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; m<w5 while schools face mounting pressures to pack more

academic content” into their curricula and tmprove standardized
wmmn. scores, support and funding for character education curricula re-
main strong. Because “character” means different things to different
people, however, character education is inevitably a fiercely contested
realm—not only for its educational import, but also in its proxy role in
staking ground in broader cultural wars.

The Discourse of Character Education: Cultire Wars in the Classroom
explores the topic both from a curricular perspective as well as in terms
of the wider cultural implications. Theoretical critiques of modern
character education are not uncommon in educational scholarshi
{e.g., Purpel (1939); Green {1999); Simon (2001)), and while m_.:mmo:%
sky and Taxel rehearse these arguments, they extend their analysis in
additional, worthwhile directions, primarily through the policy lens
of educational grantwriting. This book combines a helpful overview
of character education, past and present, with a focused look at how
federal funding opportunities have shaped the discourse, curriculum
and assessment of character education in the United States. \

. Smagorinsky and Taxel focus their analysis on proposals sub-
mitted to the U.S. Office of Educational Research and Improvement
AOmE.v for character education funding. In their review of available
materials, the authors encounter conceptions of character spanning a
continuum ranging from orthodox/ conservative to progressive/liberal
”E_mw identify proposals from the Deep South as generally nm_unmmm:?.
ing the orthodox perspective on character education, while _u_dﬁa,umm_m
from the Upper Midwest tend toward the progressive end of the spec-
trum. Orthodox conceptions of character education emphasize youth
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depravity, authoritarian transmission of values, “the good old days,”
and individual responsibility. Progressive orientations focus on civic
responsibility, the values of community and diversity, and the impor-
tance of student voice and local control.

As the authors acknowledge, the intent of their project is not to
draw comprehensive conclusions about how the Deep South conceives
of character and character education versus the Upper Midwest (the
limited sample size makes this impossible anyway); instead, their analy-
sis provides compelling illustrations of how Americans—influenced in
part by culture and region—understand character differently and thus
advocate widely varying visions of character education.

Smagorinsky and Taxel construct a threefold analysis, explor-
ing questions of discourse {(e.g., implicit, unstated assumptions about
character), curriculum (e.g., what does the program look like?), and
assessment {e.g., how do they attempt to measure character growth?).
This brief review cannot detail the full range of their project, but the
following examples will provide a sense of their varied findings.

The discourse analysis of the character education funding pro-
posals is thoughtful and detailed, while remaining free of jargon and
minutiae. The authors remind us that these curricula are about more
than character: “Students are not only being instructed about character,
they are being socialized into a particular way of being and into the
social groups who value those ways of being” (p. 63). With thisin mind,
the authors pay careful attention to proposal language, such as the use
of "we” as a way to claim a moral consensus {frequently linked to a
class-based morality) and an implicit “them” referring to those who
need to be inculcated into “our” moral community. With an eye to the
Deep South proposals in particular, Smagorinsky and Taxel pointedly
and repeatedly reject the “good old days” mindset in which proposals
frame schools and societies today as besieged by youth depravity. They
offer a range of reasoning and evidence to suggest that such a claim is
far more perception than reality.

In contrasting the two regions’ visions of effective character edu-
cation, the authors point to the Deep South’s emphasis on authoritarian
indoctrination of moral precepts as opposed to the Upper Midwest’s
concern with communal generation of moral understanding and com-
mitment. A related, foundational difference is the South’s conception
of character as essentially an individual matter, whereas the Midwest
proposals were more inclined to consider the influence of social context
and the need for social institutions to foster just environments in which
good character is supported and can flourish.

The Discourse of Character Education also points out the common-
alities across character education proposals, among those a strong em-
phasis on moral absoluteness, an embrace of the Protestant work ethic,
and an undertone of class-based morality. Another highly significant
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