
EDETANIA 53 [Julio 2018], 23-44, ISSN: 0214-8560

Aurora Bernal Martínez de Soriaa*, Concepción Naval Durána,  
Ángel Sobrino Morrása, Juan Pablo Dabdoud Gonzáleza  

y Apolinar Graña Varelaa

Fechas de recepción y aceptación: 22 de enero de 2018 y 21 de marzo de 2018

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS REGARDING CHARACTER 
EDUCATION IN LATIN-AMERICAN COUNTRIES 

(MEXICO, COLOMBIA AND ARGENTINA).  
AN EXPLORATORY DELPHI STUDY

PREGUNTAS Y RESPUESTAS SOBRE LA EDUCACIÓN DEL 
CARÁCTER EN PAÍSES LATINOAMERICANOS (MÉXICO, 

COLOMBIA Y ARGENTINA). UN ESTUDIO DELPHI EXPLORATORIO

Abstract: In the project Researching and Promoting Character Education in Latin Ameri-
can Secondary Schools funded by the Templeton World Charity Foundation, we address 
how Character Education is perceived in three Latin-American countries (Argentina, Colom-
bia and Mexico). To carry out this research we produced a pilot study based on the Delphi 
method, in order to find the most relevant issues regarding the subject of Character Educa-
tion in those Countries. This methodology offers us a rigorous and easily managed means 
of obtaining in-depth knowledge of the current problems of Character Education. For the 
Delphi study, we relied on the participation of various experts from the academic, school and 
administrative areas. During the process, we carried out three sessions with the experts in 
order to reach the highest possible consensus. Thus, we used two rounds of closed and open 
questions to obtain a good perspective of the situation. The result confirmed that Character 
Education is not a common term in the world of education in these countries. Moreover, this 
type of education is affected by the influence and relationship between the actors and the 
explicit-hidden curricula.
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Resumen: En el proyecto Researching and Promoting Character Education in Latin Ame-
rican Secondary Schools, financiado por la Templeton World Charity Foundation, nos apro-
ximamos a la percepción que de la Educación del Carácter se tiene en Argentina, Colombia y 
México. La Educación del Carácter nos interesó dado que integra algunas de las propuestas 
para promover la ciudadanía. Para el inicio de esta investigación elaboramos un estudio pi-
loto basándonos en la metodología Delphi, con el objetivo de discernir cuáles son los temas 
más candentes alrededor de la Educación del Carácter en estos países. Esta metodología 
–rigurosa y de fácil manejo– permite la obtención de un conocimiento en profundidad sobre 
la problemática de la Educación del Carácter. Contamos con la participación de diferentes 
expertos del ámbito académico, escolar y administrativo. Durante el proceso realizamos tres 
interacciones con los expertos para alcanzar un mayor consenso en sus opiniones. Para ello 
aplicamos dos rondas de preguntas cerradas y abiertas con las que obtener una mayor riqueza 
y convergencia en los datos obtenidos. Como resultado, constatamos que la Educación del 
Carácter no es un término habitual en el ámbito educativo de estos países. Además, en este 
tipo de educación incide la influencia y relación entre los agentes y el currículum explícito-
oculto en la escuela.

Palabras clave: Educación Moral; Educación Cívica; Educación del Carácter; Educación 
Secundaria; Método Delphi.

1. IntroductIon

The Delphi study we present belongs to a global Research Project: Re-
searching and Promoting Character Education in Latin-American secondary 
schools (<http://www.unav.edu/web/educacion-del-caracter/presentacion>), 
which is funded by the Templeton World Charity Foundation. With this proj-
ect we intend to shed light on character education in Latin-American Span-
ish-speaking countries as we are aware that most research focusing on char-
acter education is produced in English-speaking countries rather than Span-
ish-speaking ones (Moreno-Gutierrez & Frisancho, 2009; Yurén, Saenger & 
Rojas, 2014). The aim of this study is to explore the situation of character 
education in Latin American countries nowadays. 

Character education has its remote origins in Ancient Greece and is the 
classical approach to moral education regarding concepts such as virtue, 
goodness, happiness and citizenship (Bernal, 1998). Aristotle stated that mor-
al and citizenship education must be acquired through good actions by try-
ing to acquire healthy habits and virtues for individual fulfillment and social 
growth. The relevance of moral and personal development has been a key fac-

http://www.unav.edu/web/educacion-del-caracter/presentacion
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tor for educational consideration (Naval, 1993). The link between good edu-
cation and the development of moral and social virtues, and a pro-citizenship 
life-style can be found throughout Western societies and connects with other 
approaches and theories (Bernal, González-Torres & Naval, 2015). Character 
education, then, is not a new trend in education.

Although, modern concept of character education has its roots in Dewey, 
nowadays we can see a renaissance of character education (Lickona, 1993), 
especially in English-speaking countries. It has grown in strength over the 
last few decades, focusing on psychological and social research to improve 
and promote character education in schools by helping children to develop 
their moral reasoning, social skills, healthy habits and personal and social 
well-being. Moreover, this kind of education can be useful when dealing with 
personal and social issues such as academic improvement, bullying, social 
performance, psychological issues, etc. (Bernal et al., 2015).

Different factors (culture, politics, social changes, historical moments, 
etc.) have impacted on approaches to character education over the years and 
its very definition, this is why character education is broad in scope and dif-
ficult to define (Otten, 2000). At present, humankind is facing huge challeng-
es like globalization, robotics, individualism, wars, economic crises, human 
rights and global warming. For this reason Western countries, in particular, 
have increased their efforts to implement new educational programs to help 
children become good citizens in harmony with society by helping them to 
develop moral and social virtues, by means of different psychological and 
philosophical approaches together with the renaissance of character educa-
tion and Aristotelianism in education (Curren, 2010).

In Bernal et al. (2015) and Naval et al. (2015) we can find some different 
approaches to character education with some coincidences, but also with con-
ceptual differences. Devries (1999), who follows the Piaget stream of mor-
al and social flourishing, present one approach. On the other hand, Lickona 
(2004) is concerned with character education in schools and suggests that the 
whole school community must pay attention to character education to solve 
potential issues. One of the streams focusing on virtues and their performance 
has been defended by Winne & Ryan (1997); another perspective is linked to 
concern about the care ethics and core values of Noddings (2008) and Watson 
(2008), whose thinking is focused on value performance and its relevance for 
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personal and social development. Narváez (2006) supports an interdisciplin-
ary approach for moral and social growth. In a recent study (Naval, Bernal 
& Fuentes, 2017: 16) the authors conclude: current proposals for character 
building seem to converge more and more in general terms, establishing com-
mon points and moving towards integrating perspectives.

The research is articulated in diverse proposals that cover both the theoret-
ical studies and the search for empirical evidence of the effectiveness of the 
programs of moral formation, at the different educational levels.

Kristjánsson’s recommendations (2016) guide the course of this education-
al model in the short and medium term. A key aspect is found in the alignment 
with public perceptions and the response to current socio-educational needs.

It points out the importance of support in a political consensus between 
different ideologies, thus facilitating a stable and lasting commitment and 
avoiding unnecessary swings in educational policies, which generate so much 
confusion and unease in the educational community, dampening down the 
fires of the illusion proper to teaching. 

Besides, Character Education needs to be supported by a philosophical 
theory that bases its main development at a methodological, ontological, epis-
temological and moral level. 

And finally, the concurrence of modern theoretical psychology is also im-
portant as support for the philosophical and pedagogical pillar.

2. Method

2.1. An introduction to the Delphi method

In this exploratory study, we decided to use the Delphi methodology to 
present some statements regarding character education in Argentina, Colom-
bia and Mexico. 

The Delphi method has its inspiration in the ancient Oracle of Delphos 
and her capacity to predict the future (Landeta, 1999). Dalkey and Helmer 
(Landeta, 1999; Linstone & Turoff, 1975) developed this methodology in the 
USA at the beginning of the Cold War to explore Soviet bombing strategies 
on America (Novakowski & Wellar, 2008). Although this technique was pri-
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marily used for military issues, the methodology has been used more often 
in different research fields over the last few decades, with quantitative and 
qualitative approaches (Brady, 2015; Green, 2014; Habibi, Sarafrazi & Izad-
yar, 2014; Hsu & Sandford, 2007; Korkmaz & Erden, 2014; Maxey & Kezar, 
2016; Parker, 1999; Powell, 2003; South, Jones, Creith & Simonds, 2016; 
Varela-Ruiz, Díaz-Bravo & García-Durán, 2012).

FIGURE 1 
Typical Delphi scheme adapted (Habibi et al., 2014; Landeta, 1999)

The Delphi process is “a method for structuring a group communication 
process so that the process is effective in allowing a group of individuals, as 
a whole, to deal with a complex problem” (Linstone & Turoff, 1975: 3). As 
Landeta (1999) indicates, we need to keep in mind some criteria and be aware 
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that although the future is constructed through this process, it has limited tra-
ditional prevision and needs expert opinion; individual judgement is imper-
fect, collective judgement is believed to be superior and we must not forget 
that during a collective process negative effects can appear. To apply this 
method a panel chart of experts is needed to obtain reliable information about 
future trends for a specific issue or topic. Moreover, in order to prevent any 
of the experts influencing others, anonymity must be guaranteed (Landeta, 
1999). The main characteristic of this technique is interaction with experts us-
ing questionnaires or surveys to gain consensus building from their opinions; 
success in achieving consensus is necessary to implement some iterations 
with those experts supplying questions and feedback about data compiled 
to reach reliable consensus among the panellists, and the consensus results 
usually are presented as a statistical response. Nevertheless, qualitative anal-
ysis is also applied in the Delphi method (Brady, 2015) to identify the topics 
where there is general agreement. But we must remember that consensus is 
not always possible, and Delphi can be very useful to create debate instead of 
generating a broader conclusion (McKenna as cited on Powell, 2003: 377).

2.2. Character Education Delphi Process

Our aim was to collect general statements about character education in 
Argentina, Colombia and Mexico. This method allows us get a better under-
standing about education focused on moral and social virtues in these coun-
tries.

By applying this method, we managed to bridge the gap with those regions 
and save money; these are some advantages of the Delphi methodology. Al-
though, on the other hand, the time spent developing the instruments, finding 
and contacting the experts, time responses and reminders to participate, email 
management and communication with the participants are some of the com-
plications of using this methodology.



29

EDETANIA 53 [Julio 2018], 23-44, ISSN: 0214-8560

Questions and answers regarding character education in Latin-American countries...

TABLE 1 
Delphi chronogram

Months
Actions May June July August September October November

Contacting ex-
perts X X X

Questionnaire 
design X X

1st Row X X
Data analysis X X
Questionnaire 
design X

2nd Row X X
Analysis X X
Questionnaire 
design X

Feedback
+3rd Row X

Data analysis X X
Diffusion of 
results X

We decided to apply two main row-controlled feedback reports, and anoth-
er final questionnaire to confirm the main issues by trying to reach more con-
sensus in responses. Like South et al. (2016), although they do not add any 
further information in the third row, we considered the answers obtained pre-
viously to be the final ones. Basically the third row gives the experts a chance 
to “make further clarifications of both the information and their judgements 
of the relative importance of the items” (Hsu & Ohio, 2007: 3). Furthermore a 
feedback report was given to all participants after the second row, “Basically 
the controlled feedback process consist of a well-organized summary of prior 
iteration intentionally distributed to the subjects which allows each partici-
pant an opportunity to generate additional insights and more thoroughly clar-
ify the information developed by previous iterations” (Hsu & Ohio, 2007: 2).
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TABLE 2 
Number of participants per row by country

Countries
Argentina Colombia Mexico

Initial sample 28 30 31
1st row 22 (28) 17 (30) 21 (31)
2nd row 14 (28) 17 (30) 19 (31)
3rd row 9 (28) 10 (30) 13 (31)

We decided to design the questionnaire with open questions and Likert 
scale questions, but we have also included questions of choice –the first and 
third rows. In our first questionnaire, we created different blocks related with 
general conceptualization regarding character education, virtues promoted in 
schools, sociocultural context, agents, etc., in secondary schools. In the last 
two rows, we classified questions in various blocks: promoting social and 
moral virtues, issues, opportunities, needs and challenges.

To manage the delivery of the survey and the data generation we have cho-
sen Google docs. This option simplified the data management, and saved time 
and resources delivering surveys and collecting information.

FIGURE 2 
On-line survey tool
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2.3. Sample Panellists

One of the main points when using the Delphi method is the experts’ opin-
ion on a certain topic, in this case Character Education. Firstly, we must admit 
that there is no exact mechanism for identifying experts, or how many should 
be involved in the study (Habibi et al., 2014; Hsu & Sandford, 2007). In our 
study, and in accordance with Landeta (1999), we take an expert figure to be 
someone who has enough knowledge and resources to contribute in a positive 
manner to the research topic. In order to do this, and aware that not all the 
experts have the same degree of knowledge about the research topic (Hsu & 
Sandford, 2007), we chose, basically, specialist stakeholders linked with the 
field of education (not only experts on character education) such as school 
teachers, researchers, administration workers, etc. Moreover, originally, we 
also tried to add policy-makers; nevertheless, the difficulty of generating any 
beneficial communication forced us to avoid this profile in the study.

FIGURE 3 
Expert panel composition

During the process, we guaranteed the anonymity of all participants. This 
was done for two reasons, firstly, to avoid any kind of inference among the 
participants and, secondly, to give them more freedom to express their opin-
ions. During the sampling process, we contacted the stakeholders via email, 
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selecting different universities, research institutes, schools and non-profit as-
sociations; furthermore, we also used the snowballing technique (Habibi et 
al., 2014) to identify people who would be more interested in our study. There 
is no general agreement about how many subjects must participate in a Delphi 
study (Hsu & Sandford, 2007). In our study, the final sample average was 
eighty-eight people in total, although, at the beginning, two hundred people 
accepted our invitation to participate.

2.4. Data Analysis

The Delphi process attempts to achieve some consensus or convergence 
about certain issues through a number of iterations with the participants. But, 
in addition to this, we can also use this method to focus our attention on con-
structive disagreement (Von der Gracht, 2012). Thus in our study we decide 
to fix the consensus by paying attention to some criteria commonly employed 
in qualitative analysis and descriptive statistics, that is, a stipulated number 
of rows, subjective analysis and mode, mean/median ratings and rankings and 
standard deviation (Von der Gracht, 2012). We established two main rows and 
a third one to obtain convergence for the questions where it was not achieved 
earlier. We also used subjective analysis because it was necessary to explore 
the qualitative data. Finally, we carried out statistical analysis to determine 
a certain level of consensus; in our case, a simple majority was enough to 
achieve this.

For the qualitative data analysis, we used a deductive and inductive ap-
proach, principally in the first row. During the qualitative analysis we em-
ployed topic coding (Miles, Huberman & Saldaña, 2014; Saldaña, 2009) For 
Likert questions, we use statistical analysis. In our case, mode and mean were 
basically the statistical analysis applied, as are generally used in Delphi stud-
ies (Hsu & Sandford, 2007).
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TABLE 3 
Statistical analysis example: Colombia second row

Item N M SD Max Min Md
In the current legislation in Colombia (Ley General 
de Educación o Ley 115) socio-moral virtues are 
promoted 

15 3,2 0,86 5 2 3

In the current curricular materials and textbooks in 
my country, the following virtues are promoted: cour-
age, honesty, self-control, gratitude, humility 

15 2,7 0,82 4 1 3

At present the curricular design in your country com-
plicates the promotion of socio-moral virtues 16 3,2 1,18 5 1 4

3. results

3.1. The Term

This study gave us the opportunity to understand what is happening with 
character education in some Latin-American countries (Argentina, Colombia, 
and Mexico). Some of the evidence found is useful to explain that character 
education is an open concept that includes many aspects from different areas, 
that’s why character education could be named with other sibling concepts 
(Berkowitz, 2012; Kristjánsson, 2013).

FIGURE 4 
Sample of deductive categories

FIGURE 5 
Sample of inductive codes
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FIGURE 6 
Character Education in Latin American countries

Furthermore, these countries do not have any subject in secondary schools 
labelled as character education; indeed subjects related with character edu-
cation contents are better known as education for peace, ethical and civic 
education, or citizenship education.

Character education in Colombia is understood as Citizenship Education or 
Education for Peace. Citizenship education teaches individuals to behave 
peacefully in society, to participate actively through democratic and peace-
able actions in social activities that help to improve the living conditions of 
their close neighbours and society in general (Colombia 1).

We were unable to find a clear convergence when we asked participants to 
identify what term would be most appropriate to identify all aspects present-
ed in character education. In the next figure, we can see the principal terms 
selected by participants. On doing so, we realize the difficulty of identifying 
character education with just one term or expression. In addition to this, an-
other point that shows the relativity of knowledge about character education 
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in secondary schools is the fact that the virtues proposed in our study (cour-
age, honesty, justice, compassion, humility, self-discipline and gratitude) do 
not seem imperative or important when their promotion in secondary schools 
is checked. In this case, we confirmed that none of them offers a minimum 
consensus stating that they are performed in a regular way in the schools of 
these countries.

FIGURE 7 
Character education synonyms

3.2. Factors involved on character Education

Of all the factors involved in character education, three have an enormous 
impact on character education. In this study, in all countries, the family is the 
main agent to help children’s character to flourish and to give backing to all 
the work that schools do with them. Nevertheless, friendship in teenagers is 
considered as a primary influence on the development of character education, 
especially at this age, because friends have an enormous influence on their 
peers to modify behaviour and are also role models where young people see 
themselves reflected (Sanderse, 2013). We must consider that in present-day 
society where the difficulties of striking a balance between family life and 
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work life are huge, many children do not have a family to inspire them or to 
learn manners or social forms, so this kind of issue is more common in soci-
ety. As one of the informants pointed out:

At this age, the students are discovering themselves and the surrounding 
world. If they do not have an attractive model in their family, they tend to find 
it in friendship and adopt their manners. Some students are less gregarious and 
so look towards other figures in the media. For character education, it is neces-
sary and fundamental that family be a reference for the students and surround 
them with good friends and other attractive models (Mexico 1).

Another agent involved in character education with great responsibility is 
the teacher. The informants concur by affirming that a teacher is a key factor 
to help teenagers at this stage. Teachers can also be a model for the students, 
especially for those who do not have a steady family to motivate them to be 
good people and citizens.

FIGURE 8 
Teacher relevance Mexico
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The most powerful argument is that the teacher is a model of inspiration 
for students, both for good and ill (Kristjánsson, 2006; Martino, 2009; Rose, 
n.d.).

Because teachers committed to their duties, usually make a good impact on 
their students. It does not matter which subject they teach. In fact, many teen-
agers often like a subject more or less because of the teacher, not because of 
the contents of the subject (Argentina 3).

In spite of the fact that in all countries the teacher is considered to be a 
relevant figure in character education, it does not mean that just any char-
acteristic will be useful for teaching character education. In our study the 
main characteristics are: open to dialogue, assertive, empathetic and with 
the capacity to encourage students. Moreover, despite the importance of the 
teachers for character education, they have to overcome many difficulties, es-
pecially in public schools, where classes are commonly over-crowded, have 
less resources, there are poor worker rights, the sociocultural environment 
can be very tough in many schools, there is a lack of training for teachers, 
poor attention to character education, poor parent involvement, etc. (Instituto 

FIGURE 9 
Teacher relevance Colombia
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Nacional Evaluación Educación [INEE], n.d.; Patiño-González, 2009). These 
factors can make the difference when implementing and promoting character 
education in secondary schools.

In addition to this, for our participants the educational laws pay more at-
tention to others aspects such as maths, language, etc., especially in regions 
where Pisa results are weak as in Mexico (OECD, 2015), instead of character 
education.

Moreover, the approach to this subject is close to civic education or ethical 
education, which situation does not help to visualize character education in 
a global sense in schools. Another factor that supports this argument is the 
general opinion regarding teaching materials provided in these countries. Ac-
cording to participants, these resources are not appropriate enough to develop 
character education in secondary schools; only the materials associated with 
civic and ethical education have any kind of direct relationship with the pur-
pose of character education.

There is a subject called Ethical and Citizenship Education, with its roots in 
the old Civic Instruction, with some touches of Philosophy. It makes the stu-
dents face up to the “consequences” of living in society and implicitly in-
cludes the moral and social virtues (Argentina 4).

Another issue that we have confirmed with this study is the tension between 
what is taught, and what is caught (Arthur & Kristjánsson, 2015; Halstead & 
Xiao, 2010). In our case, we achieved a broad agreement among participants 
that the caught or hidden curriculum has more impact on students when we 
are referring to character education.

In fact, many participants consider that character education must be a daily 
performance with good actions.

I think that the hidden curriculum is of vital importance because character 
education must be taught in a vivid, practical, modelling, inspiring manner, in 
a way that can help it to flourish and be lived naturally. Finally, it’s a practical 
learning process not theoretical one (Mexico 2).
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FIGURE 10 
Caught vs Taught

For many of our participants it does not matter if the explicit curriculum 
talks about virtues, values, or human rights if these contents do not have the 
backing of the school community, particularly of the teachers who are in daily 
contact with students who can be a model for the students (Sanderse, 2013). 
It is assumed that teachers know the contents but is not clear what kind of 
performance they must provide in class. Even those who are critical of the 
hidden curriculum are aware that role modelling is a key factor for character 
education.

The hidden curriculum is far away from the virtues. On the contrary, it pro-
motes the easiest things, being late, lies, unpunctuality, irresponsibility that 
are frequently embodied in the teacher (Argentina 4).

We also found participants who defend a balance between what is taught 
and what is caught, but in a smaller proportion. This reflects the unfinished 
debate between contents vs experiences, books vs performance, official agen-
da vs particular interests, etc., in character education.
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4. conclusIons

Finally, we can confirm that character education in Argentina, Colombia 
and Mexico is understood as a hold-all where many aspects can be taught 
in order to achieve some personal and social skills for the well-being of the 
students and society in general. Furthermore, we can conclude that the term 
‘character education’ is not well-known in those countries, and its conceptu-
alization is closer to education for peace, civic education or citizenship ed-
ucation in comparison with the virtues approach promoted in other Western 
countries.

We can also add that there is tension among the agents (parents, school 
staff, and friends) involved in character education. Despite this, everyone is 
aware of parental relevance in children’s education and that they must be the 
principal figure; friendship among peers is considered crucial among teen-
agers due to their capacity to influence for good or ill with their behaviour; 
teachers are seen to be relevant but only if they can successfully manage all 
the sociocultural issues present in classrooms. Moreover, the weakness of 
policies related with character education in secondary schools does not help 
teachers.

Although in this study what is caught is considered more relevant for char-
acter education, we have found an open debate between what is taught and 
what is caught and the importance of both in teaching how to be a good per-
son in secondary schools.
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