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2CHARACTER EDUCATION

This handbook provides a practical introduction to the evaluation of character education in primary and 
secondary schools. It:

T provides advice, guidance and tools to enable schools to implement the principles and practice of self-
evaluation to enhance and improve their character education provision; 

T is intended to be a source of inspiration that schools should adapt to their own context;

T is based on the premise that by using varied forms of self-evaluation teaching staff can develop a holistic and 
formative picture of their school’s character education profile; and 

T is designed to support the recent movement in schools to self-evaluate practice. School-led approaches to self-
evaluation are now commonplace in most schools, including the Ofsted Framework, whereby inspectors often 
use the outcomes from self-evaluation as the starting point for their inspections. 

Section 1 offers an introduction to self-evaluation and outlines important principles, limitations and 
procedures. It also provides an overview of the nature of character and character education. It is important to read 
this section before planning an evaluation. 

Section 2 provides a framework for schools to evaluate their whole school character education provision. The 
primary and secondary frameworks should be used as a best-fit model and schools should adapt the frameworks 
to meet their needs. 

Section 3 looks at the different approaches and methods that could be used to self-evaluate formal or non-
formal curriculum interventions, strategies and activities designed to develop character. There are sub-sections on 
the use of surveys and self-report scales, observations of lessons, group interviews and dilemmas. It starts with a 
more general overview on the nature and use of self-evaluation methods and instruments. 

Section 4 explains how students’ self-reflection can support the development of character and more 
specifically practical wisdom. This section includes examples of different schools’ approaches to student self-
reflection on character. 

Before planning your evaluation
Prior to making decisions about the evaluation strategies and resources to be adopted from this handbook, it is 
important for those undertaking the evaluation to:

T identify the focus of the evaluation – e.g. whole school approach (section 2); a one-off intervention  
(section 3); or students’ self-reflection (section 4);

T agree the definition of character they wish to use, including the language and concepts that underpin their 
understanding (section 1);

T understand important principles in the evaluation of character education (section 1); 

T acknowledge the limitations of evaluations in character education (sections 1 and 3.6);

T determine the time that can be committed and the expertise that can be drawn on for the evaluation (section 1 
and perspectives on evaluating curriculum strategies and activities within section 3). 

The answers to these questions will determine which evaluation strategies should be adopted from this handbook. 
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3 CHARACTER EDUCATION
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Navigating the handbook 
It is presumed that users of this handbook will not read the document cover-to-cover, but will instead pick and 
choose to read appropriate parts depending on the topics that are relevant to their evaluation. The following 
diagram offers some further points of navigation through the handbook. 

Are you interested in…?

…learning more about character and virtues  
and debates around how they can be evaluated?

SEE SECTION 1

…agreeing the definition of character within a school, including the language and concepts 
that underpin the school’s understanding of these concepts?

SEE SECTION 1

…acknowledging the limitations of evaluations in character education?

SEE SECTION 1 SEE SECTION 3.6

…determining the time that can be committed and the expertise  
that can be drawn on for the evaluation?

SEE SECTION 1 SEE SECTION 3

…identifying the focus of an evaluation?

Whole school approach?
SEE SECTION 2

A single intervention?
SEE SECTION 3

Students’ self-reflection?
SEE SECTION 4
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CHARACTER EDUCATION EVALUATION – 
SOME TAKEAWAY LESSONS FROM  
THIS HANDBOOK

Purposes of evaluation
T Evaluating how a whole school’s culture and ethos contributes to character education  

Use the primary and secondary self-evaluation framework in section 2

T Evaluating the effectiveness of a character education strategy, activity or approach  

Use a method and/or tool detailed in section 3 

T Self-reflection on character by students 
Use an approach and/or resource detailed in section 4 

Principles of evaluation (see pages 17-18) 
T Undertake formative not summative evaluation 

T Value and understand the importance of professional judgments

T Use mixed methods to triangulate evidence to get the fullest possible picture 

T Use multiple voices in the evaluation

T Prioritise professional development

T Recognise and acknowledge the limitations of evaluating character

Limitations of evaluation
Because of the complex nature of character, and the specific difficulties attached to observing virtue in 
practice, it is not feasible or desirable to aim for the aggregation of individual character and virtue profiles, 
as the results can become counter-productive, philosophically, psychologically and educationally. 

We encourage discretion and circumspection in any aspiration to  
measure virtue holistically.

CHARACTER EDUCATION
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