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A Program That Combines 
Character Development and 
Academic Achievement
The Child Development Project of San Ramon, 
California, is apparently producing intellectual gains 
while also influencing students' prosocial behavior.
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A lthough moral education has 
been a longstanding education 
al concern, parents anxiety 

about children s achievement, cou 
pled with the back to basics move 
ment, has tilted American education 
toward the academic At the same 
time, the effectiveness of social institu 
tions usually charged with character 
education, such as family and church, 
may be diminishing.

In this problematic milieu, the Child 
Development Project takes the posi 
tion that academic and character edu 
cation, equally important goals for 
schools, often can be achieved simul 
taneously To the degree that they 
need to be pursued separately, each 
deserves time and attention in the 
school day The project has been es 
tablished to try to produce long-lasting 
and significant effects on children's 
"prosocial' development Included as 
"prosocial" are such qualities as con 
cern for other people, helpfulness and 
consideration, generosity, understand 
ing of others, and a concern for bal 
ancing one's own needs and rights 
with those of others.

The Program
Now in its fourth year, the Child De 
velopment Project began with a long- 
term grant from the William and Flora 
Hewlett Foundation We spent the first 
year examining the best available re 
search on the origins of prosocial
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characteristics in children, and trans 
lating these findings into a workable 
school and home program We were 
concerned with finding ways to 
achieve prosocial goals while preserv 
ing an emphasis on academic achieve 
ment. Consequently, we sought to de 
velop a program that would not he an 

1 add on," hut would largely he imple 
mented as the regular academic cur 

riculum is being taught
Carefully chosen from among a 

large number of area schools initiallv 
queried about their interest in such a 
project. San Ramon demonstrated 
community support that was both en 
thusiastic and broad based, with en 
dorsement from the parents' associa 
tion, school administration, and the 
board of education We interviewed all

principals and anonvmouslv surveved 
faculties to determine their willing 
ness to devote the additional work and 
time that the project would require 
The six schools that were finallv select 
ed to participate all expressed high 
levels of interest Three of the schools 
are actually conducting the program, 
and the other three are serving as a 
comparison group to aid in our evalu 
ation of it

The San Ramon community is sub 
urban, fairly affluent, and upwardlv 
mobile We had expected that parents 
and the school board would be pri 
marily interested in students academ 
ic achievement and would consider 
the emphasis on character develop 
ment irrelevant or inappropriate for 
schools. We were pleasantly surprised, 
however, to learn that most parents in 
this community also hold prosocial 
goals for their children

Shortlv after the project got under 
way. we surveved 2.300 parents of 
students in the six project schools We 
asked them to indicate the degree to 
which 20 characteristics or abilities 
represented 'ways vou would like 
your child to be " We did not ask them 
which they thought were the proper 
concerns of schools As can be seen in 
Figure 1. character development 
items, including the development -of

Figure 1. Parents' Average Ratings of the Importance of Various Goals for Their Children, By School

Goals for Children Program Schools Comparison Schools

Being self-confident 92 90 92 91 93 89
Being responsible, dependable 88 89 86 88 88 86
Being curious, eager to learn 86 86 88 86 89 84
Being independent, self-directing 85 84 85 84 87 83
Being able to work well with other children 85 83 83 83 85 83
Being sensitive to others 84 83 85 82 84 82
Being kind and considerate 83 81 83 82 83 80
Being a hard worker 75 80 78 77 80 78
Getting good grades 73 75 75 70 78 75
Being amiable, good-tempered 73 75 71 72 74 74
Going out of one's way to help other people 68 71 73 71 73 71
Being friendly, interested in others 70 71 71 70 71 71
Having a quick mind, being intelligent 66 70 68 65 72 67
Being comfortable in social situations 69 68 69 67 69 67
Being liked by others 59 62 65 60 62 63
Being assertive, not getting pushed around 59 62 61 59 61 59
Being creative, original 57 62 59 59 64 61
Being a leader 47 47 50 46 52 49
Being artistic 37 40 40 38 42 42
Being athletic 40 41 40 38 42 41

Note: The data in this table were derived from questionnaires given to 2,302 parents in six schools participating in the Child 
Development Project in the spring of 1982. Ns per school ranged from 309 to 556. The goal items were presented with four-point scales 
(1-not important; 2-nice, but not too important; 3-quite important; and 4-essential, top priority). The average scores were converted to
100-point scales (that is, a mean of 4.0 would convert to 100; a mean of 1.0 would convert to a score of 0,-and so on).
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personal qualities such as self-confi 
dence, curiosity, and independence  
and of prosocial qualities such as 
being responsible, sensitive to others, 
and kind and considerate were rated 
highly by these parents. Items related 
directly to school achievement being 
a hard worker, getting good grades  
were also considered important, but 
slightly less so than those listed above 

The aim of the project is to refine, 
increase, and coordinate five types of 
activities that most teachers or parents 
already do to some degree.

1. Cooperative activities. Children 
work on academic tasks or play togeth 
er in small groups with common goals 
(for example, to finish a group pro 
ject). They learn cooperative skills and 
attitudes while, in many cases, focus 
ing on academic content The inten 
tion is to provide children with a 
balance between cooperative, individ 
ualistic, and competitive learning situ 
ations, so that they can become profi 
cient and comfortable in all three.

2. Helping and sharing activities. 
Children are encouraged to be helpful 
in many ways: through doing chores in 
class, helping other students, and par 
ticipating in schoolwide projects and 
community charitable activities. The 
intent is to make helping an accepted 
and expected part of everyday school 
and home life.

3 Setting positive examples. Oppor 
tunities to see examples of positive 
actions, either by other students or 
adults or through literature, films, or 
television, help children become aware 
of the core values of our society. The 
teacher (or parent) is encouraged to 
make comments that help the child un 
derstand what is being demonstrated

4. Promoting social understanding 
Class events that happen spontaneous 
ly (such as a misunderstanding be 
tween children) are used as the basis 
for discussions and negotiations that 
help children to understand the other 
person's feelings and point of view. 
Regular class activities are designed to 
enhance understanding of others' mo 
tives, feelings, intentions, perceptions, 
and customs. These might focus on 
diverse cultures, age groups, or roles 
in the community, as well as under 
standing oneself and one's classmates.

5. Positive discipline. Teachers ap 
proach classroom management in a 
way that promotes the development of

self-control by emphasizing student 
autonomy, student participation in 
rule-setting and decision making, and 
discipline practices centered around 
mutual problem solving (rather than 
externally imposed rewards and pun 
ishments). We also encourage teach 
ers to use the minimal pressure neces 
sary to gain compliance.

The program staff have been work 
ing closely with teachers, administra 
tors, and parent volunteers to build 
these elements into the daily life of the 
classroom and school. The goal is for 
teachers to incorporate the elements 
into the regular curriculum and into 
their teaching styles in a variety of 
ways, and for the school to institution 
alize continuing programs (tutoring, 
"buddies," community service) as well 
as "one-shot" events (cooperative 
game days, holiday charity drives, 
school beautification projects, proso 
cial awards assemblies). The princi 
pals have taken an active role in pro 
gram development, and a number of 
interlocking planning and coordinat-
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ing groups have been established, all 
composed primarily of school person 
nel and parents In addition, teachers 
have been given intensive, extended 
training and coaching along with regu 
lar opportunities to meet collegially to 
share ideas and solve problems

The Research
The longitudinal research to evaluate 
the program began in the fall of 1982 
with the entering kindergartners in 
the six project schools, three in which 
the program is being conducted, and 
three in the comparison group These 
children reached the 3rd grade in the 
fall of 1985, and the research effort is 
following them as they progress 
through the grades.

During each year of the program's 
operation, trained observers make re 
peated classroom visits to view class 
room activities and practices to deter 
mine how well the program is being 
implemented Additional data are col 
lected each spring through interviews 
and small-group task sessions to assess

Cooperative Learning in Action

Children in this 2nd grade classroom are clustered in cooperative groups of four. Their 
assignment is to solve several math "thought" problems collectively. Everyone seems to 
be hard at work. The teacher is moving around the perimeter of the room, listening to 
each group without intervening.

At one table, three of the students are kneeling on their chairs, enabling them to "put 
their heads together" literally as well as figuratively, lohn, the only fully-seated child and 
the group's "recorder," is laboriously printing an answer on the group's single answer 
sheet. The group members look on quietly as he finishes.

Rachel, the group's "facilitator," says, "Okay, what's next?"
Susan, the "reader," raises an index card and reads, "Portia and Freddy bought a pizza. 

The pizza man cut it into eight pieces. "Would you cut it into 16 pieces please!' asked 
Portia. 'We are really hungry.' Would cutting it into 76 pieces help!"

lohn exclaims, "It's the same! It's still the same!"
Susan says, "Yeah. Because the pizza doesn't grow. That's stupid."
Rachel asks, "What's the same?"
lohn answers, "The pizza is still the same. There isn't any more if you make 76 pieces."
Susan adds, "Because the pieces will be smaller."
Kachel says, "Oh, yeah. Right. They don't get any more."
Toby, the "checker," asks, "Does everyone agree?" Cveryone nods affirmatively, and 

lohn starts to write, "No. Because the pieces will be smaller."
Rachel says, "Good thinking, lohn. Good thinking, Susan."

In this example, both academic and social development are being pursued simulta 
neously. The group is grappling with a problem in mathematics and logic. The 
understanding of the issue by all members is furthered by the opportunity to discuss it, 
to exchange and react to each others' ideas, information, and even misinformation. The 
experience that each member has of contributing usefully to the effort helps to develop 
interest in the topic and feelings of self-assurance and competence. The children in the 
example listen and react to each other, and are patient with the slow "recorder." These 
are experiences and practices that we believe exemplify and aid the further development 
of interpersonal understanding, considerateness, and attentiveness.

Successful interactions like this don't happen naturally. These children have been 
carefully prepared to attend both to the demands of the task and the needs of the group. 
The teacher has also assigned roles to the group members that make it easier for them to 
manage their interactions. Cooperative learning looks deceptively easy when it works, 
but the teacher has set the stage by cultivating a general climate of respect and concern, 
systematic observation of previous group interactions, repeated practice and discussion 
of group skills with the children, and judicious selection of academic tasks.



"The intent is to 
make helping an 
accepted and 
expected part of 
everyday school 
and home life."

students' prosocial attitudes, motives, 
and behavior

Analyses of the observation data col 
lected during the first year showed 
that the kindergarten teachers in the 
program schools implemented each of 
the five program elements to a signifi 
cantly greater degree than did teach 
ers in the comparison schools. Imple 
mentation during the second year was 
significantly greater for program 
school teachers with three of the five 
elements (The other mean differ 
ences, although not significant, also 
favored the program school class 
rooms )

The interview conducted with the 
children in the spring of the kinder 
garten year measured helping values, 
social understanding, self-other bal 
ance in solving conflicts, understand 
ing of the helping situation, and gener 
osity. None of these showed significant 
differences between program and 
comparison school children.

Children s social behavior was as 
sessed during the same spring with a 
set of four-person tasks. The program 
children were found to be more coop 
erative in these tasks They were more 
likely to collaborate spontaneously 
(without being asked), and they col 
laborated more smoothly and effec 
tively than the comparison school chil 
dren.

Another interview, conducted dur 
ing the spring of the second year of 
the project (when the children were in 
1st grade), included measures of em 
pathy, acceptance of individual differ 
ences, and social problem-solving 
skills. Significant effects were found 
with the latter Program school chil 
dren more readily understood hypo 

thetical problem situations, suggested 
higher-level strategies (more coopera 
tive or reflective, less aggressive and 
willful) to solve the problems, were 
more likely to anticipate future events, 
considered more alternative resolu 
tion strategies, and were more likely 
to expect the described outcomes to 
result from personal initiative.

The children's social behavior was 
assessed in the spring of the 1st grade 
year with a series of two-person tasks 
These also showed several significant 
differences Program school children 
were more affiliative than comparison 
school children in several of the tasks, 
were more likely to play collaborative- 
ly and to share and take turns with an 
attractive toy, and were more support 
ive and cohesive and less irritable in a 
difficult and frustrating interpersonal 
communication task

These results indicate that the pro 
gram experienced some of its intend 
ed effects during its first two years of 
operation, and that these effects ap 
pear to accumulate across years: they 
were more widespread during the sec 
ond year than the first. Data for the 
third year, during which the children 
were in 2nd grade, have been collect 
ed but not yet analyzed

Achievement data will be collected 
in the spring of the coming year, when 
the project children are completing 
the 3rd grade. Based on findings re 
ported for numerous studies of coop 
erative learning,' we expect that 
achievement will be slightly enhanced 
for the children in the program 
schools. Even if achievement is not 
greater in the program schools, we 
believe that social and character devel 
opment goals are sufficiently impor 
tant to warrant pursuit in their own 
right

Program Effects
Program teachers believe firmly that 
the activities are having strong effects 
on both character and achievement. 
We interviewed several teachers near 
the end of the program's third year, 
one of whom commented about the 
effects of the cooperative learning ac 
tivities.

I have found that the most important 
thing that I have been striving for as a 
teacher, I have seen more of this year 
it's very important for children to develop 
learning strategies for new material and for 
continuation of their studies Some chil 

dren have this naturally, (but with] some 
children, you never feel as if you've taught 
them Through the cooperative activities, 
the children have learned how to assimi 
late other learning strategies from the oth 
er children this is extremely impor 
tant, because otherwise many of them 
would not have learned how to attack a 
new learning problem I see this transfer 
when children go back to their indepen 
dent lessons I was completely shocked 
at the end of the year to realize how many 
of my low students had picked up this skill

About the social effects of the pro 
gram, a teacher had this to say

I feel that with the activities that we have 
structured, the children have become 
more familiar with each other and have 
developed sincere friendships During 
one problem-solving meeting, the children 
had to tell how they got to school on time, 
how they solved the problem of being late 
for school The children were thoroughly 
delighted to learn a little personal history 
on each other They commented that it's 
nice to know what other children do In 
lessons where we have had to tell some 
thing about ourselves, such as personal 
interviews, the children have gained a 
more solid footing to make trusting rela 
tionships

Although academic outcomes will 
not be assessed formally until the end 
of the 1985-86 academic year, the 
teachers involved feel that they have 
been enhanced 2 If the formal assess 
ment supports the teachers' percep 
tions, our project should contribute to 
the elaboration of curriculums that 
can help attain the dual goals of intel 
lectual training and character develop 
ment. D

'R E Slavm. Coopenuiiv Learning ( New 
York. Longman. 1983)

^Further information about the project 
can be obtained from the Developmental 
Studies Center. 130 Rvan Ct. San Ramon. 
CA 94583 For a more detailed description 
of the project see: D Solomon. M Watson. 
V Battistich. E Schaps, P Tuck. 1 Solomon. 
C Cooper, and W Ritchey, A Program to 
Promote Interpersonal Consideration and 
Cooperation in Children, in Learning to 
Cooperate. Cooperating to Learn, ed R 
Slavin. S. Sharan. S Kagan. R Hertz-La- 
zarowitz, and R Schmuck (New York: Ple 
num. 19851

Eric Schaps is project director. The Child 
Development Project. Developmental 
Studies Center, 130 Ryan Ct., Suite 210, San 
Ramon, CA 94583 Daniel Solomon and 
Marilyn Watson are director of research 
and program director, respectively, at the 
same address
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