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The Heart of Character Development in Schools 
This presentation will begin with four trends in character education as it unfolds in the 21st century. It 
will note that, like other aspects of education, character education 1) is increasingly evidence-based, 
meaning that there is increasing focus on what research tells us is effective practice. It will also note 
that character development work 2) is increasingly mission-focused, that 3) it increasingly blurs the 
lines between academics and strictly “character” work, and that 4) it is focusing on the social science 
concept of well-being. 
 
The observation will be made that, with all the talk of “21st century education” and lists of  “21st 
century skills,” very little shows up on the lists that was not also important in the 20th century—
creativity, innovation, communication, digital literacy, and so forth. Such is not the case in the field of 
character development, however, because there are important aspects of fostering character 
development that are now clear, even though they were not clear in the 1980s or 90s.  
 
The most salient of these new developments is what is referred to as the “heart” of character. Character 
educators have traditionally talked about the head, the hand, and the heart, to refer to knowledge 
about good character, the skills of good character, and the desire to use one’s knowledge and skills for 
good. Unfortunately approaches to character development have in recent history focused on the head, 
on the idea of good character and knowledge associated with a set of virtues. A focus on the head part 
of character has not led to measurable change in character development. A more successful approach 
has been through the hand, where the teaching of certain skills has engendered successful changes in 
students, both academically and behaviorally. The success in this domain is one of the reasons why 
educators are increasingly hearing the term SEL, in reference to social/emotional learning, because the 
focus has been on teaching the skills associated with emotional regulation and social interactions. 
 
That being said, when children—especially older children—misbehave in school, the reason for the 
misbehavior is usually not from the head, that they did not know what the right thing to do was, nor 
from the hand, that they did not have the skills or ability to do the right thing. Such misbehavior, 
including a large part of the “misbehavior” we read about on the front page of the business section in 
our newspapers, usually results from the “heart.” It results because the person in question acted in his 
or her own self interest, or acted out of anger or frustration or greed. 
 
Some of the best research we have on motivation, including how it develops to improve both young 
people’s academics and their moral lives, has been developing over the past four decades. The process 
of making motivation more internal will be outlined in this presentation, along with an explanation of 
how this same process increases motivation for both academics and manifestations of good character. 
The presentation will outline the “three-in, one-out rule,” which can be followed by just about any 
teacher in just about any class, just about any day. When the rule is followed, motivation tends to 
become more intrinsic. 
 
The primary purpose of the presentation, thus, is an attempt to convince classroom teachers and 
school administrators of the power they have to foster the “heart of character” in their schools 
 



 

 

 


