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The LifeStories for Kids series is a school-based, storytelling intervention for elementary school students

designed to increase life skills and character education. To assess the effectiveness of the program for improv-

ing children’s social behavior, 1,975 students in 4 elementary schools in central North Carolina participated

in a program evaluation. Using a quasi-experimental design with covariate adjustment for initial differences,

schools were randomly assigned either to the intervention or control groups. In the intervention group, all reg-

ular education teachers implemented parallel versions of the program (for Grades K-2 and 3-5) as part of the

school curriculum. Students participating in the intervention experienced statistically significant improve-

ments in social behavior (K-2 program: improved prosocial skills and decreased direct aggression; 3-5 pro-

gram: decreased direct aggression and immature–impulsive behavior) as compared to students in the control

group. Discussion focuses on the effectiveness of LifeStories for Kids as a preventive, school-based character

education program.

Character education (CE) has a long and

evolving history within the U.S. educational

system, beginning with the character education

movement of the 1920s and 1930s, reemerging

in the moral education models of the 1960s,

and continuing today, in part through federal

government emphasis and funding (Leming,

1997). In the 1990s, the U.S. Congress

endorsed character education in Public Law

103-301 (U.S. Senate, 1993), and President

Clinton extended the discussion through the

White House Conferences on Character Edu-

cation in 1995-98. The federal focus on char-

acter education continues, as evidenced by the

pattern of funding to implement CE programs

and the current strategic goal of the U.S.
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Department of Education to promote strong

character and citizenship among our nation’s

youth (U.S. Department of Education, 2004).

CE is the deliberate, proactive effort to pro-

mote core values or traits as the basis of good

character (Lickona, 1991). This national

movement fosters positive social communities

within schools through intervention efforts tar-

geting specific positive character traits (e.g.,

respect and responsibility; Berkowitz & Bier,

2005). CE emphasizes core, universal values

that are good for both the individual and soci-

ety by combining direct teaching and commu-

nity-building strategies in various ways to

promote personal and social integrity and the

development of virtues, moral reasoning, and

other personal assets (Vessels, 1998). 

National education associations, such as the

Character Education Partnership (CEP), have

defined three content areas commonly targeted

through CE initiatives: (1) social skills and

social awareness training, (2) training in per-

sonal improvement through self-management

and awareness, (3) and problem-solving/deci-

sion-making training (Berkowitz & Bier,

2005). Similar to many school-based interven-

tion/prevention programs, implementation of

CE programs within schools is expected to

result in positive changes across several key

areas, including (1) student behavior and

school adjustment (e.g., decreased bullying,

increased prosocial behavior); (2) school

safety (e.g., decreased school suspensions and

increased perceived safety); and (3) overall

school climate, (e.g., sense of community and

belonging).

Despite the potential value of CE programs

for schools, the research supporting their use is

limited. Increasingly, boards of education and

governmental funding programs, such as Safe

Schools/Healthy Students and Healthy People

2010, are emphasizing accountability for pro-

grams funded and used in the schools (U.S.

Department of Education, 2005). However,

empirically rigorous scientific outcome

research is rare in the CE field (Mayer & Cobb,

2000). As a result, there is a pressing need for

empirical research on the efficacy of CE pro-

grams and increasing demand by schools for

research-supported programs (Mayer & Cobb,

2000).

Although character education programs his-

torically have been largely supported by anec-

dote and personal testimony, researchers are

increasingly using quasi-experimental and

causal-comparative studies to develop a scien-

tific knowledge base for character education

(Berkowitz & Bier, 2004; Leming, 1997). For

example, several studies have documented the

positive impact of the Child Development

Project (Solomon, Battistich, Watson, Schaps,

& Lewis, 2000), a comprehensive elementary

school reform program to promote moral rea-

soning and sense of community, including sig-

nificant reduction in antisocial behaviors and

drug use (Solomon et al., 2000), enhanced

sense of community (Solomon, Watson, Bat-

tistich, & Schaps, 1996), and increased proso-

cial classroom behaviors (Solomon, Watson,

Delucchi, & Schaps, 1988) for treatment as

compared to no-treatment control schools. The

All Stars Character Education program also

has been scientifically evaluated (Harrington,

Giles, Hoyle, Feeney, & Yungbluth, 2001)

showing that participating students evidenced

a significant drop in aggressive, antisocial

behavior at school compared to control stu-

dents. In general, research supports the effec-

tiveness of character education in improving a

wide range of outcomes, including prosocial

behavior, social skills, moral reasoning,

self-esteem, and academic achievement

(Berkowitz & Bier, 2004, 2005)

In another line of research, social skills

training (SST) programs have a well-docu-

mented literature supporting their use.

Though not traditionally termed CE, SST

programs address concerns similar to many

CE programs. Comprehensive reviews of

empirically rigorous studies support the effec-

tiveness of SST for improving children’s

school-based social and behavioral function-

ing across diverse areas (Asher, Parker, &

Walker, 1996; Consortium on the

School-Based Promotion of Social Compe-

tence, 1996; Greenberg, Domitrovich, &
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Bumbarger, 2001). Skill-based, structured

SST curricula have repeatedly been shown to

decrease antisocial and negative behaviors at

school as well as improve students’ aca-

demic, emotional, and social adjustment. 

Although CE and SST are to some degree

distinct efforts and research traditions, the

character traits taught through CE are typically

included in SST protocols (Asher et al., 1996;

Consortium on the School-Based Promotion of

Social Competence, 1996; Merrell & Gimpel,

1998). Self-discipline (i.e., impulse control),

respect for self and others, responsibility for

actions, perseverance at tasks, and kindness

toward others are commonly targeted through

SST. LifeStories for Kids is considered a CE

program for elementary students that employs

the skill-based methods and activities of tradi-

tional SST within a universal CE design (i.e.,

applied equally across all students via class-

room curricula). By combining the effective

methods of SST with recommended CE ele-

ments, LifeStories for Kids expands the con-

text and scope of both for school-based

intervention/prevention efforts.

Programs that integrate CE and SST would

be expected to offer schools an effective, effi-

cient means of improving school climate,

safety, and social behavior. The goal of the

current study was to establish a newly devel-

oped school-based program, LifeStories for

Kids, as an effective intervention to improve

the social behavior of elementary students. In

this preliminary analysis of program effective-

ness, we expected implementation of the

LifeStories for Kids program to result in sig-

nificant, positive changes in students’ social

behavior. 

BASIS IN STORYTELLING

LifeStories for Kids uses the ancient art form
of storytelling to make complex social skills,

character choices, and social dilemmas more

concrete and recognizable for children (Bright-

wood & DeRosier, 2007). The medium of sto-

rytelling is used to capture children’s attention

and imagination while teaching positive social

skills and character through identification with

the story characters and situations. Accord-

ingly, the incorporation of storytelling tech-

niques has improved student ethical

understanding in a CE program (Leming,

2000) and reduced student aggressive behavior

in a SST program (Teglasi & Rothman, 2001).

Storytelling techniques, however, have not

been applied to a combined CE and SST

approach prior to the development of the

LifeStories for Kids curricula. Furthermore,

efforts have not been made to maximize the

impact of the storytelling medium in CE and

SST programs through the use of live-action

storytellers, multimodal presentation formats,

and original artwork as visual cues. LifeStories

for Kids uses these storytelling innovations to

increase student attention, motivation to par-

ticipate, and retention of story lessons.

Stories, read or told, have always been a

primary teaching tool of educators (Lickona,

1991). Teachers use stories for a number of

reasons: stories and storytelling capture chil-

dren’s attention, encourage imagination, and

enhance conceptual learning. Stories invite

participation by guiding children in the cre-

ation of mental imagery and allowing them to

experience the scene and its consequences

through imagination (Coles, 1997; Norfolk &

Norfolk, 1999). Research has shown that sto-

rytelling is a powerful teaching tool that

enhances children’s memory of the story’s les-

son as well as later learning and performance

(Ahsen, 1996; Lickona, 1991). Stories also stir

emotions, which neuroscience research sug-

gests is a particularly effective tool for improv-

ing retention and memory (Caine & Caine,

1994). Because children are engaged cogni-

tively and emotionally, learning becomes an

active, experiential process with storytelling,

rather than passive, didactic instruction.

Storytelling is particularly useful for teach-

ing complex CE traits because storytelling

teaches by illustration, making abstract con-

cepts concrete and accessible (Vessels, 1998).

For example, the use of storytelling has been

supported as an effective strategy for moral
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education (Bebeau, 1993; Vitz, 1990) and a

useful way to communicate and clarify values,

particularly with young children (Bennett,

1995). Examples provided through narrative

and visual images are an effective way of teach-

ing and influencing behavior, particularly

because they provide a meaningful context

within which to understand the information

(Coles, 1997). In contrast, didactic lecturing on

virtues is not likely to be effective in teaching

values to children due to the single-sided nature

of the interaction. Kohlberg has argued that

cognitive-developmental constraints preclude

didactic teaching of values with children, and

moral education is better fostered through dia-

logue and guided experience in moral reason-

ing (Kohlberg, 1985, 1983). Scholars agree that

this kind of active participation through imagi-

nation and mutual storytelling engenders rea-

soning skills and the generalizability of

concepts (Coles, 1997; R. A. Gardner, 1971). 

Storytelling, when applied to CE, can

involve children reading books or oral presen-

tation of stories. When stories are orally pre-

sented, the power of the story to teach concepts

is maximized (R. A. Gardner, 1971; Olmedo,

1997; Stucky, 1995), and the more engaging,

animated, and demonstrative the storyteller,

the more powerful the storytelling experience

(Norfolk & Norfolk, 1999). Indeed, complex

folktales, fables, and historical tales are the

preferred medium for moral education due to

their use of engaging characters and trials and

errors to teach moral lessons (Stallings, 1997).

Consequently, storytelling—specifically the

creation of captivating stories targeting spe-

cific character traits as told by professional

storytellers—was the method of presentation

used for the development of the LifeStories for

Kids series.

Skill-Based Curricula

A comprehensive intervention curriculum is

built around the stories included in the LifeSto-

ries for Kids program. Each story is accompa-

nied by a set of classroom-based activities to

extend the lesson for each story and provide

multiple opportunities to practice new skills in

structured social learning and academic exer-

cises. The intervention developers drew on sci-

entifically supported SST methods [e.g., social

skills group intervention (DeRosier, 2004,

2007); social responsibility training (Guerra,

Tolan, Eargle, Mosley, & Dunn, 1993), coach-

ing (Oden & Asher, 1977), and anger coping

(Lochman, Coie, Underwood, & Terry, 1993)]

to create the classroom lessons, including didac-

tic instruction with group process (e.g., discus-

sion), active practice (e.g., games, directed

exercises), modeling, role playing, positive

reinforcement, and cognitive reframing. 

Each lesson provides multiple structured

activities from which teachers may choose.

The inclusion of multiple activity options for

each story permits teachers to reinforce learn-

ing through repeated exposure and step-wise

instruction (e.g., moving from external to

internal reflection), both of which have been

shown to increase learning and memory for

instructional material (e.g., Boud, Keogh, &

Walker, 1985). In addition, research supports

that students learn through multiple channels

(e.g., visual, oral, tactile, experiential) and that

educational efforts employing multiple modes

of teaching are more effective for learning and

memory than ones that do not (H. Gardner,

2004; Vincent & Ross, 2001). The variety of

activities available in the LifeStories for Kids

program enables teachers to teach skills and

concepts through multiple modes of learning.

Multi-modal education is also a more inclusive

strategy reaching a broader range of students

with different learning styles. The varied

developmental levels of students are accom-

modated through the variety of multimodal

activities available, as well as through separate

developmental versions of activities within the

LifeStories for Kids program.  

PROGRAM COMPONENTS

LifeStories for Kids includes two parallel,

but separate curricula, one for kindergarten

through second grades (K-2) and another for

third through fifth grades (3-5).
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LifeStories for Kids K-2 Curriculum

The nine stories (lasting 5-10 minutes each)

in the lower elementary curriculum are told by

nationally acclaimed, professional storyteller

Willy Claflin (see http://www.willyclaf-

lin.com). Though multiple character traits are

addressed within each story, nine primary

character traits are targeted: courage, good

judgment, integrity, kindness, perseverance,

respect, responsibility, self-discipline, and

togetherness. Mr. Claflin’s telling of each

story is presented via video with original, illus-

trative artwork integrated into the video as

well, as throughout the curriculum materials,

to serve as visual cues for story content. Fol-

lowing presentation of the videotaped story,

teacher-led group discussion engages students

in defining and expounding on the story’s

character traits and lessons. Classroom and

homework activities for skill reinforcement

and practice are incorporated based on allotted

time and teacher choice. For the K-2 curricu-

lum, teachers may choose from the following

set of activities: (a) flipbooks for group retell-

ing with process discussion activities; (b) cre-

ative storytelling for students to extend the

story; (c) role plays for students to explore the

meaning and consequences of the story lesson;

(d) art activities and coloring pages for stu-

dents to creatively explore story content and

relate story lessons to personal experience; and

(e) activity worksheets to link story lessons

with other academic areas. The combined

activities last approximately 60 to 90 minutes

per story. It is recommended that story presen-

tation, discussion, and classroom activities be

presented on multiple school days across a 1-

to 2-week time span.

LifeStories for Kids 3-5 Curriculum

The nine stories (lasting 5-10 minutes each)

in the upper elementary curriculum are told by

three nationally acclaimed, professional story-

tellers: Willy Claflin (http://www.willyclaf-

lin.com), Olga Loya (http://www.olgaloya

.com), and Donna Washington (http://www

.dlwstoryteller.com). The stories target multi-

ple social dilemmas and character traits, spe-

cifically (grouped by story): (a) benefits of

mutual respect and consequences of selfish-

ness; (b) benefits of cooperation and value of

diversity; (c) compromise and teamwork; (d)

perspective taking and honesty; (e) assump-

tions based on differences and fairness; (f)

courage and value of checking out assump-

tions; (g) bullying versus kindness; (h) cliques

and value of compassion; and (i) cultural

acceptance and tolerance. Each story is pre-

sented via videotape as well as through sepa-

rate printed books. Original, illustrative

artwork is integrated throughout the video,

books, and other curriculum materials. Follow-

ing presentation of the videotaped story, teach-

ers lead a group discussion to engage students

in first defining the story’s main lesson points

and then connecting the story’s character traits

and lessons to their own experience. To rein-

force the story lessons and character traits,

classroom and homework activities are utilized

(selected based on allotted time and teacher

choice). For the 3-5 curriculum, teachers may

choose from the following set of activities: (a)

story mapping to enhance story comprehen-

sion; (b) creative storytelling to extend beyond

the story and expand on the meaning of the

story; (c) Write-On to analyze the story lesson

through written language exercises; (d)

Explor-A-Story to relate story lessons to stu-

dents’ personal experience in language arts

and writing exercises; and (e) Word Herd

worksheets to link story lessons with other

academic areas. Similar to the lower elemen-

tary curriculum, the combined activities last

approximately 60 to 90 minutes per story and

can be presented on multiple school days.

Summary

The current study was designed to assess

the effectiveness of the LifeStories for Kids

(K-2 and 3-5) school-based curricula. This

evaluation presents pre- and postintervention

findings for teacher-reported behavioral func-

tioning (direct and indirect aggression, peer
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victimization, immature–impulsive behavior,

and prosocial behavior), by contrasting data

from two schools implementing the interven-

tion with two control schools. We expected

both LifeStories for Kids programs to improve

the school-based behavioral functioning of stu-

dents participating in the intervention.

METHOD

Participants

All K-5 teachers (n = 102) in four elemen-

tary schools taught the grade-appropriate

LifeStories for Kids curriculum to their stu-

dents (n = 2,205). To recruit schools for the

study, information describing the project and

notifying schools that free curricula for all

classrooms would be provided for participa-

tion was sent to area elementary schools in one

public school district in central North Caro-

lina. The first four schools to express interest

at all levels (administrative, teacher, counse-

lor) were selected for participation. Of these

four, schools were assigned randomly to either

fall or spring implementation onset. Therefore,

two schools began the curriculum in fall 2006

(intervention) while two schools were not to

implement the curriculum until spring 2007

(wait-list control). 

In August, parent information letters

describing the curriculum and evaluation

methods were sent home with every student in

the four public elementary schools. While all

students participated in the curriculum, parents

were asked to indicate whether their child had

permission to participate in the study. Permis-

sion forms were returned to classroom teach-

ers. Of the total pool of 2,205 Kindergarten

through fifth grade students, parental consent

was obtained for 1,975 (90%) of students.  The

students receiving parental consent were

evenly distributed by sex (50% girls, 50%

boys). The racial distribution (as reported in

archival school records) was 44.6% White,

28.9% Black, 14.1% Hispanic, 6.4% Asian,

and 4.7% multiple groups. Demographic infor-

mation by curricula and intervention group is

presented in Table 1.

Fifty (2.5%) of the 1,975 students at Time 1

did not participate in the evaluation at Time 2

due to exiting the school or extended absence

from school. The level of attrition was similar

in both grades K-2 and 3-5 (2% for both). Prior

to conducting analyses of LifeStories for Kids

TABLE 1
Sample Demographics

Variable

Grades K-2 Grades 3-5

Control Intervention Control Intervention

Sex (boys) .49 .52 .50 .49

Limited English proficiency .03 .21 .02 .13

Ethnicity

American Indian .00 .01 .01 .00

Asian .02 .10 .04 .09

Black .40 .17 .42 .20

Hispanic .04 .23 .05 .15

Multiple .04 .06 .05 .04

White .49 .44 .43 .52

Attrition .00 .03 .03 .02

Note: Values represent proportion of participants.
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effectiveness, the participants without data at

Time 2 were compared to those with complete

data in each age group to examine possible

attrition bias on sex, limited English profi-

ciency (LEP), intervention group assignment,

and initial levels of the outcome variables. Par-

ticipants in grades K-2 with data missing due

to attrition were rated as more peer victimized

(p < .01), but did not differ on other variables.

Participants in grades 3-5 with data missing

due to attrition were rated as displaying more

direct aggression (p < .05), peer victimization

(p < .05), and immature–impulsive behavior (p

< .01). In addition, they were rated as display-

ing less prosocial behavior (p < .01) and were

more likely to be boys (p < .01), but did not

differ on other variables.

Measures

Teacher Checklist of Student Functioning

As part of a comprehensive program evalu-

ation, teachers in the four elementary schools

were asked to rate the social and behavioral,

functioning of their students. Teachers com-

pleted a modified version of the Teacher

Checklist (Terry, Underwood, & Coie, 1994).

Specifically, teachers were presented with a

behavioral description and rated the degree to

which that description was true of each child in

his/her class. Ratings were made on a 7-point

scale ranging from a low of 1 (never true of

this child) to a high of 7 (almost always true of

this child). Items drawn from the original

teacher checklist were combined with addi-

tional items to broaden the behaviors sampled

in each of the measured scales: direct aggres-

sion (physical and verbal), indirect aggression,

peer victimization, immature–impulsive

behavior, and prosocial behavior.

 A confirmatory factor analyses of the

revised measure yielded acceptable model fit

[χ2 (125) = 1040.19, p = .00; CFI = .94,
RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .04], supporting the

general factor structure by meeting most of the

Hu and Bentler (1999) recommendations for

cutoff criteria: CFI > .95, RMSEA < .06, and

SRMR < .08. In addition, factor loadings on all

items were statistically significant (p = .00)

and large in magnitude, supporting that each

item is an adequate indicator of the associated

scale construct. Further, items within each

scale demonstrated adequate internal consis-

tency. Scale items and detailed psychometric

information is presented in Table 2. For each

scale, an average score was calculated at each

time point. 

School Records

Information regarding student ethnicity,

sex, and LEP status was obtained from the dis-

trict database for purposes of sample descrip-

tion and covariate adjustment.

Intervention Procedures

In August 2006, teachers in schools imple-

menting LifeStories for Kids during the fall

semester attended a 3-hour training workshop

that gave an overview of the program,

described the specific program stories and

associated character traits, and provided

opportunities to practice the presentation and

classroom activities. During the 9-week inter-

vention period, teachers implemented the pro-

gram, devoting one week to each story lesson.

Over the course of the week, teachers averaged

between 60 and 90 minutes of total implemen-

tation time, spanning two or more days. The

first day consisted of watching the story, com-

pleting a class discussion, and engaging in the

creative storytelling activity. The second day

consisted of completing at least one additional

in-class activity (selected from the available

options by the teacher) and one homework

activity assignment to reinforce the story les-

son. During the course of the intervention,

project interns (graduate students in psychol-

ogy-related fields) and project coordinators

(senior research staff) were available to assist

teachers with questions regarding program

implementation and provide follow-up techni-

cal assistance as needed. 
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To encourage adherence to the intervention

protocol, teachers filled out short intervention

fidelity forms each week to document the spe-

cific intervention activities completed during

the week along with any alterations (omission

or additions) to the program material. In addi-

tion, implementation by each teacher was

observed multiple times during the semester

by program staff to ensure that the intervention

was implemented as designed. As determined

by teacher fidelity checklists and classroom

observations, K-2 teachers implemented an

average of 77% of intervention activities (SD =

.15), whereas 3-5 teachers implemented 64%

(SD = .21). As expected, the distribution of

fidelity scores for both grade levels was nega-

tively skewed (i.e., many teachers had high

implementation scores and few had low). This

degree of program fidelity, although less than

desirable, is similar to the levels reported in

studies of other effective classroom-based

interventions (e.g., Botvin, Griffin, Diaz, &

Ifill-Williams, 2001; Tappe, Galer-Unti, &

Bailey, 1995; Tricker & Davis, 1988).

Evaluation Procedures

The same procedures were used for the pre-

and postintervention evaluation. In October

2006 and January 2007, teachers were individ-

ually interviewed by a trained program staff

member via a standardized interview script.

Interviews lasted between 40 and 60 minutes

on average. Teachers also completed a brief

questionnaire following the interview. Teach-

ers received a small gift (candy bar and $25

gift card) in appreciation for their participa-

tion.

TABLE 2
Factor Structure of Revised Teacher Checklist

Scale (Internal Consistency) Item (Factor Loading)

Direct aggression (α = .89) 1. This child starts fights with peers; these can be either verbal or physical fights.* (.83)

2. This child says mean things to peers, such as teasing or name calling.* (.91)

3. This child threatens or bullies others in order to get his or her way.* (.82)

Indirect aggression (α = .86) 1. This child says bad things about other kids behind their back. (.90)

2. This child leaves other kids out on purpose when it is time to play or do an activity.

(.77)

3. When this child is mad at or doesn’t like someone, he or she tries to get other kids to

be mean to the person. (.80)

Peer victimization (α = .89) 1. This child gets bullied or picked on by other kids. (.81)

2. Other kids are mean to this child (can be verbally, physically, or behind their back).

(.85)

3. This child gets called names or teased by other kids. (.88)

Immature–impulsive (α = .90) 1. This child makes odd noises or unusual comments.* (.76)

2. This child acts silly or immature.* (.78)

3. This child acts or speaks impulsively without thinking through the consequences.*

(.84)

4. This child does things that other children think are strange or inappropriate.* (.76)

5. This child bothers other kids when they are trying to work.* (.85)

Prosocial (α = .86) 1. This child is very good at understanding other people’s feelings (empathetic).* (.74)

2. This child is able to cooperate and work well with other children. (.88)

3. This child helps other children when they need it (like when they are sad or can’t do

something). (.64)

4. This child is good to have in a group.* (.85)

Note: *Item from Terry et al. (1994) scale.
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Research Design and

Analysis Procedures

To examine the impact of LifeStories for

Kids program implementation, a quasi-experi-

mental design (covariate adjustment for prior

differences between groups) was utilized.

Although the intervention was assigned at the

level of the school, the analyses were struc-

tured at the student level. Due to the limited

number of schools in the study, the noninde-

pendence in the design (i.e., assignment of stu-

dents, as clustered in schools, to the

intervention) cannot be addressed in hierarchi-

cal modeling, potentially resulting in inflated

estimates of statistical significance and effect

size (Murray et al., 1994). Consequently, this

study should be considered a preliminary study

in support of a larger study with enough

schools to provide adequate statistical power

in hierarchical linear modeling to partition

variance at the level of the student as well as

the school to more appropriately assess the

effects of intervention participation.

Analyses were conducted separately for the

two curricula (K-2 and 3-5). Differences

between students at postintervention were

examined by regressing post-intervention vari-

ables on their corresponding values at base-

line, with all outcome measures allowed to

covary at baseline and posttest (Cohen, Cohen,

West, & Aiken, 2003). Sex and LEP status

were included as covariates to correct for the

differences in composition between the groups

at both pre- and postintervention and to

improve statistical precision (Porter &

Raudenbush, 1987).  Intervention participation

was incorporated in analyses as a

dummy-coded variable (0 = control, 1 = inter-

vention) using a multiple indicators and multi-

ple causes model formulation to test for group

mean differences (Jöreskog & Goldberger,

1975). Consequently, group differences were

indicated by statistically significant parameter

estimates for the regression of postintervention

measures, with variance in the outcome vari-

able explained by baseline values, sex, and

LEP removed, on the dummy-coded interven-

tion variable [an analogue to MANCOVA in

structural equation modeling (Kano, 2001)].

To determine the multivariate significance of

the intervention effect, the fit of a null model,

with the paths from the intervention variable to

the outcome variables constrained to equal

zero, relative to a model with the paths freely

estimated was compared (χ2 difference test;
Kline, 2005). Standardized effect sizes for sta-

tistically significant differences were obtained

by dividing the unstandardized regression

coefficients for the intervention contrast by the

square root of the residual variance of the out-

come measure, as recommended by Hancock

(2001).

All statistical analyses were conducted in

Mplus 4.2 (Muthén & Muthén, 1998-2007)

with the MLR estimator (to make the chi-square

test and standard errors robust to nonnormality;

Yuan & Bentler, 2000), using Full-Information

Maximum Likelihood (FIML) estimation to

account for missing data. Based on the assump-

tion that data missing due to attrition could be

predicted by the individual’s scores on mea-

sured variables at prior measurement occasions

(satisfying the assumption of data missing at

random), FIML estimation is an appropriate

technique to address missing values without the

parameter and standard error biases and loss of

statistical power that can be incurred through

other techniques, such as listwise deletion or

mean substitution (Allison, 2003; Raykov,

2005; Schafer & Graham, 2002). FIML is com-

monly used to address data missing due to attri-

tion in longitudinal studies (e.g., Gottfried,

Marcoulides, Gottfried, Oliver, & Guerin,

2007). Data are generally considered to be

missing at random if the probability that the

data are missing is predictable by observed

variables (i.e., attrition can be related to

observed responses on prior occasions); in con-

trast, data are considered to be missing com-

pletely at random if attrition is independent of

observed responses at every measurement

occasion  (Schafer & Graham, 2002).  Based on

the observed initial differences in outcome

measures by attrition status, the assumption that

data are missing completely at random is not
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met in this sample, prohibiting the use of list-

wise deletion to address missing data (Allison,

2003; Schafer & Graham, 2002). 

 Evaluation of overall model fit was deter-

mined by investigation of the comparative fit

index (CFI), the Standardized Root Mean

Square Residual (SRMR), and the root mean

square error of approximation (RMSEA). The

reporting of multiple indices of fit is recom-

mended, and these are among the most fre-

quently reported to indicate overall model fit

(Kline, 2005). Hu and Bentler (1999) recom-

mended the following criteria for model accep-

tance on each fit index: CFI > .95, SRMR < .08,

and RMSEA < .06; however, considerable con-

troversy exists regarding the use of global fit

indices and specific criterion levels to evaluate

model fit (see McDonald & Ho, 2002). Likeli-

hood ratio chi-square values are also reported

based on SEM convention, but they were not

interpreted as primary indices of fit due to the

sensitivity of the statistic to large sample size

and the resulting potential for overrejection of

adequate models (Kline, 2005). 

RESULTS

The means and standard deviations of all out-

come measures are presented in Table 3. In

addition, all regression coefficients for the K-2

and 3-5 curriculum analyses are presented in

Tables 4 and 5, respectively. Results are

reported in terms of unstandardized regression

coefficients due to the complication that arises

when using nominal (i.e., dummy coded) vari-

ables. Specifically, standardized coefficients

are difficult to interpret due to the variation in

the magnitude of standardized regression coef-

ficients based on the relative group size

(Cohen et al., 2003). Readers are encouraged

to refer to the magnitude of the standardized

effect size (d) to determine the magnitude of

the intervention effects.

K-2 Curriculum Effects

 The overall model for grades K-2 met

most criteria for model acceptance [χ2 (20) =
114.55, p = .00; CFI = .98, RMSEA = .07;

SRMR = .06], permitting the interpretation of

model parameter estimates. The full model fit

the data significantly better than the null

model, in which intervention effects were

constrained to equal zero on all outcome

measures [χ2diff (5) = 44.30, p = .00], dem-

onstrating a statistically significant multivari-

ate intervention effect. Inspection of the

model parameter estimates indicated

improved direct aggression (B = −.14, p =

TABLE 3
Means and Standard Deviations

Variable

Grades K-2 Grades 3-5

Control Intervention Control Intervention

Direct aggression T1 1.77 (1.09) 1.64 (1.07) 1.72 (1.11) 1.78 (1.21)

Direct aggression T2 1.74 (1.00) 1.58 (.90) 1.86 (1.08) 1.75 (1.09)

Indirect aggression T1 1.90 (1.00) 1.61 (.91) 1.98 (1.12) 2.12 (1.22)

Indirect aggression T2 1.84 (.90) 1.75 (.93) 2.18 (1.07) 2.10 (1.15)

Peer victimization T1 1.68 (.78) 1.40 (.76) 1.79 (1.05) 1.74 (1.10)

Peer victimization T2 1.64 (.68) 1.46 (.72) 1.94 (.93) 1.82 (1.00)

Immature–impulsive T1 2.08 (1.22) 1.89 (1.21) 1.92 (1.29) 2.03 (1.28)

Immature–impulsive T2 2.12 (1.06) 1.99 (1.18) 2.05 (1.14) 2.02 (1.10)

Prosocial T1 5.18 (1.39) 5.20 (1.37) 4.96 (1.51) 4.96 (1.45)

Prosocial T2 5.25 (1.34) 5.37 (1.24) 4.89 (1.41) 4.81 (1.41)

Note: The means were adjusted for sex and limited English proficiency as covariates. Standard deviations are presented

in parentheses.
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.00) and prosocial behavior (B = .17, p =

.01), while controlling for initial levels on

these variables and the covariates, for stu-

dents participating in the intervention. At

pre-intervention, differences by intervention

group, LEP, and sex were evident on the

behavioral measures, justifying the inclusion

of the covariates and the modeling of initial

behavior differences by intervention status in

the model. Boys had higher initial levels of

peer victimization (B = .11, p = .03) and

immature–impulsive behavior (B = .50, p =

.00) and lower initial levels of prosocial

behavior (B = −.32, p = .00). Students with
LEP had lower initial prosocial behavior at

Time 1 (B = −.26, p = .05). In addition, stu-
dents participating in the intervention had

lower initial direct aggression (B = -.19, p =

.01), indirect aggression (B = −.33, p = .00),
victimization (B = −.24, p = .00), and imma-

TABLE 4
Grades K-2 Results

Dependent Variable Independent Variable Estimate SE p

Direct Aggression T2 Direct Aggression T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.53
−.14
−.11
−.14

.03

.04

.05

.05

.00

.00

.03

.00

Indirect Aggression T2 Indirect Aggression T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.50
−.01
−.06
−.07

.03

.05

.06

.05

.00

.87

.37

.16

Victimization T2 Victimization T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.51
−.00
−.09
−.07

.04

.04

.05

.04

.00

.98

.07

.08

Immature–Impulsive T2 Immature–Impulsive T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.58
−.21
−.16
−.01

.03

.05

.08

.05

.00

.00

.04

.85

Prosocial T2 Prosocial T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.57
−.17
−.08
−.17

.02

.06

.09

.07

.00

.01

.374

.01

Direct Aggression T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.13
−.14
−.19

.07

.09

.07

.08

.10

.01

Indirect Aggression T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.04
−.07
−.33

.06

.07

.05

.49

.32

.00

Victimization T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.11
−.07
−.24

.05

.07

.05

.03

.32

.00

Immature–Impulsive T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.50
−.01
−.19

.08

.11

.08

.00

.96

.02

Prosocial T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.32
−.26
−.06

.09

.13

.09

.00

.05

.53

Note: Covariances among dependent variables at each time point were estimated, but not reported for parsimony; LEP =

limited English proficiency.
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ture–impulsive behavior (B = −.19, p = .02).
Differences by sex and LEP were also found

on post-intervention behavioral measures,

after controlling for initial values on these

measures. Students with LEP had general

reductions in direct aggression (B = −.11, p =
.03) and immature–impulsive behavior (B =

−.16, p = .04). Boys had general increases in
direct aggression (B = .14, p = .00) and

immature–impulsive behavior (B = .21, p =

.00) and decreases in prosocial behavior (B =

−.17, p = .01) during the study. 
Controlling for the preintervention differ-

ences between the intervention groups and

behavioral differences by sex and LEP at both

pre- and postintervention provided a less

biased estimate of the intervention effects.

Specifically, the inclusion of the covariates

TABLE 5
Grades 3-5 Results

Dependent Variable Independent Variable Estimate SE p

Direct aggression T2 Direct Aggression T1

Indirect Aggression T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.26
−.37
−.21
−.11
−.11

.04

.04

.05

.08

.05

.00

.00

.00

.18

.03

Indirect aggression T2 Indirect Aggression T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.63
−.04
−.12
−.06

.02

.05

.09

.05

.00

.40

.19

.23

Victimization T2 Victimization T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.59
−.04
−.03
−.04

.03

.05

.09

.05

.00

.39

.70

.42

Immature–Impulsive T2 Immature–Impulsive T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.60
−.15
−.08
−.13

.02

.05

.08

.05

.00

.00

.32

.01

Prosocial T2 Prosocial T1

Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.66
−.19
−.09
−.07

.02

.07

.13

.07

.00

.00

.47

.29

Direct aggression T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.24
−.21
−.09

.08

.11

.08

.00

.06

.28

Indirect aggression T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.02
−.23
−.15

.08

.13

.08

.79

.08

.06

Victimization T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.19
−.12
−.01

.08

.11

.07

.01

.27

.86

Immature–Impulsive T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.70
−.18
−.02

.09

.13

.09

.00

.16

.79

Prosocial T1 Sex

LEP

Intervention

−.52
−.36
−.09

.10

.16

.10

.00

.02

.39

Note: Covariances among dependent variables at each time point were estimated, but not reported for parsimony; LEP = 

limited English proficiency.
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improved statistical matching of the interven-

tion and control groups and controlled for

behavioral changes not related to intervention

participation (i.e., behavioral changes related

to sex or LEP status). Accordingly, students

participating in the K-2 intervention had sig-

nificant reductions in direct aggression (d =

−.21) and increases in prosocial behavior (d =
.17), as compared to students in the control

group, with effect sizes of small magnitude

(Cohen, 1988). No statistically significant dif-

ferences were found by intervention status on

indirect aggression, peer victimization, and

immature–impulsive behavior.

3-5 Curriculum Effects

The overall fit for the grades 3-5 model,

although meeting most criteria for acceptance,

had a questionable RMSEA value [χ2 (20) =
205.12, p = .00; CFI = .97, RMSEA = .10;

SRMR = .08]. The addition of a path from ini-

tial indirect aggression to post-intervention

direct aggression significantly improved

model fit [χ2 (19) = 89.19, p = .00; CFI = .99,
RMSEA = .06; SRMR = .06], and this model

was used to test the intervention effects. Com-

parison of the full model with the null model

(i.e., no intervention effects) supported a mul-

tivariate intervention effect [χ2diff (5) = 20.19,
p = .00]. Inspection of the model parameter

estimates indicated improved direct aggression

(B = −.11, p = .03) and immature–impulsive

behavior (B = −.13, p = .01), while controlling
for initial levels on these variables and the

covariates, for students participating in the

intervention. Similarly to the K-2 analyses, ini-

tial differences by intervention group, LEP,

and sex were evident on the behavioral mea-

sures; thus, LEP and sex as covariates and ini-

tial behavior differences by intervention status

were included in the model. Boys had higher

initial levels of peer victimization (B = .19, p =

.01) and immature–impulsive behavior (B =

.70, p = .00) and lower initial levels of proso-

cial behavior (B = −.52, p = .00). Students with
LEP had lower initial prosocial behavior at

Time 1 (B = −.36, p = .02). Although students

participating in the intervention had no statisti-

cally significant differences in initial behav-

ioral functioning, a statistical trend toward

higher initial indirect aggression for the inter-

vention group was present (B = .15, p = .06).

Differences by sex, but not by LEP status,

were found on postintervention behavioral

measures, after controlling for initial values on

these measures. Boys had general increases in

direct aggression (B = .21, p = .00) and imma-

ture–impulsive behavior (B = .15, p = .00) and

decreases in prosocial behavior (B = −.19, p =
.01) during the study. 

Similarly to the K-2 analyses, the inclusion

of covariates was supported to improve the

matching of the intervention and control

groups and to control for changes in behavioral

functioning related to sex and LEP status. Stu-

dents participating in the 3-5 intervention had

significant, small reductions in direct aggres-

sion (d = −.15) and immature–impulsive

behavior (d = −.19) as compared to students in

the control group. No statistically significant

differences were found by intervention status

on indirect aggression, peer victimization, and

prosocial behavior.

DISCUSSION

This preliminary, quasi-experimental evalua-

tion was designed to document the effective-

ness of the LifeStories for Kids program as a

universal, preventive CE program for children

in school settings. Based on the evaluation

results, students participating in the LifeSto-

ries for Kids curriculum for grades K-2 experi-

enced positive change in direct aggression and

prosocial behavior in comparison to students

not participating in the program. In addition,

students participating in the LifeStories for

Kids curriculum for grades 3-5 experienced

positive change in direct aggression and imma-

ture–impulsive behavior in comparison to stu-

dents not participating in the program.

Consequently, both the K-2 and 3-5 curricula

were found to be effective for positively
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impacting students’ social behavior within the

school setting. 

Although support for effectiveness was

found, the study has limitations. First, only

teacher data were examined. Teachers were

not blind to condition, and teacher ratings of

students could have been biased by awareness

of their participation as intervention or control

schools. Further explorations of effectiveness

incorporating multiple information sources

(parent, self, and peer report) in combination

with school academic and discipline records

are necessary to investigate the consistency of

effects across informants. Second, due to the

small number of schools in the study, statisti-

cal power did not permit direct modeling of the

non-independence between the level of ran-

dom assignment (schools) and the level of

measurement (students), likely leading to

some overestimation of effect size and statisti-

cal significance (Murray et al., 1994). Further-

more, the small number of schools was not

adequate to minimize initial differences on

behavioral measures and demographic vari-

ables by randomization between the interven-

tion and control groups, necessitating the

inclusion of covariates (i.e., sex, LEP status,

initial behavioral differences between the

intervention groups) to control for factors,

other than intervention, that could affect the

observed outcomes. Additional studies of

intervention efficacy with adequate power to

address nonindependence due to clustered ran-

domization in hierachical modeling are

encouraged (see Raudenbush & Byrk, 2002).

Also, the pre- and postdesign does not address

whether reported effects persist over time,

which longitudinal designs could address. 

In this study several strategies were

employed to promote intervention fidelity (i.e.,

the use of a standardized manual, formal train-

ing, and ongoing support), and intervention

fidelity was assessed by teacher-reported

checklists and classroom observations. The

degree of assessed intervention fidelity,

although not atypical for school-based inter-

ventions, could result in underestimation of

intervention effectiveness. In a meta-analysis

of school-based interventions, Gresham, Gan-

sle, Noell, Cohen, and Rosenblum (1993)

reported a significant relation between inter-

vention fidelity and effect size, and consider-

ation of intervention fidelity is important to

maximize effects both during initial research

studies and as consumers implement effective

programs in other settings (Domitrovich &

Greenberg, 2000). In addition to teacher train-

ing and support for teachers during the inter-

vention, teacher buy-in and investment in the

intervention implementation in the school are

also important to encourage fidelity. The fac-

tors leading to teacher buy-in, however, are

somewhat at odds with researcher concerns

with fidelity. Specifically, teacher discretion in

covering specific lessons and control over the

structure of classroom implementation have

been identified as crucial for teacher buy-in for

school based interventions, leading researchers

to describe program flexibility and adaptation

as necessary for successful implementation

(Greenberg et al., 2001; Ringwalt et al., 2003;

Turnbull, 2002). Consequently, the identifica-

tion of the most important components of the

LifeStories for Kids program and collaboration

between the intervention developers, teachers,

and school administrators to develop accept-

able modifications and adaptations is encour-

aged to promote greater intervention fidelity,

particularly as the program is adopted in new

settings.

Of theoretical interest, changing actual stu-

dent social behavior by implementing CE pro-

grams is difficult in comparison to increasing

knowledge or modifying attitudes (Berkowitz

& Bier, 2005). Specifically, extant CE pro-

grams are more effective at impacting the

understanding and knowledge of character

than in impacting student behavior (Berkowitz

& Bier, 2005). The LifeStories for Kids pro-

gram, however, demonstrated changes in sev-

eral areas of student social behavior,

strengthening its contribution to the range of

available CE programs. The Character Educa-

tion Partnership reports that aggressive behav-

ior, school behavior, and prosocial behavior

were positively impacted in only 48%, 45%,
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and 43% of reviewed studies of 33 CE pro-

grams, in contrast to 87% of studies for charac-

ter knowledge (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005).

More important, the results of this evaluation

can provide the foundation for a larger study to

address the call for additional studies demon-

strating the effectiveness of CE programs in

the school setting through experimental, con-

trol-group designs (Berkowitz & Bier, 2005;

Leming, 1997).

In addition to supporting general program

effectiveness, this evaluation further supports

the effectiveness of storytelling as a viable

method for character education. LifeStories for

Kids  was designed to incorporate storytelling

to capture children’s attention and imagination

to make complex social skills, character

choices, and social dilemmas more concrete

and recognizable for children (Brightwood &

DeRosier, 2007). The stories presented in

LifeStories for Kids provide examples through

which the character traits can be explored and

assist students in linking the stories to personal

experience. Subsequent discussion and class-

room activities, incorporating interactive sto-

rytelling and role-playing, provide

opportunities to further practice the skills tar-

geted in the stories and to continue the process

of personal reflection on the stories and char-

acter traits. The method of storytelling

employs the power of oral storytelling to pique

student interest, to explicate the problem-solv-

ing process through character actions, and to

internalize lessons through discussion and

interactive activities. 

In summary, the LifeStories for Kids  pro-

gram was found to be effective for improving

prosocial skills and reducing problematic

behavior in elementary school students.  This

quasi-experimental study supports the use of

this program for helping children build skills

for social situations and decrease negative

social behaviors. Consequently, the LifeSto-

ries for Kids program is recommended as a

universal CE program in elementary school

settings.
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