THE PROMISE AND PERILS OF PROTOTYPING
Can We (and Should We)
Define Character Education?
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McGrath presents a prototyping proposal to better classify character education programs. He proposes 7 key
elements that can facilitate identifying more and less typical programs. This proposal appears to be a very
good start for improving the organization of the character education field and facilitating research. This com-
mentary highlights 4 areas of attention for how this proposal can be carried out. First, it seems important to
broaden the degree of participation in a prototyping endeavor so as to include important stakeholders and fos-
ter buy-in to support the effort. Second, a prototyping effort is field defining, so the content validity of a pro-
totyping model must be thoroughly vetted by a panel of experts in character education. The best procedure
would be an iterative one with attention to how many and which elements should be included. Third, the work
of prototyping is quintessentially theoretical in that the definitions of core concepts, their relations, and their
application are theoretical questions. The commentary explores key areas for deeper theoretical attention, par-
ticularly related to the question of identity development. Finally, empirical testing prior to implementation is
necessary to develop confidence in the construct validity of the prototype model.

I am delighted to have the opportunity to offer
some commentary on Robert McGrath’s
ambitious and forward-looking project of
defining a prototyping approach to character
education. I believe he has embarked on a use-
ful project because this very important domain
can benefit by clarifying what is central and
what is peripheral to it. My purpose in this
commentary is to highlight a set of concerns
and issues that emerge for me in considering
McGrath’s proposal. In doing so, I do not

intend to impede or impugn the project, but
rather to suggest that some unavoidable deci-
sions and operations must be undertaken prior
to its becoming a practical enterprise. I also
want to make clear that my suggestions are not
remonstrances for what McGrath “should”
have already included in the article. Rather,
they are ideas about how we might build out
the proposal presented in his article, if others
in the character education community agree
that it is a useful project.
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The rationale that McGrath proposes for the
development of a prototype for character edu-
cation programs (CEPs) is the lack of consen-
sus on which programs qualify as character
education, and the difficulties that ensue from
the absence of boundary clarity. This rings
true, particularly for researchers who want to
evaluate CEPs and for those who wish to cre-
ate a new program or revise an existing pro-
gram. A prototyping process could clarify the
central features that constitute CEPs.
McGrath’s goal is to find a proper definitional
balance that will avoid the (1) deficiency of
having too few differentiating criteria, which
would thereby include programs that are
weakly related to character education and
(2) an excess of restrictive and exclusionary
criteria that would rule out programs that are
related to character education. Approaching
the identification of properly considered CEPs
through some form of prototypical analysis
seems to be a useful way to assist the field to
productively manage the considerable diver-
sity within it. The variations in CEPs can be
accommodated while still distinguishing them
from programs that do not focus on character
development. 1 agree with McGrath that
domain specification through essentialist or
natural kinds approaches would serve this
complex conceptual terrain very poorly.

Given this clear and worthwhile aim,
McGrath presents a brief conceptual under-
standing of prototyping and proposes an initial
prototype framework for locating programs in
the CEP space. His article is clearly written,
and he pursues his aims in a systematic and
informative manner. This makes McGrath’s
proposal a good start, but if it is to be the start
of something, it would be wise for us to be
clear about what is being started. It seems to
me that the attempt to define a prototyping pro-
cess is to define a prototype, which is to define
a field. That is a very ambitious project, and it
is a project that can only succeed if it is shared
by a large proportion of those who comprise
the field. I do not believe that any individual,
regardless of intentions or status, can sin-
gle-handedly define a field of study and educa-
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tion. I am not suggesting that McGrath meant
to claim such an exalted role, and he does say
that his “goal is to provide a starting point for
dialog among experts about what would con-
stitute an optimal prototype for character edu-
cation” (p. 25). I see my task as setting out
some of the unspoken steps that seem neces-
sary for this proposal to be successful and use-
ful. The steps that are clear to me now involve
participation, consensus, theoretical work, and
validity assessment.

PARTICIPATION

The general idea of McGrath’s proposal
sounds useful to me, but I am a virtue theorist
and researcher rather than a character educator
or program evaluator. So, the first question
that I have regards how widely the concern
about domain specification is shared by the
people involved in CEPs, including character
educators, effectiveness researchers, educa-
tional administrators, and policy makers,
among others. If domain specification is not a
widely held worry, then we can stop and thank
McGrath for a well-articulated, but unneces-
sary proposal. My guess is that many people
will see this as an important issue, but this
ought to be demonstrated through a survey or a
vote or some means of establishing a wide-
spread perception of the need for greater defi-
nition of the field. Otherwise this proposal
becomes another academic exercise that does
not go beyond one person’s assessment, even
if that evaluation is entirely correct.

The second form of participation would be
for the character education community to
endorse a proposal for addressing domain
boundary specification. McGrath has given us
a good rationale for approaching it through
prototyping. Doing so effectively will require
buy-in from the relevant stakeholders. Field
definition is only worthwhile to the extent that
it is shared by those inhabiting the field. Short
of that, statements about what does or does not
belong in a domain are only pronouncements
that will, at best, cultivate camps within a
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discipline. In addition, prototyping requires
more than general agreement about its poten-
tial usefulness. It should also include develop-
ing a consensus about its contents.

CONSENSUSBUILDING

I used the gerund form in the section title
because consensus is more a process than a
result, and McGrath did recognize that “the
development of a technical prototype is an
evolving process that is open to debate” (p.
33). Yet he did not describe how that process
could unfold. We can, of course, reach consen-
sus on a question at a given point in time, but
consensus at any given point in time needs to
be nurtured, revisited, revised, reconsidered,
and re-established because domains of effort
change, people come and go, and needs
evolve. I suggest that, in working toward con-
sensus, it is important to start at the beginning.
In this case, that means gathering input on the
crucial features of CEPs. McGrath’s proposal
seems like a reasonable starting point, but it
should be vetted by an expert panel. To what
degree does a representative sample of the best
minds in the character education community
agree with his formulation? How might they
want to amend it? How many features should
this prototyping process have? What should
those features be? There are many questions to
be answered.

I recognize that this is no simple task, and
there is no guarantee that anything like consen-
sus can be reached. Moreover, even with a
basic consensus, differences of opinion and
priority will inevitably continue. But without a
reasonably consensual approach to prototyp-
ing, McGrath’s proposal cannot rise above
being an idiosyncratic suggestion. If, however,
a respected group of leaders can agree, in the
main, about what defines CEPs as CEPs, then
there is hope that a prototyping process may
accomplish the aims for which it was designed.

It seems to me that consensus building
would take an iterative form, with an initial
proposal, such as the one McGrath provides,
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followed by rounds of feedback and revision
until the expert panel can endorse the proposal.
A valid prototyping process would continue to
be reviewed and revised throughout its useful
life to remain relevant and informative as con-
ditions change. It is also important, however,
for this review and revision process to be
guided by more than opinion and practical
concerns. In my view, it is also vital that it be
guided by good virtue theory and research
(Cokelet & Fowers, 2018; Fowers, Carroll,
Leonhardt, & Cokelet, 2018).

VIRTUE THEORY

McGrath refers to virtue theory twice in his
article, including a differentiation of character
and skills development, and a comment about
“essential elements of character” (p. 15). He
states that theory can enhance CEPs, and, I
assume he believes that theory can enhance the
development of a prototype model as well. 1
certainly believe that theory is important for
both and that there is far more theoretical work
to be done in both programing and prototyping
endeavors. It seems to me that prototyping is
one of the most important forms of theorizing
because the aim of prototyping is to set a con-
ceptual definition on an entire field. If that is
true, then the theory guiding the prototype
model must be made explicit and it must be
vetted by experts.

Virtue theory is a very large topic, with
many books and articles devoted to it, so I can
only make a few broad recommendations
about some salient points here. It seems to me
that there is a set of essential concepts that
should inform prototyping. McGrath does
refer to my top priority of situating discussions
of virtue within discussions of human flourish-
ing, as all of the ancient Greek philosophers—
the most prominent sources of virtue theory—
did. But he mentions flourishing very briefly,
and he intimates tension between individual
and communal flourishing. The relations
between the individual and communal good is
a vital theoretical question that requires more
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attention. There are some useful resources that
provide helpful ways to conceive the relation-
ship between individual and communal goods
(e.g., Fowers, 2005, 2012; Marujo & Neto,
2017), so we need not start from scratch on this
issue.

McGrath also incorporates my second theo-
retical priority by including training in practi-
cal wisdom as one of the elements of his
prototype, although he was more tentative than
I would be on this point. The vital role of prac-
tical wisdom is often overlooked by scholars
and educators interested in character, but it is
widely understood as central among virtue the-
orists (e.g., Fowers, 2003; Kristjansson, 2015;
Schwartz & Sharpe, 2006). McGrath also rec-
ognizes the important point that practical wis-
dom is not simply a virtue like any other,
avoiding the mistake that Peterson and Selig-
man (2004) made in seeing wisdom as no more
central to character than courage or temper-
ance. Rather, practical wisdom is the capacity
to decide which virtues are relevant to a given
situation, what actions would constitute those
virtues in the specific circumstances, and in
prioritizing virtues in one’s actions.

Third, character development is seen by
most virtue theorists as a process of habitua-
tion, to which McGrath refers as the develop-
ment of habits, and elaborates with the
prototypical feature of identity. Although his
definition of character development in terms of
developing the whole person in a narrative
identity is useful, narrative identity is a formal,
and therefore, contentless definition. After all,
there are many kinds of narrative identity.
Contrary to McGrath’s belief that narrative
identity differentiates character habituation
and skills development, there is no reason that
a narrative identity could not be formed around
an individual’s development as a highly skilled
person who has progressed from being a nov-
ice to an expert through a series of experiences
and training and now identifies as a master of a
domain (any domain at all). An even more tell-
ing example of the lack of content specifica-
tion of the concept of narrative identities is that
they can be formed for the development of
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vicious persons as well. Indeed, one of the
most interesting questions about vicious char-
acter is how it develops in a life. McGrath may
have been better served by including some-
thing more specific, such as the concept of a
moral identity, which is defined by a commit-
ment to acting morally (e.g., Blasi, 1994). The
important point is that the identity ideal for
character development that he or any other
character education specialist must be spelled
out. To his credit, McGrath indicates that this
identity will include “positive psychological
attributes” and “moral growth” that will con-
tribute to “social good” or “personal good”
without harming others. The trouble is that the
meaning of these terms are not obvious and are
in need of definition and elaboration. There are
many ways to conceptualize each of these
terms, and some versions will be easier to
endorse and more useful than others. There are
and should be many voices in these core defi-
nitional questions, which means that there will
be variations in identity ideals across CEPs.
From a virtue theory perspective, an identity
ideal should be recognizable as a vision of a
distinctly good human being, with the meaning
of goodness spelled out in reasonable detail.
There are different ways that this can be done,
but we would expect a clear family resem-
blance among these character ideals.

The concept of habituation raises a fourth
theoretical issue on which many versions of
character theory and education falter. There is
a great deal of interest in the concept of
self-control among many scholars and educa-
tors (e.g., Baumeister & Exline, 2000; Peter-
son & Seligman, 2004). This is understandable
because self-control is often crucial to acting
properly for imperfect creatures. Yet
self-control is neither a virtue nor a goal in
most versions of virtue theory (Fowers, 2008;
Woodruff, 2001). The reason for this is that the
goal of character habituation is to become the
kind of person who wants to act in the best
way. Having a virtue means that an individual
is characteristically motivated to act according
to that virtue when it is appropriate to do so.
Self-control is generally unnecessary to the
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virtuous because engaging self-control means
that one has fallen short of the proper motiva-
tion attendant to virtue. Self-control can be
seen as an essential element along the way to
the development of a virtuous character
because acting as if one has a virtue is the way
to become a person with that virtue. Self-con-
trol is a core feature of continence, a character
state wherein one acts well despite contrary
desires. Continent action is, of course, more
desirable than acting poorly, and it can be seen
as a step toward developing a virtuous charac-
ter, but self-control is not an endpoint.
McGrath cites his own work and that of others
endorsing self-control as a virtue (McGrath,
2015; Park, Tsukayama, Goodwin, Patrick, &
Duckworth, 2016), but this falls short of the
ideal of an individual who identifies with vir-
tue sufficiently to be characteristically and
spontaneously motivated to act virtuously. It is
important to recognize that the inclusion of
self-control as a factor in McGrath’s factor
analytic results is an artifact of the inclusion of
self-control in the Values in Action Inventory
of Strengths (VIA-IS) rather than a demonstra-
tion of its importance for character.

McGrath advocates a  whole-person
approach to character education, which is con-
sistent with most virtue theorists’ views. Yet
this consensus is not very deep because some
virtue theorists hold a strong unity of the vir-
tues position (e.g., Socrates, Aristotle, Wolf,
2007), which suggests that having one virtue
means having all the virtues. Others hold a
weak unity of the virtues view (e.g., Adams,
2006; Sherman, 1989), which means, roughly,
that having one virtue makes having others
more likely. Others hold that there is no unity
of the virtues because a person can hold one or
a few virtues independently (e.g., Peterson &
Seligman, 2004) or even that virtues are highly
localized to specific kinds of situations
(Miller, 2013). CEPs and a prototype for them
merit more in-depth discussions of the unity of
virtue question, because it is central to any
concept of character.

McGrath notes that “efforts at an integrated
character education program can be enhanced
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by theory about the essential elements of char-
acter” (p. 15). He then cites his factor analytic
results (McGrath, 2015) as a theoretical
resource indicating a possible three-virtue
structure for CEPs. Clearly, factor analysis can
be one source of data to inform theory, but it is
not theory. In addition, the three-factor result
he cites emerged from self-report responses to
the VIA-IS and is therefore only applicable to
the extent that one conceptualizes character
based on that measure. Few virtue theorists
would accept the VIA-IS as a paradigmatic
model of virtue, and most virtue lists differ sig-
nificantly from both the original VIA-IS model
and from McGrath’s results. Of course, there is
no consensus list of virtues (and there never
has been a single list). There is not even a con-
sensus view on how such a list is best formu-
lated or on what sort of research could
establish agreement about a particular list.
This means that those who design, implement,
and study character education need to formu-
late the set of character strengths they foster in
a careful and informed manner, but without the
assumption that they are working from a
canonical list. Rather than debating the con-
tents of a virtue list, most virtue theorists focus
more on discussing how and in what contexts a
character strength contributes to a good life.

This short and far from exhaustive list of
theoretical issues indicates that there are vital
theoretical questions attendant to creating a
prototype for CEPs. Other topics, such as the
skill/character strength distinction McGrath
discusses, the place of vice in virtue theory,
whether it is possible to “overuse or underuse”
virtues, and components of virtues (knowl-
edge, behavior, motivation, and disposition)
also merit theoretical exploration on the way to
a useful prototype. This discussion indicates
that the role of theory in McGrath’s prototype
proposal has been underplayed. A proposed
prototype meant to guide the evaluation of
many programs requires a stronger conceptual
basis to justify the judgments that are made
within it. A prototype that is used to evaluate
programs should also have empirical justifica-
tion.
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PROTOTYPE VALIDITY

In addition to participation, consensus build-
ing, and theory incorporation, the potential
importance of a prototype model necessitates a
thorough empirical assessment of its validity.
The participation of stakeholders and the itera-
tive development of a prototype model would
form the initial stages of this validity assess-
ment by assessing its content validity. Once
the prototype model is formulated, it should be
further evaluated before it is used for any con-
sequential appraisals of CEPs.

The first question is whether individuals
using the prototype model can conduct the rat-
ings in a reliable way. What kind of training or
documentation is necessary to facilitate reli-
able ratings? Once there is evidence for the
reliability of the ratings, it is necessary to
investigate whether the prototype ratings func-
tion in the intended manner. At a basic level,
can the ratings be used to discriminate between
bona fide CEPs and other educational pro-
grams designed to increase prosociality? Does
the prototype model perform this function bet-
ter than a categorization scheme based on a
reasonable set of essential features? This ques-
tion would be particularly important in border-
line cases, wherein the prototype model should
be superior to one based on essential features.

Another way to look at prototype validity is
to ask whether the prototyping process is ben-
eficial to people designing, implementing,
revising, and studying CEPs. Will a single pro-
totype model serve all these needs or do these
users require different versions of it? Can peo-
ple designing or revising a program use the
prototype model as a guideline? Does the pro-
totype model discriminate helpfully as an
inclusion criterion for studies of CEPs? What
is an appropriate demarcation for discriminat-
ing CEPs from other programs that promote
prosociality? Although such discriminations
would not be absolute because the underlying
understanding of prototyping is that there will
be resemblances among the full spectrum of
prosociality programs, a stated purpose of the
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prototype model was to be able to make defen-
sible discriminations among programs.
McGrath exemplifies this with two hypotheti-
cal programs that both obtain a rating of 4/7,
but that is just a hypothetical. What is needed
is a good rationale and supportive evidence
that the number that is used for demarcation
has the meaning that is attributed to it.
Although interpretation of ratings at the
extremes will be simple, users will need to
know how to interpret the results of prototype
scores in the middle of the range. Clarity on
interpreting middling ratings is vital because
that is the real point of a prototype model. Dis-
criminating fully prototypical CEPs from pro-
grams that do not have anything to do with
character education does not require a proto-
type model.

My intention in these comments has been to
outline the steps that I see as necessary for the
successful development of a prototype. In my
view, McGrath makes a good case for its
potential value and he makes an intriguing
beginning with his proposal. Yet I believe that
a good prototyping model will require consid-
erably more effort to include character educa-
tion stakeholders and to develop a consensus
about a prototype model that is theoretically
and empirically defensible. I hope my com-
ments are useful in the development of this
potentially useful tool.
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