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Character education is a priority for many schools and teachers, with several 
prominent frameworks concerning the philosophy and practice of character and 
virtues in the field of education. Educators are often prepared to teach character 
through training programs and professional development. Yet there has been less 
attention to the possible role of Communities of Practice (COPs) in fostering teacher 
effectiveness, particularly for the encouragement of character development in 
adolescents. In a study of a global community of practice, 80 primarily secondary 
school educators were responsible for implementing a set of at least twelve 45-min 
lesson plans. The lessons were focused on exploring the meaning of “good work” 
through the lenses of excellence, ethics, and engagement, with associated character 
strengths embedded within the curriculum. Educators rated their feelings about 
whether their students would develop each of the 24 VIA character strengths in a 
pre-, mid-, and post-survey. They also completed a post-survey rating scale about 
their experiences in the Community of Practice. Two multilevel models were run 
to analyze the relationship between these two factors. Results demonstrated that 
educators who rated their Community of Practice experience highly were also 
more likely to believe that their students were developing a blend of character 
strengths from the start. Furthermore, for some additional strengths, educator 
confidence in students’ development grew significantly over time in a positive 
association with higher Community of Practice ratings. The findings suggest 
that Communities of Practice may be an effective format to support educators 
in developing their confidence and teaching practices for character education.
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Introduction

Student growth in strengths such as curiosity and bravery (Peterson and Seligman, 2004) 
is an important goal of formal education. Across the globe, efforts to describe the skills, 
competencies, and attributes children will need to thrive and flourish in life are currently a 
primary focus of education, including the OECD’s global Learning Compass of life skills for 
collective well-being (OECD, 2019), the U.S.-based CASEL’s framework of social-emotional 
competencies (CASEL, 2020), or the UK-based Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtue’s four-
tier framework of character development (Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, University 
of Birmingham, 2022). Here, we draw on character terminology specifically, given our project’s 
historical basis in the closely aligned fields of ethical and values-based education 
(Berkowitz, 2002).
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In the United  States, character education has emerged as an 
important priority: nearly two decades ago the U.S. Department of 
Education (2005) identified character education as a “shared 
responsibility.” While no federal-level regulations require character 
education, many U.S. states have passed character education 
requirements for their schools. Only six states currently do not have 
any policy that addresses learning devoted to social–emotional or 
character concerns (Kim, 2023; National Association of State Boards 
of Education, 2024).

Yet many questions remain about the best ways to foster character 
strengths, particularly in terms of pedagogical strategies for teachers, 
who are on the front lines of guiding young people in their 
development. Training programs for educators often do not provide 
enrollees with effective character education preparation and have not 
closed the gap between scholarship and practice (Walker et al., 2015). 
In order to facilitate greater knowledge-sharing about what works in 
character education, Communities of Practice (COPs) (Wenger, 1998) 
between established educators would seem to be a promising method 
of encouraging learning and increasing participant self-efficacy (e.g., 
Kelley et al., 2020). However, COPs remain underexplored in relation 
to character education priorities and outcomes, and there is no current 
body of evidence suggesting that COPs can support educators in 
achieving their character goals. In an international COP described 
herein, which included dozens of teachers and focused on the 
discussion and improvement of a set of character-related lesson plans, 
researchers explored whether participating in a Community of 
Practice may have influenced teachers’ expectations of and confidence 
in student character strength growth.

Questions regarding the role of education in shaping individuals 
to be  “good,” as people and as citizens, have been debated for 
millennia. Aristotle’s propositions regarding virtue ethics (Kraut, 
2022) have remained influential in Western discourse, particularly 
regarding the understanding and cultivation of the traits that 
characterize a good and moral person. Building upon the legacy of 
Aristotelian thought, a wide body of scholarship has proposed that 
there are four types of character virtues1 necessary for the development 
of phronesis, a meta-virtue of practical wisdom to act with good sense. 
These four categories of virtues are intellectual (for discernment and 
pursuit of truth or knowledge), moral (for ethical decision-making), 
civic (for responsible citizenship and the common good), and 
performance (for enabling the three other categories) (Jubilee Centre 
for Character and Virtues, University of Birmingham, 2022). 
Particular virtues have been grouped by Peterson and Civil (2022) 
within each of the four overarching categories. For example, 
community awareness and tolerance are civic strengths, while 
curiosity and reflection are Intellectual strengths.

Alternatively, other taxonomies have organized the virtues and 
character strengths, along with their meta-categories, in ways that may 
or may not align with the Aristotelian tradition. An influential model 
is the VIA Character Strengths (VIA Institute on Character, 2024a), 

1 Throughout this paper, the term “virtues” is used when drawing upon 

scholarship from the Aristotelian tradition, while “character strengths” is used 

when drawing upon the psychological tradition. In general, the wider umbrella 

of both virtues and character strengths is simply referred to as “strengths” in 

this paper.

which includes 24 items such as fairness, honesty, and leadership 
(Peterson and Seligman, 2004) that are purported to be common 
across cultural traditions. The VIA Character Strengths have been 
developed into a series of widely-used measures in the form of self-
report surveys composed of Likert-scale ratings (VIA Institute on 
Character, 2024b). Multiple studies have attempted to factor analyze 
the VIA Character Strengths assessments, most often the VIA 
Inventory of Strengths (VIA-IS) (McGrath, 2014). In developing a 
youth version of the VIA assessment intended for ages 10–17, Park 
and Peterson (2006) found four overarching factors of character: 
temperance, intellectual, theological/transcendent, and other-directed. 
Mapping these factors onto the four categories from the Aristotelean 
virtues literature, temperance character theoretically pairs with 
performance virtues, intellectual character with intellectual virtues, 
theological character with moral virtues, and other-directed character 
with civic virtues. Subsequent research has continued to complexify 
the several factors of the VIA character assessments for youth. One 
relatively recent study proposed four factors of (1) intellectual control/
inquisitiveness strengths (such as curiosity and love of learning), (2) 
behavioral and self-control strengths (such as judgment and 
perseverance), (3) vitality strengths, defined as those involving 
engagement in the world (such as gratitude and hope, and (4) other-
directed strengths, defined those involving as concern for others over 
the self (such as forgiveness and modesty) (McGrath and Walker, 
2016). For further comparison of the VIA character model from 
McGrath and Walker (2016) and the Aristotelian model from the 
Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues, see Table 1.

The educational experiences and pedagogy that support these 
virtues and character strengths is termed “character education.” 
Character education has been defined by Berkowitz et al. (2012) as 
“the intentional attempt in schools to foster the development of 
students’ psychological characteristics that motivate and enable them 
to act in ethical, democratic, and socially effective and productive 
ways,” a widely-used definition in the field that emphasizes the 
interpersonal nature of character formation. Character education has 
long been identified as important priority for many educational 
systems and schools, especially in the United States (Damon, 2002; 
Smith, 2013; Watz, 2011). Central features of prototypical character 
education programs include a school basis, structure, and focus on 
specific psychological strengths, identity, moral and holistic growth, 
and development of practical wisdom as a meta-virtue (McGrath, 
2018). Additionally, recent scholarship supports the notion that there 
are developmental differences in the evolution of character strengths 
and virtues that call for targeted educational interventions and 
practices with adolescents (Brown et al., 2020).

Notably, international organizations that influence educational 
scholarship and policy have often not named character education 
specifically as a priority, instead tending to focus more on overarching 
goals of educational access and competency development within 
target areas. For example, the OECD Learning Compass 2030 (OECD, 
2019) has knowledge, skills, attitudes, and values as its four directional 
cornerstones for the achievement of well-being and a better world, 
with “core foundations” for learners in literacy and numeracy, data 
and digital literacy, physical and mental health, and social and 
emotional skills. The UNESCO Education 2030 Incheon Declaration 
(UNESCO, 2015) foregrounds “inclusive and equitable quality 
education” and “lifelong learning opportunities” within the context of 
the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals. Its vision is driven by a 
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TABLE 1 Comparison of Peterson & Seligman (2004) Character Strengths with McGrath and Walker (2016) and Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues 
Frameworks

Peterson and 
Seligman (2004) 
Character Strength

Character 
Strength Variants

McGrath and 
Walker (2016) 
factor category

Jubilee 
Centre virtue 
category

Jubilee Centre virtue category 
definition

Beauty/Excellence Awe, wonder, elevation Inquisitiveness Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Bravery Valor Vitality Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Creativity Originality, ingenuity Inquisitiveness Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Curiosity Interest, novelty-seeking, 

openness to experience

Inquisitiveness Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Fairness – Self-Control Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Forgiveness Mercy Other-Directed Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Gratitude – Vitality Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Honesty Authenticity, integrity Self-Control Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Hope Optimism, future-

mindedness, future-

orientation

Vitality Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Humor Playfulness Vitality Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Judgment Open-mindedness, critical 

thinking

Self-Control Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Kindness Generosity, nurturance, 

care, compassion, 

altruistic love, niceness

Other-Directed Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Leadership – Vitality Performance Character traits that have an instrumental value

in enabling the intellectual, moral, and civic virtues.

Learning – Inquisitiveness Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Love Capacity to love and 

be loved

Vitality Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Modesty Humility Other-Directed Moral Character traits that enable us to act well in situations that 

require an ethical response.

Perseverance Persistence, 

industriousness

Self-Control Performance Character traits that have an instrumental value

in enabling the intellectual, moral, and civic virtues.

Perspective Wisdom Vitality Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Prudence – Self-Control Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Self-regulation Self-control Self-Control Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Social intelligence Emotional intelligence, 

personal intelligence

Vitality Civic Character traits that are necessary for engaged responsible 

citizenship, contributing to the common good.

Spirituality Religiousness, faith, 

purpose

Vitality Intellectual Character traits necessary for discernment, right action, 

and the pursuit of knowledge, truth, and understanding.

Teamwork Citizenship, social 

responsibility, loyalty

Vitality Performance Character traits that have an instrumental value

in enabling the intellectual, moral, and civic virtues.

Zest Vitality, enthusiasm, vigor, 

energy

Vitality Performance Character traits that have an instrumental value

in enabling the intellectual, moral, and civic virtues.

https://doi.org/10.3389/feduc.2025.1466295
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/education
https://www.frontiersin.org


Mucinskas et al. 10.3389/feduc.2025.1466295

Frontiers in Education 04 frontiersin.org

commitment to public access, gender equality, and learning at all ages 
with recommended implementation strategies by governments, civil 
society organizations, and other stakeholders. Similarly, the UN’s 
more recent Report on the 2022 Transforming Education Summit 
(United Nations, 2023) outlined support for “all learners” and 
educators, the digital revolution, and investment in educational 
systems as crucial priorities for the world’s governments. Character 
education, while unmentioned, is complementary to these goals, as 
learners are called upon to develop and demonstrate character virtues 
and strengths like curiosity and kindness that will allow them to 
contribute to the visions put forth by the OECD and UN bodies as 
lifelong learners who are able to realize their own well-being and that 
of their communities. Thus, the scope of this paper most directly 
addresses character education, which can address the gap between 
traditions in virtue ethics and modern educational priorities identified 
by international bodies, offering a lens through which educators can 
contribute to the achievement of ideals of access, equity, and social 
skill development in classroom settings.

Multiple well-known frameworks promote research-based 
guidelines about how to best implement a culture of character within 
learning environments and institutions. For example, the 
neo-Aristotelian focused Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues 
(2017) has proposed that character should be conveyed in ways that 
are “caught,” “taught,” and “sought” by and for students. Character.org 
(n.d.), a non-profit advocating for character education that maintains 
a network of “Schools of Character,” offers 11 Principles for creating a 
culture of character, including identification of core values, caring 
attachments and relationships, and the prioritization of intrinsic 
motivation. The moral psychology-based PRIMED model (Berkowitz, 
2021) similarly suggests that character education is successful when it 
satisfies the six characteristics in its acronym: Priority, Relationship 
building, Intrinsic motivation, Modeling goodness, Empowering 
students, and Developmental Pedagogy.

Teachers entering into or already working in the field may or may 
not be prepared by teacher preparation programs and professional 
development to integrate character education into their practices. In 
fact, teacher training programs and accreditation standards may 
neglect character, virtues, and morality altogether despite the 
omnipresence of moral signals present in the hidden curriculum of 
schools (Lapsley and Woodbury, 2016). Even though university-level 
teacher training programs have not uniformly implemented courses 
in character education practices, undergraduate training for future 
teachers may be particularly effective compared to staff development 
workshops in improving instructional efficacy (Ledford, 2011).

Although uptake is not universal, character-related training 
programs for in-service teachers are prevalent within American 
schools today; these include positive psychology programs offered by 
organizations such as Character Counts! (2024a), Greater Good in 
Education (2024), and Character Strong (n.d.), which seek to ready 
teachers to employ certain classroom practices and pedagogy 
guidelines for effective character education. A number of these 
programs appear to focus on specific interpersonal, moral, and social–
emotional characteristics and dimensions that are often at the 
forefront of character education movements, including respect and 
care (Character Counts!, 2024b), kindness (Be Kind People Project, 
2024), morality and values (Greater Good Science Center, 2024), and 
practitioner strategies and role modeling (University of San Diego, 
2024). By contrast, programs that deal specifically with intellectual 

character strengths, such as reflection and critical thinking (Frey, 
2022), appear to be  less of a focus in character and virtue-related 
professional development programs for educators. (The curriculum 
that educators used in this study, which foregrounds slow reflection 
and critical thinking as skills on a pathway to doing excellent, ethical, 
and engaging work, may have been particularly desired by educators 
seeking more of a focus on intellectual character strengths).

Because character-related training often occurs in standalone 
workshop sequences, courses, or as a component of for-credit 
educational courses, relatively little research has considered the role 
of ongoing, long-term Communities of Practice (COPs) in fostering 
character virtues in educational contexts or for educators’ pedagogical 
development over time, which is especially true regarding connections 
between COP participation and impacts on character change in 
learners (Allman et  al., 2024; Tichnor-Wagner, 2022). A COP is 
defined as a gathering of people “who share a concern or a passion for 
something they do and learn how to do it better as they interact 
regularly” (Wenger-Trayner and Wenger-Trayner, 2015). COPs are 
similar to Professional Learning Communities (PLCs). While the 
terms COP and PLC may sometimes be used interchangeably, COPs 
tend to focus more on grassroots leadership rather than an external 
facilitator and also on the improvement of practice itself rather than 
institutional alignment (Blankenship and Ruona, 2007).2 The terms 
are therefore not interchangeable, but whether a group is called a COP 
officially or not, and whether membership is formal or informal, a 
COP is a group that focuses on the intersection of 1) a domain, 2) a 
practice, and 3) a body of expertise. COPs therefore include three 
concurrent dimensions: “mutual engagement” in the form of 
interaction with other members to form a “shared meaning”; joint 
enterprise, by working together towards common ends; and shared 
repertoire, the “resources and jargons” that allow participants to 
interact and learn (Li et al., 2009). Trust and Horrocks (2019) found 
six features of an effective COP in their work with the Discovery 
Educator Network of K-12 educators and staff, namely leadership roles 
(with key functions to motivate others and serve as role models), 
personalized learning (differing from traditional professional 
development opportunities), guiding principles (including 
expectations about behavior), organizational support (such as 
infrastructure and staff), social learning (sharing expertise between 
and among others), and purpose (a clear mission aligned with needs).

In education, COPs have been employed for a variety of 
applications and purposes, including to enable teachers in the 
development of effective pedagogical practices and to support 
strengthened student learning outcomes (Brandon and Charlton, 
2011; Herbers et al., 2011; Jimenez-Silva and Olson, 2012; Lomos 
et al., 2011; Smith and Becker, 2021). These studies have often looked 
at specific COPs within a disciplinary or national context. For 
example, a study of Malaysian secondary school teachers of English, 
science, and mathematics found that an online COP was effective at 
facilitating continuous learning (Khalid et al., 2014), while research 
with pre-service Turkish teachers in math and science found a positive 
association between self-efficacy and online COP participation (Ekici, 

2 Note that some of the literature drawn on throughout this paper includes 

references to PLCs rather than COPs, in cases in which the PLC functions 

similarly to a COP.
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2018). In addition, a set of studies have demonstrated that educator 
COPs, including in online modalities, have had an impact on 
participants’ feelings of confidence or self-efficacy (e.g., Polizzi 
et al., 2021).

Perceived self-efficacy is defined by Bandura (1994) as “people’s 
beliefs about their capabilities to produce designated levels of 
performance” that influence their lives. In particular, teacher self-
efficacy has been defined as a teacher’s belief or judgment of “his or 
her capabilities to bring about desired outcomes of student 
engagement and learning” (Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2001). 
Tschannen-Moran and Hoy’s teaching self-efficacy psychological 
scale, one of the most used to evaluate the construct, measures 
whether a teacher feels that they can differentiate instructional 
strategies, manage their classroom, and engage their students (Morris 
et al., 2017; Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2001). Extant research has 
demonstrated that teachers high in teacher self-efficacy tend to 
be more open to new teaching ideas and methods (Hussain and Khan, 
2022; Tschannen-Moran et  al., 1998; Zee and Koomen, 2016). 
Moreover, although a significant body of work has explored the 
relationship between teacher self-efficacy and positive student 
outcomes (Kim and Seo, 2018; Klassen and Tze, 2014; Künsting et al., 
2016; Zee and Koomen, 2016), literature remains mixed regarding 
these potential positive associations (Jerrim et al., 2023; Lauermann 
and ten Hagen, 2021; Shahzad and Naureen, 2017; Mojavezi and 
Tamiz, 2012; Tai et al., 2012).

Relatedly to educator self-efficacy, teachers’ beliefs and 
expectations related to their students has also been the subject of 
study. There is a large extant body of work regarding teachers’ 
expectations or beliefs in their students’ abilities and outcomes (de 
Boer et al., 2018; Jacobs and Harvey, 2010; Rubie-Davies, 2010; 
Rubie-Davies et al., 2011). For example, the “Pygmalion” effect, 
better known as the self-fulfilling prophecy, has been established 
in education (Rosenthal and Jacobson, 1992), wherein teachers 
who were induced to have higher expectations for their students in 
turn had students who achieved greater academic growth, 
regardless of initial levels of student achievement. Importantly for 
the current study, research has shown that there is a positive 
correlation between teacher self-efficacy and teachers’ expectations 
for their students (Rodriguez, 2014). Kim et al. (2023) found a 
positive correlation between teacher efficacy and teacher 
expectations in a sample of Korean educators, particularly when 
accounting for teachers’ beliefs about the efficacy of their students’ 
parents. To date, only a small body of research has explored the 
relationship between teacher efficacy and teacher belief or 
expectations (Summers et al., 2017; Warren, 2002).

Current debates surrounding the role of teacher self-efficacy in 
promoting positive outcomes indicate a need for deeper analysis of 
this relationship, particularly within the context of educators 
participating within COPs who may derive various forms of support 
and reinforcement from such a group of peers. As character education 
frameworks (e.g., PRIMED) call for character to become a shared 
priority within faculties and schools, COPs are structures that would 
appear to benefit educators in directing them towards common goals 
by establishing connections with one another using the “shared 
repertoire” of character scholarship and taking part in social learning 
together (Li et  al., 2009). COP learning may in this way allow 
educators to better hone and implement their character education 
goals and pedagogical routines via social learning. Morris et al. (2017) 

observed that a major category of efficacy-relevant experiences 
involved social persuasion, the type of learning that COPs may 
facilitate. In one study, Yoon and Armour (2017) reported on a COP 
among physical education teachers in South Korea who were 
implementing a new national curriculum with the aim of transferable 
character development. While the community structure aided teachers 
in their own learning about teaching in practice, evidence was limited 
regarding impact on students’ transferable character growth and skills, 
which remains an area for further exploration regarding the features 
of COPs that may support not only educator participant learning but 
student learning in turn. Long-running programs, such as those out 
of the University of St. Louis’s Center for Character and Citizenship 
(Dabdoub et al., 2023), as well as university programs have prepared 
school leaders to build cultures of character in their schools. However, 
studies of the effectiveness of these programs are not yet published, 
nor do some of them function as sustained COPs that could expect to 
have a long-term impact on teachers’ group learning and expertise 
once they are in the field, which requires individual commitment 
(Mak and Pun, 2015).

The present study seeks to add to understanding about how COPs 
may influence teachers’ feelings of effectiveness in fostering character 
outcomes in students. The core research questions of this 
study included:

 1. What associations may be present between educators’ quality 
of participation in a COP focused on character education and 
their expectations of the growth of their students’ 
character strengths?

 2. Which character strengths do educators believe their pedagogy 
most influences when teaching a curriculum designed to foster 
character strengths in students?

The COP in this study was comprised of a diverse group of 
worldwide educators who implemented a set of lesson plans in their 
classrooms during the course of one academic year. Members 
contributed two sources of data analyzed in this paper. First, teachers 
were surveyed regarding their expectations of student change in 
character strengths three times over the course of one academic year. 
While teacher self-efficacy in their teaching abilities was therefore not 
directly measured, expectation of students’ development of character 
strengths may serve as one indicator of teachers’ perceived self-efficacy 
in their classrooms. Second, teachers rated their COP experience at 
the conclusion of the academic year. The implications of this study 
have wide applicability for people working on COPs in education and 
in other sectors. In particular, researchers seeking to further 
understand the relationship between involvement in a sustained 
community focused on character-related topics and teacher 
expectations of outcomes may be particularly interested in this work.

Materials and methods

Study background

The COP we describe is a component of a multi-year research 
project in which participants implemented at least 12 of a set of 
16 lesson plans, organized into four thematic units, within their 
classrooms. The lessons are focused on a framework of “good 
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work” developed by The Good Project, a research initiative at the 
Harvard Graduate School of Education’s Project Zero. Based on 
extensive qualitative interviews of professionals across 10 domains 
beginning in the mid-1990s, “good work” involves three elements: 
excellence (technical proficiency), ethics (social responsibility and 
attention to consequences), and engagement (meaning or 
purpose) (Gardner et  al., 2002; Gardner, 2010). The lessons, 
developed between 2019 and 2021 with a secondary school 
student audience in mind, cover the components of “good work” 
and related concepts, including explorations of values, competing 
and overlapping responsibilities, and alignment and 
misalignments between group perspectives (The Good Project, 
2024a,b). Each lesson is structured for a recommended time 
period of 45 min and typically involves an introduction to an idea, 
an interactive discussion, and personal application exercises and 
prompts.3

In developing the materials, learning principles including 
perspective-taking and metacognitive reflection were incorporated 
to ensure students have opportunities for personal growth. For 
example, students build a portfolio of artifacts generated during 
the learning journey and complete a series of four self-assessments 
concerning their achievement of specific learning goals. The 
theory of change underpinning the lessons is that students will 
develop their conceptions of how to do “good work” in ways that 
are aligned with character and virtue strengths, including how to 
act with integrity, attention to personal principles, and a 
commitment to social wellbeing of proximal and distant others 
(The Good Project, 2024a,b). For instance, in Lesson 3.2, students 
have the opportunity to consider their values in practice, including 
real-life instances in which they have acted in accordance with 
their values, and to then explore how values intersect with the 
concept of engagement by considering a dilemma narrative. 
Ideally, by taking part in the lesson plans activities, students will 
develop skills and repertoires to be able to do “good work” in their 
present and future lives and to flourish in their futures, 
individually and collectively. The Good Project’s curriculum most 
aligns with the principles from character frameworks that 
emphasize the development of intrinsic motivation, 
empowerment, and development of a set of core values (Character.
org, n.d.; Berkowitz, 2021). Note that this paper does not take into 
consideration student-centered results.

Educator participants in the research project were invited to 
fulfill three distinct roles across the duration of their involvement: 
(1) subjects of data collection (e.g., by completing surveys); (2) 
facilitators of data collection (e.g., by distributing surveys to their 
students for completion); and (3) members of the COP (e.g., by 
attending synchronous meetings). Educators were identified via 
an open recruitment process involving both paid and free social 
media posts on multiple platforms (Facebook and Twitter/X), 
website posts (on The Good Project’s website homepage), and 
network outreach. Educators willing to take part in the project 
were screened for inclusion eligibility and required to certify in 
advance that they could reasonably expect to be able to complete 

3 For more information about The Good Project’s resources, see 

thegoodproject.org.

the required research procedures, including remaining active in 
the COP by attending monthly meetings and regularly posting on 
the Slack communication platform where the COP was launched. 
Members were required to attend or to comment asynchronously 
on the video recordings of the COP meetings for at least 8 of the 
10 meetings, as well as to check the Slack platform on a weekly 
basis for announcements and exchange of ideas. Optional 
professional development sessions were also provided for COP 
members by The Good Project research team regarding particular 
core concepts covered in the lesson plans that were being 
implemented. The COP began in August 2022 to coincide with 
the start of the 2022–2023 academic school year in the 
United States. Due to the global nature of the COP membership, 
all activities were conducted virtually. Technological barriers to 
entry were low for educators, as all had some experience using 
virtual meeting and discussion technologies during the 
COVID pandemic.

Over the course of the 2022–2023 academic school year, COP 
members were expected to be present at monthly, 1-hour gatherings 
of the full group, which were held synchronously on Zoom. These 
meetings were initially led largely by the research team and later by 
COP members themselves and involved presentations of core concepts 
and ideas (e.g., modeling of a lesson plan) as well as discussion time 
for attendees to connect in small breakout groups. Members who were 
unable to attend live versions of these meetings were required to 
participate in asynchronous discussions in corresponding Slack 
channels by completing discussion posts.

In between monthly meetings, Slack announcements and 
conversation occurred organically and as directed by the study team. 
Monthly discussion prompts were announced in order to stimulate 
discussion and sharing of ideas. Nine of the COP members were 
designated as “Champions” who were responsible for overseeing 
contributions and discussion within the Slack community, including 
acting as a resource to other members and for monitoring progress in 
the research process. Champions also oversaw virtual “study groups” 
of approximately 10 COP members each. The study groups functioned 
as more intimate discussion and bonding spaces than would 
be possible in full-group conversation. In return for their investment 
of time, COP members and Champions received a stipend at the 
conclusion of the academic year if they had fulfilled the requirements 
of participation.

The described COP functioned in ways that fulfilled the 
dimensions of effective COPs described in the literature, including 
a defined focus on a domain (character education and the future 
of work), centrality on a practice (pedagogy in educational 
environments with students), and a body of expertise (cultivating 
virtues around the achievement of “good work”) (Wenger-Trayner 
and Wenger-Trayner, 2015). The COP facilitated consistent 
interactions between members aimed at common goals for student 
outcomes and the use of a common vocabulary (Li et al., 2009). 
This particular COP also built upon Trust and Horrocks (2019) 
COP features via the assignment of leadership roles, ability for 
participants to receive personalized advice, a set of guiding 
principles and expectations for participation, a support staff in the 
form of The Good Project research team, social learning via 
shared experiences, and definition of a clear mission. These 
elements distinguished the COP from other types of 
working groups.
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Sample

Members of the COP were diverse in terms of the grades that 
they taught, the types of schools that they were within, and their 
geographic locations. Between August 2022 and June 2023, The 
Good Project’s COP was made up of approximately 80 self-
selected educators total, 64 of whom were still considered active 
members by the conclusion of the period. The 64 educators 
represented 30 separate schools and institutions (although two 
overarching school networks were represented by three schools 
each). Below is a breakdown of geographic and grade composition 
of the membership.

 • Countries Represented: Albania (5 teachers), Canada (1), 
Colombia (2), Croatia (2), Guatemala (1), India (22), Jordan 
(1), Mexico (1), Nigeria (1), Poland (5), Romania (1), 
South Africa (5), Spain (4), Turkey (7), United Arab Emirates 
(1), United States (5)

 • Grade Levels Represented: Middle School (4), Secondary 
School (53), University (7)

All study procedures were conducted in English, as teacher 
participants were required to certify their and their students’ 
proficiency in the English language. Schools represented by the 
educators in the study included both public/state-run and private 
institutions. Due to inconsistencies between national systems and 
gaps in knowledge about schools’ admissions processes, we do not 
provide a breakdown of the exact number of private and public 
schools here. Educators had a range of teaching experience, with 
the majority having been teachers for at least 5 years.

Participants in the research completed an informed consent 
process. All teachers in the COP who were members of the 
research completed a consent form that documented their 
agreement to take part in research procedures. Participants 
contributed their data on surveys in identifiable format using their 
name for tracking and matching purposes over the three survey 
time points. Data was then anonymized and analyzed. The 
research was subject to review by the Harvard University 
Committee on the Use of Human Subjects and data safety review 
and was compliant with the European Economic Area’s GDPR 
data safety standards.

Methods

The mixed-methods research project used a convergent 
parallel theoretical tradition in which qualitative and quantitative 
data are collected and analyzed separately at the same time, with 
results compared to draw conclusions (Creswell, 2014). Thematic 
analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2013) was used for qualitative data. In 
particular, the quantitative methods and data presented in this 
paper are meant to provide insight into the observable statistical 
relationship that may exist between COP experiences and member 
beliefs about their teaching practice. While these methods may 
not be able to provide a nuanced portrait of the interpersonal 
learning and subsequent emergent impacts of the COP, the current 
paper focuses on one dimension of the COP that the quantitative 
data supports may have been important for their teaching practice.

Participants completed a series of data collection and 
community involvement procedures, which, as noted, COP 
members were responsible for completing, facilitating, or 
participating in across the 2022–2023 school year (Note that the 
findings in this paper are based on Year 1 of the COP research 
activities; the COP and research activities continued into the 
2023–2024 school year, during which data collection procedures 
differed slightly). For this paper, the following procedures are 
salient, involving teacher-level data4:

 • A pre-survey, midpoint survey, and post-survey at the 
beginning, middle, and end of their engagement with the 
lesson plans. These surveys were intended to take 
approximately 20 min to complete and included both closed 
and open-ended questions regarding familiarity with the 
lesson concepts, typical classroom experiences, ratings of the 
study experience, character strength development questions, 
and demographic indicators. Survey questions were both self-
developed by the research team and based upon preexisting 
measures from the literature (See Tables 2, 3 for a description 
of the measures relevant to this paper).

 • Attendance at 1-hour monthly community meetings.
 • Regular commentary and participation in conversations 

taking place on the Slack platform where the COP was hosted.

All pre-, mid-, and post-surveys included a set of character 
strength scale questions. The list of character strengths adapted 
from the Character Strengths Rating Form (CRSF) (Ruch et al., 
2014), which is based on the 24 character strengths classification 
by Peterson and Seligman (2004), used as the basis of the VIA 
Character Strengths assessments. A one-sentence definition of 
each character strength, adapted by the researchers, was provided 
for each item. Teacher participants were asked to rate each 
character strength according to the degree of how “likely it is that 
you [will develop/developed] each characteristic in your students 
this year.” Questions were represented on a sliding scale of 0 to 10, 
with a score of 0 representing “very unlikely” and 10 representing 
“very likely.” The list of character strengths and their one-sentence 
definitions is displayed in Table 2. Cronbach’s alphas for the scale 
equaled 0.98 for the pre-survey, 0.97 for the mid-year survey, and 
0.98 for the post-survey.

The post-survey completed by teachers, administered once 
they had completed at least 12 of the 16 lessons with their 
students, also contained a set of 20 sliding scale items that asked 
respondents to rate their interactions and experiences within the 
COP. This COP rating scale, self-developed by the research team, 
demonstrated a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.97. Each item was rated on 
a sliding scale of 0 to 10, with a score of 0 representing “strongly 
disagree” and 10 representing “strongly agree.” The full set of 
items that comprised the COP rating set is displayed in Table 3.

4 In addition to the bulleted list, teachers were also responsible for: submitting 

post-lesson mini-surveys and collecting post-lesson mini-surveys from their 

students; recording one class period in which the lessons were taught; and 

sharing student work generated during the lessons.
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Data analysis

A null model was run in order to establish the most 
appropriate analytic strategy. The equation is represented 
as follows:

 0 0 j ijcharacterstrength B eµ= + +

In the model, 0B  represents the average character strength score 
across teachers. 0 jµ  represents the random intercept for an individual 
teacher, which here indicates a particular teacher’s average deviation 
from the average character strength score. ije  represents the leftover 
residual variance, capturing the difference between a teacher’s actual 
score versus their predicted score based on the model. The intraclass 
coefficients (ICC) for these models ranged from 0.04 for one model to 
0.61, suggesting the need to account for nesting in the data (Robson 
and Prevalin, 2016).

Given the nested nature of the data (time, the individual Level 
1 variables, nested within teachers, the group Level 2 variables), 

two multilevel models (Snijders and Bosker, 2011) were used to 
analyze the relationship across time between: (a) teachers’ pre-, 
mid-, and post-survey longitudinal data regarding the character 
strengths that they expected their students to have developed 
through the lesson plans, as the dependent variable; and (b) 
teachers’ post-survey responses (n = 75)5 to the COP rating 
questions, as the independent variable. The COP rating scale 
results, initially at a mean of 7.49 on a 10-point scale (SD = 1.98) 
for all participants, were mean-centered at a value of 0 for ease of 
interpretation (See Supplementary Table S1 for the raw mean and 
SD values for each COP rating scale item).

The first model estimated the relationship between educator 
attitudes towards COP engagement and expectations of student 

5 Note that this number is higher than the amount of teachers counted as 

“official” members of the COP (n = 64) due to drop-outs that occurred along 

the way, with n = 75 representing the total number of participants who had at 

least one survey represented in the data at the pre-, mid-, and/or post-survey.

TABLE 2 Adapted character strengths rating form items with definitions.

Appreciation of Beauty and Excellence (awe, wonder, elevation): notice and appreciate things; highly interested in beauty, excellence, and/or skilled performance.

Bravery (valor): speak up for opinions and convictions even if there is opposition; do not shrink from threat, challenge, difficulty or pain.

Capacity to Love and Be Loved: value close relations with others, in particular those in which sharing and caring are reciprocated.

Creativity (originality, ingenuity): often think about novel and productive ways to solve problems and have creative and original ideas.

Curiosity (interest, novelty-seeking, openness to experience): take an interest in the experiences of daily life; fascinated by various topics; like to explore and discover the 

world.

Fairness: treat all people the same according to notions of fairness and justice; do not let personal feelings bias decisions about others and give everyone a fair chance.

Forgiveness and Mercy: give people a second chance and are merciful rather than vengeful.

Gratitude: aware of and thankful for good things that happen.

Honesty (authenticity, integrity): speak the truth and act in a genuine, sincere way without pretense.

Hope (optimism, future-mindedness, future orientation): expect the best in the future; believe that a good future is something that can be brought about and work to achieve 

their goals.

Humor (playfulness): bring smiles to other people; try to see the light side in various situations.

Judgment and Open-Mindedness (critical thinking): think things through, question thoughts and beliefs, and examine thoughts from all sides; do not jump to conclusions; able 

to change mind in light of evidence.

Kindness (generosity, nurturance, care, compassion, altruistic love, “niceness”): like doing favors and good deeds for others; appreciate being generous and nice to others.

Leadership: encourage a group to get things done while maintaining good relations with the group.

Love of Learning: like to master new skills, topics, and bodies of knowledge and are excited about learning.

Modesty and Humility: do not seek the spotlight and let their accomplishments speak for themselves.

Perseverance (persistence, industriousness): finish what is started, even in spite of obstacles; not distracted by inner or outer factors and take pleasure in completing tasks.

Perspective (wisdom): see the big picture and demonstrate a mature view on life.

Prudence: think carefully about the consequences of choices before acting; do not say or do things that might later be regretted.

Religiousness and Spirituality (faith, purpose): have coherent beliefs about the higher purpose and meaning of the universe that shape conduct and provide comfort and 

strength.

Self-Regulation (self-control): able to regulate their feelings and actions; are very disciplined.

Social Intelligence (emotional intelligence, personal intelligence): aware of the motives and feelings of others and themselves; know what to do to fit into different social 

situations.

Teamwork (citizenship, social responsibility, loyalty): work well as a member of a group or team; loyal to the group and consider being a team member as a central factor.

Zest (vitality, enthusiasm, vigor, energy): pursue goals with a lot of energy and enthusiasm; things are not done halfway or halfheartedly but with love.
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character growth in each of the particular 24 character dimensions 
that were measured. The multilevel modeling equation can 
be represented as follows in Model 1:

 

0 1 2

0

ij ij ij

j ij

characterstrength B B time B meanCOPscore
eµ

= + +
+ +

In this equation, 0B  represents the average mean of the 
character strength of interest across all teachers when time = 0 
(the value assigned to the pre-survey) and at the mean-centered 
score of 0 for meanCOPscore. The slope 1B  represents the average 
effect of time across all teachers on their expectations for each 
character strength outcome (in other words, the magnitude of 
change in each strength over time), holding the mean COP score 
constant. The slope 2B  represents the average effect of being in 
the COP on teachers’ expectations of their students’ character 
change and can be interpreted as the magnitude of change in each 
character strength across all teachers based on each 1-point 
difference in the mean COP rating, holding survey time-point 
constant. 0 jµ  represents the random intercept for an individual 
teacher, which here indicates a particular teacher’s baseline 
deviation from the average character strength score. ije  represents 
the leftover residual variance, capturing the difference between a 
teacher’s actual score at one time point versus the predicted score 
based on the model (Snijders and Bosker, 2011).

A multilevel model was run based on the first model but with the 
inclusion of an interaction term between time and meanCOPscore, 
represented as follows in Model 2:

 

0 1 2

3

ij ij ij

ij ij ij ij

characterstrength B B time B meanCOPscore
B time meanCOPscore eµ

= + +
+ ∗ + +

In this equation, the slope 3B  represents the interactive effect of 
time and meanCOPscore together on each character strength of 
interest; it can be interpreted as the degree to which each character 
strength was estimated to grow in students at different rates over time 
based on meanCOPscore. In other words, 3B  tells us the differential in 
the rate of change in educators’ expectations of student character 
growth over time based on each 1-point difference in time and each 
1-point difference in mean COP score. In Figure 1, we explore this 
interaction by representing a group who scored “high” on their COP 
ratings (one standard deviation above the mean score) and another 
group who scored “low” on their COP ratings (one standard deviation 
below the mean score). Positive slopes signify a growing gap in 
expectations of student character development across the three survey 
time points between higher and lower COP raters. Likelihood ratio 
tests were conducted to determine whether Model 1 or Model 2 was a 
better fit for the data for each character strength (Robson and Prevalin, 
2016). For each character strength, this test assessed whether the more 
complex Model 2 better explained the variations in the character 
strengths data than the simpler Model 1. When significant, the test 
indicated that Model 2 was a significantly better fit for the data.

Results

For the character strengths listed in Table 4, Model 1 was the best 
fit based on likelihood ratio testing, and 2B , the slope of meanCOPscore 

TABLE 3 COP rating scale questions.

Question stem Scale item

In the Good Work Community of Practice 

(GWCOP) we…

use meetings efficiently

work together effectively

do a lot of work (reverse coded)

did not achieve as much as I hoped (reverse coded)

get help creating lessons of good quality

get help creating lessons that are practically useful

gain content-specific insights

enjoy the meetings a lot

In our GWCOP… I acquired skills to improve my teaching practice (please describe if chosen) [text entry box]

I learned how to develop relevant material

I acquired new pedagogical knowledge

I developed my critical-reflective attitude

Since the GWCOP started… I enjoy my class more

I am better able to answer relevant questions

I am better able to bring issues of “good work” into other classes

teaching issues of ethics and values has become more important to me

teaching issues of ethics and values has become more interesting to me

Since my GWCOP participation… I have improved my teaching practice

I make use of more research-based lessons

I experiment (more) with new lessons
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in Model 1, was statistically significant (For the full list of results for 
all character strengths using Model 1, see Supplementary Table S2). 
This indicates that teachers who rated their experience in the COP 
more highly had higher expectations of their students’ growth in these 
character strengths on the pre-survey. Moreover, the relationship 
between these teachers’ COP ratings and their expectations of each 
character strength’s development were uniformly positive across time. 
Each strength is listed in the table with two categorizations. First, 
we include its overarching character factor as found by McGrath and 
Walker (2016) in their factor analysis of the VIA-Youth. Second, 
we include each strength’s expected virtue category from the Jubilee 
Centre for Character and Virtues framework (Jubilee Centre for 
Character and Virtues, University of Birmingham, 2022).

For example, the results for Forgiveness (an other-directed 
character strength and moral virtue) demonstrate an initial 
estimated score of 6.39 (p < 0.001) on a 0–10 scale in terms of how 
likely educators believed it was that students were developing this 
strength through the lesson plans. The slope for meanCOPscore 
indicates that for every 1-point difference in educator COP ratings 
(on a 0–10 scale), the average expected Forgiveness development 
in students is estimated to be 0.51 higher (p < 0.01). In other words, 
educators who reported their involvement in the COP more 
favorably than their peers tended to believe more strongly that their 
students would develop the character strength of Forgiveness, with 
a magnitude 0.51 points greater for every 1-point increase in COP 
positivity. The slope of time is not significant; overall, accounting 
for COP scores, the data does not support that educators changed 
their ratings of Forgiveness development across the pre-, mid-, and 
post-surveys. However, teachers who started with higher 
confidence in student development of Forgiveness also tended to 
stay high.

Next, using Model 2, 3B , the slope of the interaction term 
time*meanCOPscore, is statistically significant for the character 
strengths displayed in Table  5 (For the full list of results for all 

character strengths using Model 2, see Supplementary Table S3). In 
these cases, teachers who rated the COP highly grew significantly 
more in their confidence that students were developing the specified 
character strengths over time, compared to their peers who rated the 
COP less highly.

For example, the results for Hope estimate an initial score of 6.66 
(p < 0.001) on a 0–10 scale of educator confidence in the lesson plans 
developing this strength in their students. The slope of meanCOPscore 
is not significant; the overall mean COP ratings of the full educator 
group do not demonstrably influence expectations of student Hope 
growth. The slope of time is significant, with growth in expectation 
ratings of student development of Hope rising by an estimate of 0.48 
(p < 0.05) points between each survey time point. The inclusion of the 
interaction term complexifies these results. We  can assume two 
groups, one standard deviation above (a higher group) and one 
standard deviation below (a lower group) the mean centered COP 
score. To understand the full interaction effect, we can use these two 
groups and substitute appropriate values within Model 2 with the full 
interaction equation:

 
6.66 0.48 0.18

0.25
Hope time meanCOPscore

time meanCOPscore
= + +

+ ∗

For the higher group, the values would be as follows:

 ( ) ( )6.66 0.48 0.18 1.98 0.25 1.98Hope time time= + + + ∗

At times 1, 2, and 3, Hope expectation scores for the higher group 
would therefore equal to 7.01, 7.99, and 8.97, respectively.

For the lower group, the values would be as follows:

 ( ) ( )6.66 0.48 0.18 1.98 0.25 1.98Hope time time= + + − + ∗ −

FIGURE 1

Educator expectations of student forgiveness development over time.
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At times 1, 2, and 3, Hope expectation scores for the lower group 
would equal 6.30, 6.29, and 6.27, respectively.

In other words, higher COP raters were increasingly more 
confident regarding their student character development expectations 
for the character strengths that had a significant interaction term in 
Model 2, with all estimated slope values being positive. The graph for 
Hope is displayed in Figure 2, with the middle line representing the 
estimated mean of the entire sample, along with estimates for 
individuals 1 SD above and 1 SD below the mean rating score.

Discussion

Instead of a uniform effect of COP ratings on all teachers’ 
expectations of student character growth, Model 2 suggests that the 
COP likely had a reinforcing or compounding effect on educators’ 
attitudes towards some aspects of character. For the seven strengths 
listed in Table 5, including Persistence/Perseverance, Prudence, and 
Self-Regulation, COP members who rated their experience highly 
were able to outpace their lower-rating peers in their confidence 
regarding student growth. By contrast, educators who believed the 
COP was less effective did not achieve the same levels of assuredness 
in these strengths, resulting in an increasingly prominent gap between 
high and low COP raters.

Given these results, it is possible that COP members who were 
particularly enthusiastic about their learning, as indicated by their 
own responses to the COP ratings, were able to reap benefits from one 
another that translated to more rapidly growing sense of self-efficacy 
in bringing about certain outcomes related to student learning 
(Tschannen-Moran and Hoy, 2001). In this case, educators may have 
developed greater self-efficacy concerning their ability to implement 

the lessons and to convey information about particular character and 
virtues to students. Throughout Year 1 of the COP, engaged 
participants had numerous opportunities to connect with one another, 
including in synchronous and asynchronous meetings and discussions 
on Zoom and Slack. Teachers who reported that they benefited from 
COP learnings therefore may have been able to learn certain 
knowledge or skills from other teachers and to then implement the 
lessons with greater self-assurance. The learnings developed through 
the COP, particularly related to pedagogy, lesson planning, and new 
knowledge that the COP rating items addressed, may have made 
educators more confident in their ability to cultivate certain strengths 
in their students.

In this respect, the results align with the vision of Wenger-Trayner 
and Wenger-Trayner (2015) that a COP must not only include a 
domain and a community but also a practice that involves the 
development of “shared repertoires” through “sustained interaction” 
and often involves “growing confidence.” Low COP raters were not 
able to develop these shared repertoires and did not feel as strongly 
that their membership was affecting their practice. The results also 
align with research supporting the ability of COPs generally to 
encourage educator self-efficacy in teaching abilities (Tam, 2015; 
Voelkel and Chrispeels, 2017; Zonoubi et al., 2017).

In comparison, the results of Model 1 suggest that for some 
strengths, educators’ attitudes were already differentiated from one 
another prior to their engagement in the COP. For the strengths listed 
in Table 4, which included Honesty, Love, and Social Intelligence, 
higher COP raters entered the community already more confident that 
students would develop these strengths. They then remained more 
confident than lower COP raters over time. Multiple explanations are 
possible to explain this trend. For example, it may be that higher COP 
raters were educators who were already quite involved in their 

TABLE 4 Character strengths that displayed significant relationships between COP ratings and expectations of student character growth.

Character 
strength

Character 
factor 

(McGrath 
and 

Walker)

Virtue 
category 
(Jubilee 

Centre for 
Character 

and Virtues, 
University of 
Birmingham, 

2022)

Intercept 
(B0)

Standard 
error

Slope of 
meanCOPscore 

(B2)

Standard 
error

Slope 
of 

time 
(B1)

Standard 
error

Forgiveness Other-Directed Moral 6.39*** 0.39 0.51** 0.15 0.33 0.25

Gratitude Vitality Moral 6.80*** 0.40 0.49** 0.16 0.29 0.22

Honesty Self-Control Moral 7.39*** 0.29 0.35** 0.10 0.36 0.21

Humility Other-Directed Moral 6.25*** 0.39 0.53** 0.16 0.39 0.23

Kindness Other-Directed Moral 7.14*** 0.34 0.42** 0.14 0.29 0.22

Leadership Vitality Performance 6.65*** 0.32 0.31* 0.14 0.42** 0.15

Love Vitality Moral 6.70*** 0.38 0.43** 0.15 0.36 0.23

Love of 

Learning

Inquisitiveness Intellectual 6.95*** 0.37 0.45** 0.14 0.31 0.26

Religiousness Vitality Intellectual 5.85*** 0.46 0.45** 0.19 −0.28 0.25

Social 

intelligence

Vitality Civic 6.98*** 0.31 0.43*** 0.11 0.33 0.22

Teamwork Vitality Performance 7.48*** 0.32 0.33* 0.14 0.42* 0.17

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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TABLE 5 Character strengths that high COP raters were significantly more confident of growing in students than low COP raters.

Character 
strength

Character 
factor 
(McGrath 
and Walker)

Virtue category 
(Jubilee Centre 
for Character 
and Virtues, 
University of 
Birmingham, 
2022)

Intercept 
(B0)

Standard 
error

Slope of 
meanCOPscore 

(B2)

Standard 
error

Slope 
of time 

(B1)

Standard 
error

Slope of interaction 
term 

meanCOPscore*time 
(B3)

Standard 
error

Beauty/excellence Inquisitiveness Moral 6.32*** 0.39 0.06 0.20 0.30 0.24 0.30* 0.13

Hope Vitality Moral 6.66*** 0.41 0.18 0.21 0.48* 0.24 0.25* 0.12

Persistence/

perseverance

Self-

Control

Performance 6.87*** 0.31 −0.04 0.16 0.48* 0.21 0.32** 0.10

Perspective/wisdom Vitality Intellectual 6.82*** 0.31 −0.07 0.16 0.63*** 0.17 0.27** 0.08

Prudence Self-

Control

Intellectual 6.22*** 0.32 0.13 0.16 0.58** 0.20 0.24* 0.10

Self-regulation Self-

Control

Intellectual 6.50*** 0.37 0.17 0.19 0.32 0.23 0.36** 0.11

Zest Vitality Performance 6.47*** 0.35 0.23 0.17 0.22 0.18 0.22* 0.09

*p < 0.05; **p < 0.01; ***p < 0.001.
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classrooms and therefore believed strongly in their students’ 
development or had perhaps already been aware of certain character 
programs referenced above (e.g., Character.org). Institutionally, they 
may have had school cultures that supported particular character 
strengths (e.g., as is likely the case for participants from International 
Baccalaureate schools) (International Baccalaureate Organization, 
2015). Alternatively, they may have been the members who were 
particularly convinced from the beginning that the COP was going to 
help them develop these particular strengths and sought out the COP 
for this reason, resulting in self-selection bias amongst this group.

In terms of the specific character/virtue categories that were 
associated with COP ratings, it appears that the COP may have been 
most effective at cultivating or perpetuating a belief in the ability of 
teachers to encourage Vitality character strengths in McGrath and 
Walker’s (2016) factor analysis. Out of the 11 Vitality strengths, which 
include Religiousness and Leadership, only Bravery and Humor did 
not display any statistically significant relationship to either of the two 
models. Thus, teachers who highly rated the COP either entered 
strong (Model 1) or became stronger (Model 2) in their beliefs about 
students developing these character strengths. Because the lesson 
plans that teachers were implementing included a strong ethical 
component, including grappling with dilemmas, it may be that the 
COP was able to attract teachers who were already or were then 
convinced to reinforce ideas about the importance of students 
engaging beyond themselves with the wider world. The use of 
dilemmas in education has a long and wide history of allowing 
students to grapple with real-world situations and future possibilities 
(Power et al., 1989; Bateman, 2015; Flanagan, 2019). As educators 
taught students using dilemma scenarios throughout the lesson plans, 
these world-engagement strengths were then perhaps prominent for 
highly engaged COP members in how they believed they 
communicated with their students.

For Model 2, the significant character outcomes (Beauty/
Excellence, Hope, Persistence/Perseverance, Perspective/Wisdom, 

Prudence, Self-regulation, Zest) are notably tied to particular aspects 
of the curricular materials. The lesson plans themselves incorporate 
excellence, perspective-taking (with elements of social responsibility 
and ethical decision-making), and zest as a feeling of activation or 
enthusiasm. COP members who learned from the community likely 
believed they were developing expertise through social learning in the 
shared domain focus of the COP that could be  shared with their 
students in these topics that together represent the component 
elements of “good work.” The Hope, Persistence, Prudence, and Self-
regulation outcomes may indicate a collection of skills related to 
students’ ability to integrate discussions from the lesson plans with 
positivity, grit, and careful study.

Importantly, the VIA character strengths, McGrath and Walker’s 
character factor analysis, and the Jubilee Centre’s virtue taxonomy do 
not always neatly mirror one another, complicating the manner in 
which character strengths in general may be grouped (including in 
our own tables and appendices). For example, several of the VIA 
strengths, such as Hope and Religiousness, resist easy categorization 
as Moral, Civic, Intellectual, or Performance virtues. Additionally, the 
six character categories that continue to be  used by the VIA 
assessments (Wisdom, Courage, Humanity, Justice, Temperance, and 
Transcendence) (VIA Institute on Character, 2024a) do not resonate 
with McGrath and Walker’s factors (Vitality, Self-Control, 
Inquisitiveness, Other-Directed). More research and scholarship are 
needed in order to place the various and competing character 
strengths and virtues frameworks in closer conversation with one 
another and attempt to synthesize them into a coherent 
meta-taxonomy.

Despite the difficulties of definitive characterization of each of 
the measured strengths, the results further indicate that an educator 
COP can be an effective mechanism of encouraging deeper self-
efficacy or confidence among teachers in their practice, which in the 
case of this particular COP concerned their ability to teach specific 
character strengths to their students (see Table 5). Previous research 

FIGURE 2

Educator expectations of student hope development over time with COP rating interaction.
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appears not to have addressed whether these findings may 
be unique to COPs focused on character development themselves 
or whether such growth in perceived self-efficacy of teaching 
character would be common to educator COPs with other missions 
or thematic foci. Additional investigations of character-related 
outcomes associated with COP experiences are needed of both 
COPs that do and do not explicitly address character education. 
However, this study may indicate that COPs in character education 
have the potential to allow educators to refine their pedagogy, 
particularly when incorporating elements such as collaborative 
reflection, practical application solutions, and peer-to-peer support 
in both synchronous and asynchronous formats.

In sum, this study is important because COP participation and 
enjoyment has not previously been shown to amount to significant 
difference in teacher expectations of student character growth. The 
comparison between low and high COP raters that the data affords, 
and their difference in confidence development, allows us to speculate 
that educator COPs focused on character are likely to be an effective 
method of promoting character development in students. As the 
research team considers additional data collected during this study, 
the hope is that survey data from students may present similar trends 
in character strength growth, which may help to further confirm or 
raise deeper questions about the patterns of expected character 
development received from educators.

Limitations

This study includes several important limitations that may affect 
interpretation and the wide applicability or validity of the results. First, 
this study is correlational in nature and therefore cannot make any 
claims about the causal nature of The Good Project’s COP and its 
impact on teachers’ expectations for their students’ character growth. 
Although our results suggest that a character-focused COP may have 
a measurable impact on teachers’ expectations of specific elements of 
student character growth, further research is needed to tease apart the 
causal impact of COPs on teacher motivation, expectations, and beliefs. 
Certainly, it is possible that COPs not focused on character could 
potentially demonstrate similar outcomes. Furthermore, additional 
research is needed regarding any potential benefits to students or 
classroom practice as a result of these impacts on educator participants 
in the absence of direct measures of student outcomes in this paper.

Second, the sample of educators involved in the study were 
entirely self-selected, and therefore many of them were already 
interested in the teaching of character prior to joining the study. As 
acknowledged in our discussion of Model 1, the results may therefore 
be skewed, reflecting an existing willingness to learn about and teach 
character among the participants that was not fostered by the COP.

Third, the character strengths that were found to be significantly 
related to COP scores did not display a pattern that was always readily 
interpretable in relation to the concepts from the lesson plans. 
Strengths like love and religiousness were not foci of the COP, but 
results showed a significant connection between confidence in student 
development of these strengths and the COP ratings. The reason why 
these character traits in particular were significant may be due to a 
variety of pre-existing confounding factors that were not accounted 
for within the models, especially across such diverse settings and types 
of students as were included in the sample. For example, it is possible 

that educators teaching at schools with a religious component were 
more positive about the COP’s perceived alignment with their school 
missions and gave their experience higher ratings, resulting in an 
association between that particular character strength and COP 
scores. The use of quantitative methodologies in this study allowed us 
to examine growth in teachers’ expectations over time but also limited 
our ability to fully delve into teachers’ deeper conceptualizations of 
different character strengths.

Fourth, the COP rating scale was self-developed by the researchers 
and had not been extensively validated to ensure that it is a true 
reflection of participant experiences within the COP. Although we did 
test the scale for internal reliability, more analysis would be needed to 
ensure that the measure is valid and reliable within multiple contexts 
and populations.

Finally, while the research that led to the creation of The Good 
Project’s lesson plans was based in the United States, the COP included 
an international group of educators who were situated in very different 
contexts. The American research team recognizes their positionality 
means that there may be “blind spots” in the methodology and the 
interpretation of the results.

Conclusion

While encouraging, the results of this study point to a need for more 
attention to be devoted to teacher preparation in character education 
through COPs, which appear to continue to be under-utilized amongst 
practicing educators. Greater use of community learning in the form of 
COPs or other similar structures such as PLCs (Vescio et al., 2008) may 
help to close the gap between scholarship about virtues and character and 
their implementation in the teacher practice and policy within education 
(Walker et al., 2015). Through collective learning environments focused 
on pedagogical practice and student development, it may be possible that 
character can not only be “caught,” “taught,” and “sought” (Jubilee Centre 
for Character and Virtues, 2017) for students but for educators as well. 
Additionally, further research is needed to clarify the potential that 
educator self-efficacy developed within a COP context will have a 
demonstrable effect on student experiences or outcomes. The authors of 
this paper will be investigating this question in future publications. Future 
qualitative and quantitative research studies may confirm the hypothesis 
that COPs have a causal influence on educator member’s self-efficacy 
concerning their ability to impact the character development of 
their students.
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