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SSAT Reform Discussion Dinner: How can schools develop students’ 

“character”? 

Introduction 

On the evening of 24 November a number of high profile figures from the world of education 

gathered to discuss how schools can develop students’ “character”. The evening started with input 

from a speaker to which there was a response. This was followed by an informal discussion, under 

Chatham House rules, which this document attempts to summarise. Key messages for 

policymakers and further areas for research are highlighted at the end of the document. 

The opening 

The speaker began by assessing the history of character education in this country, some of the 

complexities of the topic and assessing its current position in schools and in policy. In particular 

they emphasised the following points: 

 The concept of character and character education is a terminological and ideological 

minefield. Much of current thinking is based on the excellent work of Aristotle. 

 

 Character education is an umbrella term for all explicit and implicit educational activities 

that help young people develop positive personal strengths called virtues - character 

education is the development of good sense or practical wisdom: the capacity to choose 

intelligently between alternatives. And crucially it is informed by a set of universally 

acknowledged virtues.   

 

 It has not solely been the domain of private schools and religious institutions. Much 

influence came from elsewhere, for example the Ethical Union which was established in 

1886. In fact, character was seen as the chief aim of education in the early 1900s and 

continued to be seen as important until the 1960s when it fell from the discourse. 

 

 It has recently had something of a renaissance though with the 1997 Labour government, 

Crick report and 2001 White Paper exemplifying its political revival. More recently think 

tanks, journalists, academics, politicians and school leaders have begun grasping hold of 

the character agenda. 

 

 Character can be taught in schools but it also develops in the home, the local community 

and within ones peer group. Choosing between character and academic success is a myth, 

the two come hand-in-hand. Good schools know this and are values driven. 

 

 It is pretty certain that parents want their children to receive some form of character 

education. Good teachers are already providing this through their actions and interactions 

but the teaching force as a whole need to be do so more actively and explicitly. Teachers’ 

professional judgment should be trusted; we do not want a character exam as it woujld be 

self-defeating. 

 

 Students must have both performance virtues and moral virtues and the distinction must be 

understood. Possessing resilience alone, for example, is not necessarily a good thing; 

criminals can be resilient. 
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There was then a response that highlighted the following issues: 

 Schools must provide students with academic and vocational qualifications but whilst these 

are important too narrow a focus on this means human capacity and potential is 

underdeveloped. 

 

 Not everything can be measured and we cannot get too bogged down in attempts to 

measure character. Much that is good that happens in a good school cannot easily be 

measured. 

 

 Students learn from adults, from what they say and do and as such we must provide 

excellent role models. 

 

 Character education is essential because:  

 

1. Some of our greatest thinkers have suggested it is important 

2. The evidence suggests there is no dichotomy between exams and character 

3. It is intuitive; good teachers want to bring out the best virtues 

4. Employers want it 

5. HE wants it 

6. Fundamental for social mobility 

7. Society demands it 

 

The discussion 

Following the opening inputs the first topic discussed was that of measurement and how we can 

measure the impact of different character interventions. Some argued that this would be self-

defeating and that we must not get too hung up on the measurement of everything. Others though 

pointed out that there is always opportunity cost and therefore it’s important to understand what 

approaches are effective if we are to develop our students’ character as best we can. 

Discussion then turned to whether character was taught or caught. One guest suggested that 

about 70%-80% of it was caught but that some could be explicitly taught. Students should be given 

time to reflect and a language to use so that they can talk about their own character values. If time 

is given over to it, they argued, then students will realise it’s valued. 

Talk then turned to what can actually be done in schools. One guest pointed out that SMSC should 

already be geared towards this and that this asset should be sweated. Others pointed towards the 

importance of extra-curricular activities whilst everyone agreed that the curriculum itself must allow 

students to develop their character and that this should be planned.  Importantly there must be a 

culture within the school of character development and virtuous action and time must be given to 

individuals to develop their own character. Furthermore, to enable this, it must form some part of 

teacher training and leadership training.  

The topic of how politicians and Ofsted might promote character in schools was then discussed.  

Some thought that it was best left out of the hands of politicians as they may create unhelpful or 

one size fits all models. Similar reservations were expressed about any role Ofsted might play.  

Ultimately people agreed that it was for schools to make informed judgments about what would 

work best in their settings and then implement, monitor and revise this as time went on. 
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Messages for policymakers: 

1. There is no division between academic focus and success and the development of 

character indeed they are mutually supporting. 

 

2. Teacher education and the school curriculum need to be developed in ways that may 

enable more effective development of character and virtues. 

 

3. Prescribing particular pedagogy or setting character tests would be dangerous and 

unpopular with a preference for allowing teachers to use their professional judgment. 

 

4. Whilst theory is important students need to be engaged in social and community activity if 

they are to develop character and virtues. Learning by doing is important. 

 

5. The development of character is not solely the domain of our schools. 

 

Questions for researchers: 

1. The US leads research in this area. There is a scope and a need for more British based 

research on character development. 

 

2. Available research needs to be more widely disseminated, understood and applied in our 

education system. 

 

3. Sharper definitions and understanding is needed of what we really mean by character. 

There is currently vagueness and it is holding us back. 

 

 


