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Legislative Budget and Finance Committee  
 

Character Education in Pennsylvania Public Schools 
 

Report Presentation by Philip Durgin, September 24, 2014, Meeting 
 

Good morning.  House Resolution 2013-108 calls on our Committee to study 

the extent to which Pennsylvania’s school districts have implemented character ed-

ucation programs and to make recommendations for the Commonwealth’s approach 

to character education. 

 

In 2004, the General Assembly amended the Pennsylvania School Code to en-

courage, but not require, school districts to implement character education instruc-

tion.  Character education is defined in the School Code as “a course of instruction 

designed to educate and assist students in developing basic civic values and charac-

ter traits….”  The six specific character traits listed in the Code are trustworthi-

ness, respect, responsibility, fairness, caring, and citizenship. 

 

The Department of Education is to encourage character education by accept-

ing grants and administering a grant program and by providing resources and tech-

nical assistance to school districts in their efforts to provide character education.  

For several years in the mid-2000s, the federal government had provided grants to 

states through a program called Partnerships in Character Education, but that  

program ended about six years ago.  The Department does, however, continue to 

provide resources to school districts through their website, which contains extensive 
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information and links to other resources schools can use for character education in-

struction. 

 

To assess the extent to which Pennsylvania school districts are implementing 

character education, last spring the Department of Education agreed to conduct a 

survey for us of all school districts to determine how they approach character educa-

tion within their schools.  Of the 369 school districts that responded to the survey, 

virtually all (91%) reported that they provided instruction in at least one of the six 

character traits listed in the School Code.   

 

How schools provided this instruction, however, varied widely from district to 

district.  Typically, schools incorporated one or more of the principles of character 

education as a component of another class, such as part of a government and civics 

or a health and guidance class.  Twenty percent of the responding school districts 

reported they had implemented a specific stand-alone course of instruction, such as 

an anti-bullying or a life skills class.  Often the classes are targeted to specific age 

groups, but some districts offer character education throughout all grade levels. 

 

We also reviewed the academic research into the effectiveness of character 

education, but the studies have found mixed results.  One large study found virtu-

ally no difference between the students who had participated in a character educa-

tion program and those that had not, while a second study did find a statistically 
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significant difference between those that had participated in a social emotional 

learning program and those that had not.  There are also many anecdotal examples 

of schools where character education appears to have been effective, and certainly 

the advocates for character education that we spoke to have no doubts about the 

positive effect character education can have in improving a school’s culture and 

learning environment.  

 

Finally, we reviewed how character education instruction has been imple-

mented in other states.  Most states are like Pennsylvania, in that they encourage 

but do not require character education.  Some states, however, such as Florida and 

Tennessee, have enacted statutes requiring public schools to teach character educa-

tion, and the Kansas State Board of Education has developed Social Emotional and 

Character Development standards which they have incorporated as part of their 

Common Core standards.   

 

The report contains several recommendations for possible steps that could be 

taken to promote character education in Pennsylvania’s public schools. 

 

First, we recommend that the Department of Education consider developing 

comprehensive character education and development standards.  The Department 

currently has standards related to student interpersonal skills and safe and sup-

portive schools, but these standards do not address some of the key components of 
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character education and development, such as the importance of establishing core 

ethical principles and creating caring communities. 

 

We also recommend the Department of Education consider requiring charac-

ter education instruction as a required element for the administrative or supervi-

sory certificate which school principals and vice-principals must obtain and/or for 

the Level I or Level II certificates teachers must have to teach in a Pennsylvania 

public school.   

 

Finally, we recommend that PDE establish a core group of character educa-

tion “champions,” similar to the Pennsylvania Alliance for Character Education 

(PACE) that existed when federal grant funding was available, to advocate for char-

acter education and development in Pennsylvania’s public schools. 


