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Abstract 
School has never been only about teaching its students new information. The influence on their 
character and behaviour is undeniable. 

There are many ways how to include character education into everyday educational system (and with 
that the curriculum). One of them – and many researchers believe it to be a good way – is to teach the 
values through the literature classes. 

Connecting values and literature bears some positives and researchers agree on it being a very easy 
and natural process. Books have the power to change people’s thinking and with that their character. 
They can help them learn the difference between good and evil and can help them understand their own 
self and its place in today’s world. 

The combination of character education and literature might be the answer to how to incorporate values 
into the everyday life of today’s young people. 

In this article, we focus on the combination of literature and character education. Firstly, we explain 
some of the positives of combining these two. Then, we also suggest a way such classes can be done 
in order to help other teachers to adopt this approach. We use our experience in the field of character 
education from the quasi-experiment we are currently conducting. 

Keywords: character education, values, students, secondary school, reading, books, literature classes, 
quasi-experiment. 

1 INTRODUCTION 
We can define character education (also known as moral education or character development) as “the 
deliberate effort by schools, families, and communities to help young people understand, care about, 
and act upon core ethical values”. (The Character Educational Partnership) Sipos (2016) explains that 
for the character education to work, the whole school needs to be part of it and it has to be implemented 
into the school climate and curriculum. 

Core values (or virtues) are a given set of qualities we expect other people to have. Different schools 
and programs use different sets of values, but generally they do not differ very much. We could say they 
are quite universal. O’Sullivan (2004) speaks of kindness, honesty, justice, courage and sympathy. The 
Character counts coalition (Josephson, 2006) works with trustworthiness, respect, responsibility, justice, 
caring and citizenship. The values change according to the approach taken (and possibly there is also 
a geographical element), for example in America, character education has always been connected to 
the idea of the American dream, and the list of values was created according to that. (Josephson, 2002) 

The concept of character education is not a new one. We can say that values have always been part of 
education. (Bruce, 2004) Brooks and Thompson (2005) explain that teaching children to read, write and 
count can only mean something if these skills can be used to make them more human.  

Doyle (1997) finds the roots of character education in old Greece. He adds that the aim of schools was 
profoundly this – to teach children to behave and be good. Skinner (2004) speaks of Plato and Aristotle 
working with the character of students and Carus (2004) also mentions Isocrates. 

As was already said, character education has been especially important in America. It has roots in the 
very beginning of creating this nation. Josepson (2002) says that there was an obvious relationship 
between the moral education and success of American democracy system. Ryan (2003) explains that 
America wanted to create a system that would lead the children to adopt the civic virtues (such as 
courage, justice, respect, responsibility, integrity etc. listed in the Bill of Rights). Watz (2011) connects 
it with such names as Benjamin Franklin, Horace Mann or William McGuffey. 
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In the past, character education has been taught in connection to religion. This has changed in the 
second part of nineteenth century when the values were firstly taught without the religious subtext. 
(Mulkey, 2013) 

Nowadays, the concept of character education is again at its peak. There are many researchers and 
organizations dealing with the values-centred education. Namely, we can mention such organizations 
as The Character Educational Partnership, The Character Counts Coalition or Achievement First. There 
are programs such as Across Ages, I Can Problem Solve, Peace Builders or Roots of Empathy and 
many more (Berkowitz, Bier, 2005,2007,2008) Character education is connected to names like Lickona, 
Sipos, Kristjánsson, Berkowitz or Kohlberg. 

2 TEACHING CHARACTER THROUGH BOOKS 
The ways of approaching character education at schools vary. The overall thought is that it should be 
part of every-day education, possibly practiced throughout the whole spectrum of school subjects, as 
part of the curriculum. Some subjects are more suitable for it then others, literature being one of them.  

Edgington (2002) believes that books have the power to change the readers, to make them think. They 
offer us situations when we need to act and decide what is good (or bad). The obstacles characters 
meet effect our morals. 

For the books to work like this, the teacher needs to choose the right stories. Such that have some 
conflict in them, with believable story-line and characters which the students can identify with. After 
reading, there are many activities that can be done to intensify the experience, such as simple 
discussion, creating a different (better) ending, dramatization etc. (Leming, 2000, Edgington, 2002) 

O’Sullivan (2004) says that books can help children distinguish between good and evil and by reading 
them they become better people themselves, without even realising it. 

If we want our literature classes to work this way, we need to pay attention to the needs of our students, 
get to know them and choose such books that would challenge them to think outside the box and make 
them question their own actions. Gibney (2012) explains that there is no magic list of books that would 
work anywhere at any time. We always need to choose the books according to the students we have in 
our class – considering their age, taste, current situation etc.  

Researchers have different approaches to choosing the “right” books. Some work with young adult 
books (such as Edgington or Newcomb, 2014), others choose children’s books (for example O’Sullivan) 
and some simply use favourite books of their students (Holdaway, 2001). The general idea is to use 
fiction, which is seen as a type of literature with the highest effect. (McGeown, 2014) 

There has been some research connected specifically to teaching character education through 
literature. Some of the experts are Edgington (2002) or Newcomb (2014), both working with Young Adult 
literature. Leming (2000) conducted an experiment incorporating values to reading where there were 
stories read to children throughout the school year and they discussed them. Gibney (2012) connects 
reading to emotions. O’Sullivan (2004) uses children’s literature to make her students think in different 
contexts and believes such stories make them more moral. 

There are some studies dealing with the character education (connected to literature), but we believe 
more research in this area is needed. Even though the idea of character education (ethics education) is 
part of the Framework Educational Programme, in our country the efforts to work with this concept are 
very rare and we miss some thorough long-term research in this area. 

3 METHODOLOGY 
As it was said, thorough research in the area of character education is missing in our country. For that, 
we created a quasi-experiment dealing with character education and literature at the secondary school. 
Since we are working with already existing classes at school, randomization was not possible, hence 
quasi-experiment. (Fraenkel et al., 2012) 

Throughout one school year, we work with the children aged 11 – 13. In the experimental groups 
(classes) we teach literature through character education. We choose the books according to what the 
students like and the current situation. We welcome discussions, the students take their own books into 
the classroom and we try to introduce as many genres as possible (including comic books, fantasy or 
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adventure books). In the control groups (classes), students are taught the way they are used to, the 
teacher uses readers and character education is not incorporated into the classes. 

In the beginning of our experiment, as a pre-test, the students were given questionnaires and tests of 
their reading skills. As a post-test, after one school year, they will receive the same questionnaire and 
reading skill tests. We will then compare whether they improved in any way in their reading and 
especially whether there was any shift in their relationship to reading. Firstly, we will compare each of 
their results before and after. And then we will also compare the results of control and research groups 
(classes). Other methods are observation throughout the school year and interviews with students. As 
support methods, we will be able to use their own writings and drawings and reactions from our literary 
lessons. 

In our experiment, we approached one secondary school, not unique in any way. Part of the research 
are students from 6th and 7th grades in this school, which gives us the number of approximately a 
hundred students.  

In the beginning of the experiment, we gave our students questionnaires asking about their reading 
preferences. We wanted to know whether they read in their free time, use the library, were raised in a 
home where people are readers and what books they like to read. We were also trying to discover 
whether they enjoy the literature classes at school and asked them to suggest some ways to improve 
the classes so they could enjoy them more. We used the collected data to choose the books we are 
reading and it also helped us with the methods our students might prefer. Throughout the year we also 
work with the current needs of our students and we choose the books according to their reactions. 
Sometimes they bring their own books into the classroom. 

We wanted to discover whether character education can be easily connected to literature in our 
environment and possibly to help other teachers with incorporating it to their everyday teaching. With 
that we bear in mind that reading is strongly connected to emotions of people and that can be used to 
our advantage. We try to work with inner motivation of our students, believing that if they read what they 
like, it makes them read more and more practice in reading makes them better readers (and of course 
creates a life-long habit of reading). 

4 LITERARY PIECES USED IN OUR STUDY 
We mainly use discussion and let our students to express their feelings when reading the stories. We 
connect literature to writing and arts when possible, so they can express in more ways then just 
speaking. We always try to connect the stories to their own lives, giving them the possibility to identify 
with the characters and make it as real as possible for them.  

In the classes we try to work with what our students like or already know. With Norse Mythology by Neil 
Gaiman, we started by connecting the stories to the well-known comics/movie versions by Marvel. Later 
on, they were able to compare the characters of Thor and Loki and how they are presented in the movies 
and in Gaiman’s version of their lives. When reading the book Fortunatelly, the Milk (also by Neil 
Gaiman), we worked with their imagination. They created their own stories about meeting aliens and 
other creatures according to their wishes. We also discussed different stereotypes, because this story 
is full of those.  

The book Confessions of an Imaginary Friend by Michelle Cuevas tells a story of an imaginary boy going 
on an adventure searching for his own identity. And along the way he helps some children. We created 
a list of things we would like to do if we could just leave our home and go whereever. At one point in the 
story, Jacques Papier (the imaginary boy) talks about colours with one of the children he met. They 
create new colours that don’t have a name but should. We came up with names of such colours and the 
students could describe how they imagine them in their head.  

Other time, we worked with a book by Czech author 3333 km to James that says a story of a young boy 
and his estranged father travelling by bikes to Santiago, doing their own Way of Saint James. We 
discussed their family situation and the symbolism of travelling. There was a moment, when the main 
character finished the journey and he reached the finish but he felt like he was only at the beginning. 
The students talked about why he felt like this and came up with different interpretations of his thoughts. 

With imagination works also the story of Tom in Tom’s Midnight Garden (by Ann Philippa Pearce). Young 
boy named Tom is forced to spend his summer holidays with his uncle and aunt and one night, he 
discovers a garden behind their house, that wasn’t there the day before. Ever since he visits the garden 
during the night, making a friend with girl called Hatty there. Our students created their own gardens 
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and we worked with their senses, describing the colours they can see and what they smell when they 
visit their garden.  

We visited the land of animals in The Wild Robot (by Peter Brown), a story of a robot that ends up on 
an island full of wild animals and has to learn to live among them. They could compare robots and 
animals, finding some character traits they had in common. The robot Roz befriends the animals and 
learns to speak their language. The students discussed how they would love to be able to speak with 
their beloved pets at home, listening to what they think and how they are.  

Not being limited by one reader gives us the opportunity to react to what our students enjoy and answer 
in kind. We have a general idea what we want to do with them during the school year but those are only 
broad topics or genres such as books with an animal hero or old stories (myths, legends etc.). We can 
spontaneously omit something or stay with an interesting topic for longer than planned. And we combine 
our choices with those of our students, so at times, they are the teachers to others, showing them their 
favourite books or story they are reading at the moment. 

5 RESULTS 
We haven’t reached the end of our research yet, but so far we can say that the combination of character 
education and literature is a meaningful one. We have had many fruitful discussions along the way and 
generally, the students react very well to this approach.  

Combining values and literature is a very natural and easy way to practice character education at 
schools. And the fact that we do not use one specific reader gives us the freedom to prepare plans 
according to our student’s needs and preferences.  

Only the comparing of our pre-tests and post-tests will tell us the difference but from the reactions of our 
students we can say they enjoy the lessons and they come back to some of the used books. We believe 
the process of choosing books for reading to be a key one and all the teachers should pay their attention 
to the needs of their students to provide them as suitable books as possible in the literature lessons. 

6 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS 
Although character education is at spotlight for the past couple of decades, we believe there is still much 
to do in this area. A thorough research needs to be conducted, especially in those countries where 
character education isn’t as spread as in others, including the Czech Republic. 

Kohn (1997) speaks of ways how character education is taught and should not be, giving examples of 
schools creating a value of a day kind of programmes and forcing their students to proclaim the values 
without any deeper sense.  

We cannot automatically presume that all that are working with values at schools mean well, since there 
might be some hidden motives behind this approach (might it be the effort to create well-behaved 
mindless students out of our children or some other agenda).  

Also, the concept of character education is difficult because of its ambiguity. Even to define what is and 
what isn’t character education is a hard matter, since the values are a complicated concept. Kristjánsson 
(2013) tries to get to the core of character education and discusses some of the most feared myths and 
misgivings surrounding it. 

We truly believe in the character education being a meaningful concept and we would like to work in this 
way and possibly provide this information to other keen researchers and teachers that would like to use 
character education in their studies or teaching. 

The research was conducted under the auspices of the project IGA_PdF_2019_031. 
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