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Abstract. This article explores school leaders’ expectations and beliefs when starting a professional development
course about character education in Latvia. The survey used mixed methods, involved 30 participants, and was con-
ducted in 2020. School leaders expected to enhance their practical know-how in this field, the desired opportunities
for personal reflection and sharing with colleagues, and believed that shared values and a friendly atmosphere were
the key points. The findings can be useful for future similar initiatives.
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Mokykly vadovy nuostatos, likes¢iai ir isitikinimai
pradedant charakterio ugdymo mokymus Latvijoje

Santrauka. Straipsnyje nagrin¢jami Latvijos mokykly vadovy lukesc¢iai ir jsitikinimai pradedant profesinio
tobuléjimo kursa apie charakterio ugdyma (toliau — programa). Atliktame tyrime nagrinéti Sie klausimai: kokios
buvo mokykly vadovuy nuostatos ir lukesc¢iai pradedant programa? Kokie buvo jy pirminiai jsitikinimai apie savo
zinias ir lyderystés kompetencija $ioje srityje? Kokiy jie turéjo pirminiy jsitikinimy apie savo vaidmenj ir jtaka
mokiniy moraliniam brendimui ir juy pac¢iy moraliniam tobul&jimui?

Norint atsakyti { Siuos klausimus, 2020 m. pavasarj ir rudenj atlikta apklausa naudojant anketa su uzdarais ir atvirais
klausimais. Apklausoje dalyvavo 30 Latvijos mokykly vadovy (i§ Rygos, Rygos apylinkiy ir Siguldos). Mokykly
vadovy profesinés patirties ivairové suteikeé tyrimui reikSmingy izvalgy.

Dalyviai pasitikéjo savo profesine patirtimi ir kompetencija, taciau kartu buvo pasirengg tobulinti profesing praktika
ir zinias savo srityje. Jie pabrézé nora dalytis ziniomis ir idéjomis bei iSreiske vilti, kad turés galimybeg refleksijai ir
bendrautii. Tyrimo dalyviai pabrézé, kaip svarbu sukurti draugiska, bendra vertybiy ir dorybiy sistema besiremiancia
atmosfera. Vienas i§ tvir¢iausiy ju jsitikinimy buvo tas, kad jie patys turi jkiinyti dorybes, kurias noréty matyti savo
mokiniuose, ir uzmegzti pasitikéjimu grista bendravima kaip mokiniy ir jy pac¢iy moralinio augimo salyga.

Tyrimo rezultatai buvo naudinga atspirtis apibréziant tolesnio programoje vykdomo veiklos tyrimo konteksta: jie
naudojami kaip orientyras vertinant dalyviy nuostatas apie programos jgyvendinamuma ir jtaka jai pasibaigus. Sie
radiniai taip pat gali biiti vertingi panasioms iniciatyvoms ateityje, nes atskleidzia svarbiy aspekty, | kuriuos reikia
atsizvelgti organizuojant charakterio ugdymo lyderystés mokymo kursus.

Pagrindiniai ZodZiai: charakterio ugdymas, profesinis tobuléjimas, mokyklos vadovas, mokymo programa.
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Introduction

Character (i.e., moral, virtue) education is a challenging endeavour in which families
and schools should collaborate. School leaders play a pivotal role in achieving a holistic
approach to the education process (Tzianakopoulou & Manesis, 2018), embedding an
integrated whole-school approach to character education (Walker et al., 2017). But for
carrying out this task effectively, they need evidence-based professional development.
According to Character.org (2016), one of the key indicators of exemplary implementa-
tion of character education at school is that all school staff, including leading staff mem-
bers, “receive ongoing staff development” about character education (p. 16).

In Latvia, after the falling of Soviet Union, the political apparatus that controlled
school principals disappeared. This fact increased school principals’ formal authority
and practical power at school, as they had more freedom of decision. After 30 years,
and in spite of some recent reforms regarding school principals (Cabinet of Ministers,
2015, 20164a), this situation can still be felt. For example, the State Education Quality
Service (SEQS) of the Republic of Latvia recently stated that, for ensuring the quality
of the educational institutions, “the school principal plays a central role, because s/he
is the one who takes the decisions, and has to take the responsibility about his/her con-
tribution for the development of each pupil and of the institution” (SEQS, 2016, p. 15).
Recently, character and virtue education at schools have been under intensive discus-
sions in Latvia, leading in 2016 to the adoption of the Cabinet of Ministers’ regulation
No 480 “Guidelines for the upbringing of learners and the procedure for evaluating
information, teaching aids, materials and teaching/learning and upbringing methods”
(Cabinet of Ministers, 2016b). The guidelines include twelve virtues to be developed
by pupils at school as the manifestation of their personal free thinking and behaviour,
namely: responsibility, studiousness, courage, honesty, wisdom, kindness, compassion,
moderation, self-control, solidarity, justice, and tolerance. Those virtues are intended to
facilitate the practice of a number of values considered to be of particular importance:
life, respect, freedom, family, marriage, work, nature, culture, the Latvian language,
and the Latvian State. In this regulation (Cabinet of Ministers, 2016b), it is stipulated
that the school principal is responsible for the implementation of those rules (No. 2),
and that the decisions of the School council in this regard have only a recommendatory
character (No. 24). The guidelines of the current educational content reform project
School 2030 (Skola 2030, 2017) integrate these objectives and use the language of
virtues and values.

Many scholars have reported on the importance of school principals’ ethical stance
and ethical leadership (Boydak Ozan et al., 2017; Chan et al., 2019), of their character
and their personal example, showing virtues in action (Chan et al., 2019; The National
Society, 2017; Walker et al., 2017), of their professional identity (Crow et al., 2017), and
of their spiritual and ethical values (Elmeski, 2015). Several recent studies addressed the
role of the school principal in character education (Arthur et al., 2017; Francom, 2016;
Wahyono et al., 2018). The Character.org framework for character education (2016)
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suggests that the school character education initiative should have “leaders, including
the school principal, who champion character education efforts, share leadership, and
provide long-range support” (p. 18). There is a number of studies about the character-
istics and effective practices of character education leaders (Francom, 2013; Navarro et
al., 2016; Murray et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2017). For instance, Walker et al. (2017)
reported that successful character education leaders highlight the centrality of character
education “to the culture, values and vision of the school,” take “a whole-school ap-
proach,” and exemplify positive character traits in interactions with others (p. 5). Au-
thentic leaders lead by the example, which produces a kind of “emotional contagion” in
the school culture (Avolio & Gardner, 2005, p. 326). School principals need also specific
knowledge of the field, they “need to understand character, character development and
character education, be instructional leaders for it, model good character, and empower
all stakeholders in the school” (Berkowitz, 2011; Berkowitz et al., 2017, p. 42). They
need to improve their own leadership (Elmeski, 2015) to effectively manage diversity
(Romanowski et al., 2019) and promote developing leadership capacity in others (Hug-
gins et al., 2017). The scientific literature also often refers to the relational dimension
of leadership for character education. According to Walker et al. (2017), one of the key
features of effective leadership of character education is to “maintain focus, momentum
and ongoing communication” (p. 41); and for Bass and Steidlmeyer (1999), “a person
becomes virtuous within a community” and “for the community” (p. 196). According
to a six-country study (Chan et al., 2019) based on an analysis of school principals’
self-perceptions regarding their character, professional knowledge and skills, adminis-
trative style and duties, staff and students’ affairs management, it was concluded that
“principals of many countries are in great need for professional development’ and they
believe ‘in professional ethics in school leadership” (pp. 53—54).

Effective school-family collaboration and parental involvement are crucial ele-
ments of a successful educational environment (Deslandes, 2019; Johnson et al., 2004;
Larocque at al., 2011; Pefia, 2000; Raborife & Phasha, 2010), and they are especially
important for successful implementation of character education (Agboola & Tsai, 2012;
Berkowitz & Bier, 2006; Berkowitz et al., 2008, 2017). A recent research report (Fernan-
dez Gonzalez, 2019) based on a survey involving more than 2250 respondents (pupils
and parents, pre-service and in-service teachers, school leaders and educational author-
ities) from various Latvian schools showed a great diversity of understanding of what
character (moral, virtue) education means. According to 127 Latvian school leaders and
32 educational authorities who participated in the abovementioned study, schools have
to develop pupils’ characters and encourage good values (86% agreed), facilitating pu-
pils’ moral growth is part of the teacher’s role (75% agreed), but teachers are not suf-
ficiently or absolutely not prepared for this work (42% agreed) (Fernandez Gonzalez,
2019, 2020). Regarding the promotion of character education at school, school leaders
and educational authorities emphasized that there is a large need for collaboration with
families and implementing more practical rather than just theoretical activities.
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Regarding Latvian school leaders’ training needs for implementing character edu-
cation, school leading staff and educational authorities underlined the need to support
school leaders in the implementation of character education at schools in the following
ways: 1) offering them practical educational opportunities based on real situations, in
particular regarding the development of a school culture supportive of character edu-
cation; 2) addressing the skills of communicating with parents about pupils’ character
growth in the school leaders’ career development plan; 3) facilitating school leaders’
self-knowledge and personality development (Fernandez Gonzalez, 2019, 2020). These
identified needs are partly in line with the findings of the exploratory qualitative study
presented by Hourani and Stringer (2015), who argue that school principals’ “individual
professional needs should have been addressed within the scope of professional devel-
opment and through an individualised career development plan” (p. 337), and that their
professional development should be effective, applicable to practice and offering op-
portunities “to see school-based and hands-on examples” (p. 333). The effective profes-
sional development for school leaders is extremally important in the midst of educational
reforms in different countries (Elmeski, 2015; Hourani & Stringer, 2015; Romanowski
et al., 2019), including Latvia.

Curriculum action research considers participants’ expectations, beliefs, values, and
their understanding for framing the research: “Context, teacher perceptions and beliefs,
learner aspirations and interpretations of the situation, all affect the way in which cur-
riculum intentions are realised in practice” (Pring, 2004, p. 136). Considering theor-
etical and empirical insights (Chan et al., 2019; Elmeski, 2015; Hourani & Stringer,
2015; Pring, 2004; Romanowski et al., 2019; Tzianakopoulou & Manesis, 2018; Wood
& Roac, 2000), it could be concluded that school leaders’ expectations, perceptions and
self-perceptions, aspirations and interpretations, beliefs and values have to be explored
in order to offer a more appropriate professional development programme in terms of its
design and delivery.

The purpose of this research was to identify school leaders’ initial attitudes, expect-
ations, and beliefs at the beginning of their participation in professional development
training for implementing character education at school (hereinafter — the Programme).
Getting a clear initial picture of those aspects was important for setting the context of a
subsequent action research about the effectiveness of the Programme: the findings were
intended to be used as a reference landmark for weighting participants’ judgements re-
garding the Programme’s feasibility and its influence on them after completion. In order
to achieve this purpose, the following three research questions were addressed:

Research question 1 (RQ1): What were school leaders’ attitudes and expectations
starting the Programme?

Research question 2 (RQ2): What were their initial beliefs about their knowledgeab-
ility and leadership competence in the field?

Research question 3 (RQ3): What were their initial beliefs about their role and influ-
ence on pupils’ moral growth, and about their personal moral development?
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Materials and methods

Research design

This study adopted a survey research design with mixed methods. Quantitative and qual-
itative data were analyzed for exploring school leaders’ initial attitudes, expectations,
and beliefs regarding moral growth and virtue education at the beginning of the Pro-
gramme.

Participants

Thirty respondents participated in the research: six school principals and 24 vice-prin-
cipals. This was a convenience sample: all participants were school leaders who volun-
tarily signed-up to participate in the Programme conducted by the principal investigators,
after receiving an invitation from the educational authorities of their region. Regarding
the demographics, the majority of them were females (93 %); their overall work experi-
ence oscillated between 4 and 44 years (M = 23.20; SD = 12.56); and their school leader-
ship experience was between 1 and 31 years (M = 10.33; SD = 10.08). Twenty-nine par-
ticipants worked in public schools and one in a private school. One participant worked
in a primary school (grade 1 to 4), six in lower secondary schools (grades 1 to 9), 22 in
upper secondary schools (grades 1 to 12), and one in a special education school. Almost
60% of the participants worked in schools with less than 600 pupils, but there were also
four participants from a school with more than 1200 students and two from schools with
less than 150 students. The diversity of participants’ professional background enriched
the insights of the research.

Research instrument

A questionnaire was used for collection of qualitative and quantitative data. The question-
naire had the following sections: (1) two open-ended questions about the participants’ at-
titude, possible contribution and expectations starting the Programme; (2) two questions
(one closed-ended and one open-ended) about the participants’ perceived knowledge-
ability and one open question about their perceived leadership competence in the field;
(3) four open-ended questions capturing how school leaders perceived the role they have
in moral education, the influence of their moral stance on students’ moral development,
the need for their own personal moral growth, and the conditions under which it happens
better; and (4) the demographics section.

Data collection, processing, and analysis

The questionnaire was administrated in paper form in Spring and Fall 2020 to school
leading staff from Riga, Riga surroundings, and Sigulda at the beginning of the first ses-
sion of the Programme. Quantitative data were processed and analyzed using MS Excel
and IBM SPSS Statistics 26 software. Qualitative data were processed and analyzed us-
ing NVivo 12 software, applying a thematic analysis and open coding for analyzing the
answers to open-ended questions. A combination of deductive (pre-set coding scheme)
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and inductive (codes generated while examining the collected data) approaches to cod-
ing was used (Linneberg & Korsgaard, 2019). In total, textual data of 2638 written words
(16,343 characters) were transcribed in electronic text and analyzed to identify segments
of meaning; and each segment of meaning was referenced under a code. The final code-
book consisted of 62 codes grouped in 8 thematic blocks; each block was related to one
of the open-ended questions (see Table 1).

Table 1. Textual data analysis: Frequencies by thematic blocks

RO Thematic block Count of ?ount of Count of
words | unique codes | references
School leaders’ attitude and intended
o . 202 8 41
RQ1 |contribution starting the Programme
School leaders’ expectations 303 10 53
School. leaders’ knowledge about moral 404 ) 25
RQ2 education concepts
School leaders’ perceived leadership
. 378 10 52
competence for moral education
School leaders’ perceived role in pupils’ moral 150 12 41
growth
School leaders’ perceived influence of their
o 334 2 31
RQ3 moral stance on pupils’ moral development
School leaders’ perceived need and motivations
317 6 35
for personal moral growth
Scbool leaders’ beliefs about the conditions of 350 12 56
their own moral growth
Intotal| 2638 62 334

Ethical considerations

For using the questionnaire, the approval for the Practitioner Inquiry in Education re-
search was obtained at the University of Birmingham (MA “Character education” super-
visor Tom Harrison, 24.01.2019). The research was also part of the postdoctoral project
Arete-school (2017-2020), whose research methodology was approved by the Univer-
sity of Latvia Prorector of Humanities and Education Sciences, Professor Ina Druviete
as being in conformity with the legislation of the Republic of Latvia and the regula-
tions concerning research application, which include research ethics concerns (Contract
No 9-14.5/272 of 02.11.2017, point 8.2 and 8.3). Participants’ informed consent was
requested before participating in the survey, using a paper consent form. All respondents
participated voluntarily in the research. For ensuring confidentiality, data analysis was
done at the group level. For ensuring anonymity, each questionnaire had a confidential
code known only by researchers.
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Results

RQI: Participants’ initial attitude, intended contribution, and expectations

The questionnaire included two open questions about participants’ intended contribution
and expectations starting the Programme. In analyzing respondents’ answers to the ques-
tion “How can I be useful to others during this Programme?” 41 units of meaning were
referenced. Most of the references pointed to respondents’ experience and expertise (n =
23), their positive attitude (n = 6), and their desire of sharing their knowledge and ideas
(n = 6). Fifty-three references regarding their expectations were identified: in most of
the cases, respondents mentioned their desire to acquire new tools (n = 32), in particular
new methods for working with students (n = 12) and families (n = 5), for enhancing
collaboration (n = 6) and motivation at school (n = 3), and for facilitating self-growth
(n = 1). Some references stressed the respondents’ desire to improve their theoretical
knowledge of the field (n = 18) and to exchange experience with other participants (n =
14), in particular regarding the transmission and cultivation of values. Summarizing, the
main expectation that emerged from the data was the participants’ desire to enhance their
professional competence by collaborating and sharing with others, and by acquiring new
knowledge and practical tools for moral education.

RQ?2: Participants’ initial beliefs about their
knowledgeability and leadership competence

School leaders’ knowledge about moral education concepts

Regarding the question “In your opinion, to what extent are you knowledgeable of the
basic concepts of moral education (character, virtue, values, temperament, moral habits,
etc.)?” at the beginning of the Programme, the mean of the data set was 5.23 with the
mode of 5 (in a 7-point Likert scale). The qualitative assessment of participants’ know-
ledgeability was done by asking them to define “values” and “virtues” in their own
words, and to explain the differences (if any) between those two concepts. Five respond-
ents did not provide any definition; therefore, only twenty-five definitions were analyzed
collaboratively by the researchers. According to the results, a solid knowledgeability
regarding those notions was found in 80% of definitions, while the rest of definitions
made apparent the respondents’ doubts about these concepts and their lack of awareness
of the field.

School leaders’ perceived leadership competence for moral education

Analyzing their answer to the question “How competent do you feel now in the field
of leadership for values and virtue education?” at the beginning of the Programme the
mean of the data set was 6.85 with the mode of 7 (in a 10-point Likert scale). During the
qualitative analysis, 52 references regarding participants’ perceived leadership compet-
ence were found: 29 references pointed to what makes them feel competent, e.g., their
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own experience (n = 12), their knowledge and personal background (n = 10), and their
personal values and virtues (n = 7); and 23 references pointed to what they feel they are
still missing, e.g., the ability to adapt to the rapid changes in society (n = 7), their lack of
experience (n = 6), and the unavailability of effective tools for moral education (n = 4).

RQ3: Participants’ beliefs about their role and influence on
pupils’ moral growth, and about their personal moral development

School leaders’ perceived role in pupils’ moral growth

Regarding the way school leaders perceived their role in pupils’ moral growth, 41 ref-
erences were found. All respondents believed that they have an important role. In 46%
of the references (n = 19), they perceived themselves as role models for students, col-
leagues, and parents. In 29% of references (n = 12), they pointed directly to their role
of providing trustful communication by supporting, inspiring, and motivating students.
Furthermore, 22% of references (n = 9) referred to their leadership role at the school
level (managing changes, giving official support moral education, organizing the cur-
riculum and school events, creating a school atmosphere supportive of character educa-
tion, and enhancing collaboration in their institutions).

School leaders’ perceived influence of their moral stance on pupils’ moral development

Analyzing their answer to the question “Do you think that your personal moral stance,
your values and virtues influence the moral development of pupils? Why? (If yes) In
what way?” 31 references were found: 55 % of them (n = 17) referred to the impact they
can have through the example of their own virtues; and 45% of the references (n = 14)
addressed the importance of mutual relationships: speaking with pupils, being open with
them about one’s feelings and values, giving them time and attention, adapting to their
needs, and providing opportunities for mutual collaboration.

School leaders’ perceived need and motivations for personal moral growth

Regarding participants’ perceived need and motivations for personal moral growth, 35
references were found. All respondents excepted one believed that they need to grow
as moral persons. Some of them specifically reported a desire to grow in virtue (n = 9),
while others were motivated by the need to adapt to the rapid changes in society (n =
8), to get new experiences and perspectives (n = 5) and to improve self-knowledge (n =
4). Some respondents mentioned that growth is necessary in any field (n = 7), and some
were motivated to grow in order to offer the best to their students (n = 2).

School leaders’ beliefs about the conditions of their own moral growth

In analyzing respondents’ answers to the question: “In what way and under what condi-
tions does your moral development happens best? What are the main obstacles for your
moral development?” 56 references were identified: 42 about moral growth facilitators,
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and 14 about the obstacles that hinder their moral development. “Reflecting” was the
most often mentioned way of growing (n = 16), and this included individual reflection,
reading, attending courses, and praying. The second most often mentioned growth fa-
cilitator was interaction with others (n = 11), including speaking with and listening to
colleagues and students, collaboration, seeing good examples in others, and meeting
inspiring people. The third moral growth facilitator was experience (n = 10). Some men-
tioned that they grow better as moral persons in a familiar environment and friendly
atmosphere, where they feel confident and supported (n = 4). The main obstacles they
mentioned in their growth as moral persons were a busy lifestyle (n = 6) and the presence
of negative examples in society (n = 3).

Summary of participants’ initial attitudes, expectations and beliefs

Overall, several recurrent transversal themes emerged from the exploration of participants’
initial attitudes, expectations and beliefs starting the course on character education leader-
ship (see Figure 1). Some of them were directly related to practice and professionalism (in
white): participants were self-confident about their professional experience and expertise;
acquiring practical tools was one of their central expectations; and their desire of getting
new experiences and perspectives as well as enhancing their professional knowledge of
the field appeared both in their initial expectations and in their beliefs regarding how to
grow as moral persons. Another thematic group was related to reflecting, sharing, and
communicating (in light grey): participants stressed their desire to share their knowledge
and ideas; they expected opportunities for exchanging experience with colleagues; and
strongly believed that reflection and interaction are the most necessary conditions for their
personal growth; furthermore, positive mutual relations were seen as necessary to foster
pupils’ moral development. A third thematic group was related to the importance of estab-
lishing a friendly environment and atmosphere, based on a common system of values and
virtues (in dark grey): participants had a positive attitude starting the course; they were mo-
tivated to grow in virtue and to adapt to the rapid changes in society for transmitting values
and virtues to the young generations; and one of their strongest beliefs was the necessity for
them to embody virtues and to establish a friendly atmosphere of trustful communication
as a condition for pupils’ and their own moral growth.

Discussion and conclusions

At the beginning of the Programme for implementing character education in Latvian
schools, the majority of school leaders considered themselves as quite knowledgeable
regarding moral education, and somewhat competent for leading it at school. They
showed a positive attitude and open-mindedness to acquire new knowledge and skills,
to share their expertise and ideas, and to grow in virtue. Their main expectations were to
thrive professionally and personally by collaborating, sharing, reflecting, and acquiring
new knowledge and practical tools.

Participants believed in the importance of a friendly and motivating atmosphere of
mutual support and trustful communication for the success of the Programme. This finding
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Figure 1. Participants’ attitudes, expectations and beliefs:
Frequencies of main transversal themes.

resonates with recent research, which describes school leaders as individuals who bring
together diverse networks, care about human relations and are focused on knowledge de-
velopment and open, inclusive, and collaborative relationships (Elmeski, 2015, p. 13).
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School leaders were aware of their role model and of the impact of their own personal
values and virtues on colleagues, pupils, and parents. These findings echoed the import-
ance of school leaders’ ethical stance and personal example stressed in recent research
(Boydak Ozan et al., 2017; Chan et al., 2019; Walker et al., 2017). Recent research has
found that the principal’s moral role model seems to be particularly relevant for students
(Fernandez Gonzalez et al., 2019).

Participants also mentioned a busy lifestyle, rapid societal changes, and the presence
of negative examples in society as the main challenges and obstacles in feeling more
competent as moral educators. This finding is coherent with Elmeski’s (2015) suggestion
that “while emotional and spiritual realities provide important repositories for sustaining
principals’ commitment to school improvement, physical and socio-political challenges
threaten to strain their resilience” (p. 16).

Fullard and Watts (2020) recently emphasized “the role of school leaders in effect-
ively coordinating opportunities for both staff and students to develop their character,
both inside and outside of the classroom” (p. 16). The way in which this Programme for
character education leadership was conceived provided a practical example about how
to coordinate these opportunities effectively. The Programme was elaborated using a
combination of three approaches to character education: (1) the Programme considered
the participants themselves (and the instructor — principal investigator) as role models
for the other participants (caught approaches); (2) lectures about leadership for character
education were offered through the Programme (taught approaches); and (3) opportun-
ities for participants’ autonomous reflection and reasoning were offered throughout the
whole Programme (sought approaches).

In our data, school leaders saw their role for fostering staff and pupils’ moral growth
as being related to the “caught” approaches of moral education (e.g., school leaders as
role models), while school leaders’ moral growth conditions seem to include mainly
“sought” approaches (e.g., individual reflection opportunities). However, given the small
sample, more research is necessary for confirming this hypothesis.

As it was mentioned previously, the diversity of the professional background of
school leaders provided enriching insights for the research. The research findings presen-
ted in this study were a helpful starting point for setting the context of the subsequent
action research implemented in this Programme: they were used as a reference point for
assessing participants’ value judgements regarding the Programme’s feasibility and its
influence on them after completion. The findings can also be useful for future similar
initiatives in the field, as they reveal some important aspects to be considered when or-
ganizing training courses for character education leadership.
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