111) Plato’s 
cardinal virtues included justice, prudence, temperance and fortitude. Basic values have 
consistently guided our ethical decisions from Plato’s time to this day. (112) The Johns 
Hopkins University currently hosts the Johns Hopkins Civility Project in the belief that 
“civility is fundamental to the making of a good, successful, and serene life…” (113)  It 
also recently made an interdenominational facility available to its students. Character 
ideals are certainly not a humanistic fad of the 1960s and 1970s, as some earlier critics 
suggested.  To the contrary, it was in those decades that character education faltered, (114) 
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prompting the Maryland General Assembly to create the Values Commission which, after 
a three year study, called for the full restoration of character education in Maryland 
schools. Later, in 1992, educators joined with civic and business leaders to organize the 
Maryland Center for Character Education.  These founders were alarmed by the decline 
in the basic values upon which educators depend for classroom success and which 
employers demand in the workplace.  

As mentioned, the history of character education in Maryland has been remarkably non 
partisan. No politician has attempted to exploit it and it has been, and remains, to the 
advantage of every student and parent in Maryland that our national and state political 
and educational leaders understand the relative importance of character education to the 
future of our nation. Like some of them, this writer has had the opportunity, as a member 
of the Baltimore City Character Education Oversight Committee for several years, to 
witness character education in the classrooms on many occasions. With each classroom 
experience I became more convinced that it plays a constructive role in achieving the 
educational goals of our schools.  One particular experience at Dunbar Middle School in 
Baltimore City stands out. A skilled teacher was coping with a typically rambunctious 
class of middle school students; but as he skillfully led them into a discussion of self 
esteem, the room quieted and the students became rapt with attention. They will likely 
remember that class better than many. Lack of self esteem is a significant cause of 
student failure. 

It is useful to remember that the State of Maryland and virtually every county and the 
City are engaged in an expensive war against illicit addictive drugs. Drug trafficking 
drives crime, petty and murderous. (115)  It destroys families and neighborhoods. Character 
education is already a formidable and successful weapon in that war, although under a 
different name- “drug treatment.” Drug treatment draws addicts back to core humanistic 
and personal values. It must do so to succeed. It does succeed. (116) Judge Thomas Noel, 
responsible for Baltimore City’s Circuit Court Drug Treatment Court, has said: 

There is no question that character education would have a positive effect and impact 
on young, impressionable minds coping with the many temptations of modern society. 
Drug use has escalated significantly over the last decade, and is affecting a younger 
segment of the community. Character development is a sure way to strengthen the 
minds of the young and most susceptible, to give them the strength to “just say no!” 
(117) 

Judge Noel’s comment echoes the “Comprehensive Strategy” of the U.S. Department of 
Justice, Office of Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention. (118)  

That strategy includes, as the first two of five principles: 

*Strengthen the family in its role to instill moral principles and support to children. 

*Support core social institutions (schools, religious organizations, youth service 
agencies, community organizations) in their role to develop capable, mature, and 
responsible youth. 

The entire community of Maryland, including families, employers, students, educators 
and neighbors, has a right to expect that good character ideals, such as avoiding illegal 
drugs, understanding the potential harm from tobacco, appreciating the consequences of 
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promiscuous sexual conduct, respecting human diversity in lifestyle, ethnicity and 
religion, and discouraging violence, bullying and incivility, will be found within every 
classroom. These, plus traditional ideals of honesty, respect, responsibility, and 
citizenship, among others, are the content of character education. It would seem that a 
public, private or parochial school that gives inadequate attention to them may be 
shortchanging its students and putting its educational mission in jeopardy. 

The Hastings Center (119) studied character education and concluded: 

Perhaps the strongest reason for the explicit teaching of ethics is that moral values, 
ethical principles, and general stances towards the moral life are already constantly 
being communicated implicitly in the classroom and school as a whole. Yet that form 
of moral education is often casual, ad hoc, and not subject to rigorous 
standards….The question is not whether schools should assume responsibility for 
teaching values but how can they most effectively deal with an issue which they 
cannot avoid? (120) 

 
The Frederick County Public Schools summarized it well: 

Schools have always been expected to teach basic values – things like respect, 
responsibility, truth and justice. Teachers and schools, together with parents and the 
community, communicate the importance of these values to students in all aspects of 
school. (121) 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
 
 
“Only a virtuous people are capable of freedom.”     Benjamin Franklin 
 
 
 
 
“Conscience is to the individual and to society, what the law of gravitation 
is to the universe. It holds society together, it is the basis of all trust and 
confidence; it is the pillar of all moral rectitude.”   Frederick Douglass 
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Recommendations 
 
1.BUDGETS. Although character education budgets at the state and local level are 
unreasonably low, and should be increased significantly, particularly for teacher training 
and classroom materials, money is not the principal resource for effective character 
education. It should not be expensive to introduce basic values and character ideals to 
students in the variety of ways now available in every classroom. However, Character 
Education budgets should be no less than a reasonable percentage of the amount devoted 
to school security. 

 

2.  FAMILY-STUDENT RESPONSIBILITY. The most important resource in 
character education is teacher-family-student collaboration. Every school should have 
express, written agreements [ in some schools referred to as “compacts” or “contracts”]  
with each student and at least one responsible adult, including mentors where necessary, 
in the life of every student. These agreements should address the importance of 
homework, reasonable curfews, a good study environment, television limits, and outside 
reading.  Families would commit to proper role modeling at home. Teachers should agree 
to use every opportunity to share the timeless character ideals upon which this nation 
relies in its citizens. 

 

3. PROGRAM CONTENT. Educators should use character education for more than 
useful reminders to do homework and obey school decorum rules. Character education is 
more than that, and it doesn’t achieve its full potential if it does not, even in a limited 
way, influence, or at least inform, the ethical, humanitarian, and communitarian attitudes 
of students in a consistent and organized manner. The recommendations of the 1983 
Values Education Commission remain valid. 
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4. METHODOLOGY.  Schools should develop character education curricula and 
strategies in consultation with parents and the wider community, and should use both the 
“infusion” and dedicated class time approaches. The development of character education 
curriculum should be predominately the work of faculty-parent-community teams in each 
school, reflective of the nature and mission of that school; but a central state character 
education office is a critically important resource for several reasons. It is best positioned 
to know what works and doesn’t work, and why. A central office can share success 
stories and effective resources from the entire nation with every school in the state. The 
presence of a distinct office, even if modest in size, focused on character education, 
reassures teachers in the classrooms that education administrators recognize its 
importance. The absence of such an office sends the opposite message. 

 
5. EVALUATIONS. Evaluations of character education programs should concentrate on 
the quality of the teaching rather than “testing” the character development outcome of 
students, an impossibility in any event. The school’s responsibility is to present agreed 
universal values and character ideals to all students objectively and effectively, not to 
guarantee the transformation of the character of a child. Reduced disciplinary problems, a 
good learning environment, and improved academics, among other factors, are reliable 
indicators of a successful character education program. If a school has significant 
academic or discipline problems, it would not be logical to de-emphasize character 
education, to spend more time on testing, etc. The logical course is to strengthen 
character education and allow it to contribute to a school culture more conducive to 
academic and behavioral success. 

 

6. MEDIA. The media may be giving disproportionate attention to the fiscal and 
governance troubles of public schools. This may lead to the erroneous impression on the 
part of students and their families, as well as other citizens, that academic deficiencies are 
solely the result of finances and politics. Students and families need to better understand 
that they have educational responsibilities too; and character education is a very useful 
means to that end.  All newspapers and other media might consider the example of The 
Baltimore Afro-American which has devoted entire sections to character education. 

 

7. SCHOOL CHOICE. It is undeniable that there is a strong interest on the part of many 
parents for school choice. It is apparent that a strong motive of these families is to find 
schools that, among other features, are actively concerned about character development. 
It is in the competitive interest of public support for public schools that families have 
confidence that our public schools also care about this important educational priority.  
Public school students should not be denied the advantages that character education has 
brought to students in many nonpublic schools.  
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8. TEACHER EDUCATION. The excellent teacher training programs in our colleges 
and universities should give far more attention to character education as a distinct aspect 
of curriculum, not just as a blurred subunit of generic offerings such as social studies. 
Potential teachers should be given the opportunity to understand the importance of 
character education. They should be allowed to appreciate the variety of possible 
teaching strategies and to know the available literature and sources for materials and 
ideas. 

 

9. STATEWIDE CONFERENCE. A statewide conference should be convened in 2003, 
twenty years after the 1983 Values Education Commission Report, to discuss the state of 
character education in Maryland. Every school, public and non public, should be 
surveyed to understand who is doing what and with what resources and degree of 
earnestness. Each of the 24 Maryland subdivisions could present its impressions of the 
merits and demerits of character education. Teachers without character education 
experience could learn from experienced teachers and principals. It would be ideal if the 
conference was scheduled to allow every Maryland teacher to attend in person or 
electronically. Since such a conference might not be repeated for possibly another two 
decades, a school holiday to facilitate this would not be out of order.  If a holiday was not 
feasible, credits should be extended to attending teachers. The insights from such a 
conference could be videotaped and published by the Maryland Department of Education 
as a resource for teachers in the twenty years to come. 

 
10. COMMUNITY VOICE. Local communities should stand strongly for character 
education because it is the community that suffers for lack of it, both immediately in 
terms of the school environment and in the long term as students are denied access to 
important behavioral norms.  Any shifts in educational priorities that jeopardize or 
compromise character education should be announced to the families of students and 
approved by the local Board. PTAs, teacher organizations, and other similar school based 
groups should always have character education on their agendas, and not allow it to slip 
beneath the education policy waves, as it did in the 1970s.  The business community has 
an enormous stake in character education and must show more leadership in insisting on 
its inclusion in every school. 

 
…………………………………………………………………………………………… 
I thank the hundreds of parents, mentors, teachers and administrators with whom I have 
spoken about this report. Please give the Maryland Center for Character Education the 
benefit of your thoughts about the report, and character education in general. Write to me 
at 409 Gittings Avenue, Baltimore MD 21212. The support of the Abell Foundation in 
the printing of this report is greatly appreciated. 

 

John Carroll Byrnes, Chairman, 

Maryland Center for Character Education  

      June, 2003 
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The following appendix of news articles will 
illustrate some of the issues discussed in this 
report. They are particularized “snapshots,” and 
are not intended for generalized conclusions. 
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