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ABSTRACT

A random sample of 200 schools was drawn from a pafation of 498 elementary
schools. The study investigated the perceptions 3 elementary school counselors
throughout school districts in Mississippi. The sidy was guided by the following
research questions:

1. What are the perceptions of elementary school aoselors in Mississippi
on character education and character traits withinthe curriculum?

2. To what extent are elementary school counselois Mississippi prepared
to provide leadership in character education?

Data were statistically analyzed using the Statistal Package for Social Sciences
(SPSS). Findings confirmed the literature which sugested a need for teaching
character traits in schools and that there are idetifiable traits upon which school
personnel, parents, and others agree that should biaught. In view of findings
related to the source of preparation for charactereducation, it is recommended that
school districts institute a continuing education fan that provides for in-service
training, seminars, and other resources to encouragcounselors’ preparation efforts
in character education. It is further recommendedthat institutions of higher
education include a character education componenhithe curriculum for educating
counselors.
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Introduction

This study explored Mississippi elementary schomlirselors’ perceptions of
character education programs. The literature tedehat educational leaders, to include
counselors, had a significant role in ensuring ttet school’s curriculum provided
students opportunities for their social, ethicahoéional and academic development.
There has been an on-going debate among educatorsofme time regarding the
purposes of schools and how curriculums shouldebuctured. With the publication of
A Nation at Risk (National Commission on Excellent®83), more attention was placed
on curriculum changes and who should be responfblaitiating them within a school
center. The literature supported the notion ttditosl leaders should establish and
maintain a learning environment where effectiverea will occur. As a part of that
role, new emphasis on character education emeiyadbérg, 1999; Carpenter, 2000;
Callahan, 2000; Goodlad, 1984; Goodlad et al., 188§er, 1995).

Review of Literature

Character education is described as guidance gedvio persons intended to
result in their behaving in concert with core e#thiwalues common to humankind.
Huffman (1993) described the concept as the biiefbehavior control must come from
within the individual. The need for character emtian to ensure that schools provide
environments for learning to occur have existedmmerican society since the beginning
of organized educational practices. Through the o$ the Bible as the basic
instructional resource, and later the McGuffey Resdthe acquisition of “goodness,”
moral and religious values were taught. Virtuestbude respect and concern for others,
honesty, kindness, and thriftiness were stressdd thie teacher serving as model.
Behaving morally, or in the appropriate manner W expected norm (Schaps &
Williams, 1999; Brooks & Goble, 1997).

An important part of the school’'s mission durifge t1920-1930 period was
character education that focused on the teachingopésty, fairness, loyalty and other
virtues. Character education programs were baseth® works of psychologists who
focused on behavior and Jean Piaget’'s theoriesoghitive development. However,
guestions regarding the virtues to be taught ae@ theanings were among reasons for
the decline in the use of these programs (Daeg d#, NI998b). However, as society
changed and newer views emerged on the purposehobls, emphases and elements of
character education also changed.

Morality was an issue then and remains one todagwrence Kohlberg in 1958
completed a scientific study of moral developmedentifying six stages of moral
development based on cognitive reasoning (Kohlb&881). His work and works of
other behavior and psychoanalytic theorists hawgested that character, in terms of
morals, is developed through different avenuesesé&hnclude learnings gained through
the external environment, through internalnstinctive drives prompted by influences
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from society, through reasoning, or through a comation of factors that make up one’s
personality (Daeg de Mott, 1998a).

The traditional emphasis of character educatiovggams changed and in the
1960s and 1970s programs began to focus more oikirlyi skills associated with
decision-making. Approaches referred to as vatlesfication and values modification
replaced character education and were intendeditie gtudents in developing their own
value system through self-examination of their megifor specific actions. However,
with moral problems increasing in schools and iciety in general, character education
programs more reflective of those emphasized inl®#0s and 1930s reappeared in the
1990s (Center, 2003c).

In 1995, President Bill Clinton and the US Congreédentified a period for
emphasizing the teaching of values. “National Cttara Counts Week,” observed
October 16-22 encouraged teachers to present ssudeth moral dilemmas for which
they would develop a definitive course of actioralgEncyclopedia of Childhood &
Adolescence, 1998). The focus shifted such thatadter education procedures were
being designed to teach values directly, as a maft@ractice, rather than to present
academic information about values as a classrooercise (Harman, 1997). The
literature and reports of the media suggestedptwdonents of character education were
perhaps more encouraged than direct instructiopeaslly in the aftermath of such
school disasters as Columbine, Pearl High and sther

A number of benefits from employing effective cheter education programs
have been cited in the literature. Harman maietiithat it instills positive qualities in
students enabling them to respond productivelyhi workplace, in academia, and as
citizens. Abourjilie (2000); Wynne & Ryan (199AViley (1997); and Benninga &
Wynne (1998) concurred that quality character etloca supports academic
development, promotes a safe, caring learning enmient, and promulgates the
demonstration of ethical and citizenship valuelsath the school and community.

Molnar (1997) and Murphy (1998) pointed out thahsoschool centers elected to
highlight compassion, honesty, self-respect, pradeoourage and integrity as important
character traits. Lickona (1991) supported theaitleat a person can benefit from
character education and that it is the combinegomsibility of schools, families,
religious institutions and others to teach and rhodaracter qualities for students.

There is widespread agreement among proponenteasécter education that effective
education requires a comprehensive definition tinatudes thinking, feelings, and
behavior. The works of Glanzer (1998); Bennett9@)9 Leming (1993); and Devine,
HoSeuk, & Wilson (2000) postulated that if the cgaal of education is to internalize
the best of what society can produce in all reakdsicators must help students develop a
sense of ownership about their knowledge, emotiang,behavior. Their comprehensive
view also involved parents as members of the echradtteam. Researchers and authors
addressing these topics include Yeager, Buxtoriz8lak: Bzdell (2001); Boyer (1995);
Beedy (1997); Molnar (1997); Wiley (1997); and Jaxé& Spencer (2001).

According to Sergiovanni (1996) the success rateclmaracter education
initiatives was greater when the school’s totakicutum (all activities of the school) had
them integrated. This position was expounded kpkdma (1991) who explained that
when character education is taught in schools bad teinforced in the community, it
was more effective. Lickona cited such exgeres as athletics, school counseling,
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community service projects, and staff developmeanbrag those that provide for the
development of character. The value of a comprakienntegrated character education
program ascribed to by authors cited in this inidobn, is perhaps most accurately
described by Lickona.

The body of research reviewed in this study caestly supported the notion that
administrators and counselors were responsibledéermining the best practices for
guiding students to become ethical, productive, segponsible citizens (Benninga &
Wynne, 1998) and they must plan programs that wetentional, proactive, and
comprehensive. Boyer (1995) stressed that charadtecation served as an enthusiastic
forum for sharing ideas with other educators. @Givleat educators, especially at the
elementary level, played a vital role in the depetent of students, based on researchers
cited, it was imperative that clarity exists inner of the relationship of students’
development to character education programs prdvidéhe schools.

This study was designed to add to the literaturéhe@ perceptions of educators
regarding character education programs. The stuadybased on the premise that school
counselors were among the important decision-maketse state’s school districts. The
professional literature suggested that the peroegtiof educational leaders about
character education were determining factors fer ¢hccessful inclusion of character
education as an intervention strategy for schopravement.

Statement of the Problem

Little, if any, statewide assessments have beanpted that determine if
counselors’ perceptions reflected a need for impl@mg a program in their schools.
Therefore, the study was conducted to investigatssiskippi elementary school
counselors’ perceptions of character educationrarag.

Purpose of the Study

This purpose of this research was to investigatd axamine Mississippi
elementary school counselors’ perceptions of charaeducation programs as an
intervention strategy for school improvement.
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Significance of the Study

This study could benefit in generating data thatld assist school administrators
and other educational leaders in making decisi@garding the implementation of
character education programs in school districts.

Research Questions

The following research questions guided this study:

1. What are the perceptions of elementary schoahselors in Mississippi on
character education and character traits withircthreiculum?

2. To what extent are elementary school counsedlorMississippi prepared to
provide leadership in character education?

Methodology

This research study was conducted using a deserigesign employing a five-
part questionnaire which had been used in two pusvperception studies of character
education. A random sample of elementary schoahselors throughout Mississippi
were surveyed to assess their perceptions abotdatka education, traits that should be
taught, their preparation for providing leaderstapd the level of support provided for
character education in their school. Data werelyard employing the Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) and regettesreported in terms of frequencies
and percentages. Descriptive statistics were adported in tabular form to further
describe the study’s results.

Limitations of the Study

This study was limited to 200 participants who wesadomly selected from a
population of 498 elementary schools in the stdtéMississippi, and was therefore
limited to those counselors’ perceptions of chaaetiucation.
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Findings

Data for the research questions was statistidaigted using The Statistical
Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS) to detempeireentages, frequencies, and mean
scores of participants’ responses to Likert tymmg on a 5-part questionnaire. The
return rate on the 200 questionnaires mailed was% Tesulting in a final sample of 143
counselors. The attitudes of counselors with nebg@ character education were
identified in specific categories based on items tba survey. Three groupings
appropriately describing survey items were (1) aleaching character education; (2)
about the need for character education; and (3utabgpport for character education
programs. An analysis of participants’ responsegealed that counselors strongly
agreed that the teaching of traits specificallynttfeed in items 1 and 2 was possible and
desirable in their elementary schools. Howeveeytlid not strongly agree that the
school could make an important contribution in depieg character traits whether or not
they were reinforced at home. Support for charaetkeication was addressed from the
standpoint of beliefs about ethical values and gageent by parents, families, faculty,
and communities in identifying traits to be tauglntectly to students. The strongest
element supporting the need for character educatiaa beliefs of counselors that
respect, responsibility, trustworthiness, justit@rness, civic virtues, and citizenship
were values upon which a democratic society wandar.

Counselors were asked to rate twenty-one char#etiés in terms of the degree
each should be actively taught in public elementiiools. The ratings were: (1)
definitely should not be actively taught; (2) shibabt be actively taught; (3) neutral; (4)
should be actively taught, and (5) definitely shiblé actively taught. The average mean
score for traits was 4.73.

Based on the means and standard deviations, dotms®icated that all twenty-
one traits should be included in the curriculumespect was most frequently rated as the
trait to definitely be actively taught (126 parpiants), whereas love was the trait less
frequently rated (87 participants), and of coursghkest from the mean score. An
interesting observation was that only two traitgl @ responses where counselors
indicated the trait that definitely should not heively taught (a rating of one). These
were respect for property (rankef))7and respect for diversity (ranketl)7

Counselors were to indicate preparedness in ctesraducation by responding to
five Likert typed items. The scaled items wererespnted by 1-none; 2=some;
3=numerous and required counselors to choose ¥ Hasl used the five sources of
preparation. Percentages, means, and standastidesiwere calculated.

Counselors reported that the most frequently usmarce of preparation was
through direct experiences in elementary schootingst One hundred and one
counselors rated this source being used numermesti This source was followed by
personal reading in the area of character educ#ébioelementary schools (51.4%) and
attending county or state programs or conferencesharacter education (31%). Their
responses revealed that the most infrequent saseg was taking graduate courses or
engaging in portions of graduate courses devotetiaoacter education.
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Summary

There were 143 Mississippi elementary school celens during the 2002-2003
academic year to determine their perceptions ofagii@r education programs. The
majority of the participants had 10 or more yedrprofessional experience. Similarly,
the number of counselors with a master's degreehigher was 137. However,
experience rather than the level of education hgdeater influence on counselors with
regard to attitudes, especially in light of counsgl responses as to how they were
trained in character education. They indicated tinair direct experiences in elementary
school settings provided them numerous preparaip@ortunities.

Results

The results from a statistical analysis show ttmatnselors had similar attitudes
about character education and agreed that the 2tader traits showed on the
guestionnaire should be actively taught in elentgrgahools. Counselors perceived that
they had not been frequently trained in charaatieication through graduate study, but
that direct experiences and readings accountethéomajority of preparation activities.
Finally, the counselors tended to rate the levehdrninistrative support for character
education programs as good.

In essence, perceptions of counselors regardiregacter education and the
schools in the state were that: (a) schools shteddh positive character traits; (b)
schools should foster a common set of traditiorsdues; (c) public schools needed a
value-based curriculum; (d) a mandated charactecatbn program should be top
priority; (e) effective character education wasdeshen ones core ethical values; (f) there
are traits families and communities want schoolsetich; (g) direct teaching of traits
should be a function of schools; (h) faculty andepés supported the direct teaching of
traits; (i) an imposed program would effectivelydeekss students’ lack of discipline,
civility, and respect; (j) schools make an impotteontribution to character development
whether or not they are reinforced at home; andg&ghing character traits is effective
when addressing school problems such as violemeglalism, and poor discipline.

The results of this study confirmed the literatwiich suggested there was a
need for teaching character traits in schools dwad there are identifiable traits upon
which school personnel, parents, and others agn@dd be taught. Findings, in terms of
traits to be taught, also support those of anostedy (Orden, 2001). This study and
Orden’s study found that traits that centered @apeet were those believed that should
definitely be actively taught, whereas, love waskeal lowest among traits to be actively
taught.
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Recommendations

Since factors such as the age and grade levedtudénts, types of schools, and
school curriculums may impact perception, it isoramended that similar studies be
conducted at the middle and high school levels. es€hstudies could ascertain
counselors’ perceptions as well as how they comwétethose of counselors in various
school settings. It is recommended that the péiarepresulting from the study be used
as part of an assessment process to determineidhaity of current programs. In
creating new programs, since counselors genergigea that there are identifiable traits
parents and the community would want directly taughstudents, it is recommended
that opportunities be afforded these constituenteglentify such traits. In view of
findings related to the source of preparation foaracter education, it is recommended
that school districts institute a continuing ediaratplan that provides for in-service
training, seminars, and other resources to enceucagnselors’ preparation efforts in
character education. It is further recommended ihstitutions of higher education
include a character education component in theiatam for educating counselors.
This recommendation is also based on reports initd@ture on the implications for
infusing character education in teacher educatrograms nationwide.

Concluding Remarks

In conclusion, based on the limited number of salors in the study who
participated in starting their character educatpmograms, it is recommended that
elementary school counselors assume a leadersk@prnralesigning and implementing
character education programs. Furthermore, assetans indicated a need for character
education in elementary schools, it is recommenbdatstudies be conducted to ascertain
existing factors that are prohibiting the estalsheht of character education programs in
all of the state’s elementary schools.
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