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In the current study, we sought to understand relations among the key intervention targets 

of social-emotional and character development (SECD) interventions: character virtues, 

Positive Purpose, and social-emotional learning (SEL). Sixth, seventh, and eighth grade 

students (n = 1011, ages 11 to 16, M = 12.94, SD = 1.00) from five urban middle schools 

in the mid-Atlantic US completed self-report surveys containing measures of five 

supporting character virtues (diligence, gratitude, forgiveness, future-mindedness, and 

generosity) and Positive Purpose. Teachers rated students’ social-emotional strengths. 

Hierarchical regressions found a constellation of five character virtues was associated 

with Purpose and SEL, thereby providing empirical support for the framework for SECD 

interventions. Exploratory analyses found higher student-reported virtues were 

associated with a steeper increase in teacher ratings of SEL for males and White students, 

compared to female students and students of color. The current study contributes to both 

SEL and character education research by demonstrating positive associations among 

SEL, character, and Positive Purpose in the context of mid-Atlantic US urban middle 

schools. Future directions for research include examining how these SECD intervention 

targets and relations among them develop over time, the ability of SECD interventions to 

cultivate these skills and virtues, and how differences in teacher ratings by student 

race/ethnicity and sex may occur.  
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Introduction 

Middle school students, or early adolescents, require environments that support their social and emotional 

development (Zimmer-Gembeck & Collins, 2003; Yeager, 2017), while also offering opportunities to reflect 

on their identity and life purpose (Erikson, 1968; Hatchimonji et al., 2017; Malin et al., 2013). Recognizing 

this developmental need for purpose reflection and acknowledging that students require both character and 

social-emotional learning (SEL) skills to be successful in school and in life (Battistich, 2008; Elias, 2009), the 

social-emotional and character development (SECD) approach to fostering positive development in middle 

school places equal weight on individual students’ character virtues, SEL skills, and Positive Purpose. Despite 

theoretical support for this model, there is little empirical evidence supporting these relationships. In the 

current study, we sought to better understand relationships among the key intervention targets of SECD and 

exploratorily examine differences by student sex and race/ethnicity. 

A Positive Purpose in life is a personally meaningful, constructive, long-term life goal that aims to 

contribute to the world beyond the self (Damon et al., 2003). Contemplating and identifying a life purpose is 

possible in early adolescence as young people develop skills to balance self-identity with empathy for others 

(Crone & Fuligni, 2020). Purpose is associated with benefits from adolescence through adulthood, including 

psychological well-being, physical health, and academic success (Bronk et al., 2009; Pizzolato et al., 2011; 

Ryff et al., 2004; Yeager & Bundick, 2009). The theoretical framework of SECD posits that at the individual 

student level, a constellation of focal virtues supports the development of Positive Purpose (Hatchimonji et al., 

2017; Hatchimonji et al., 2020). This perspective is aligned with other character and moral development 

frameworks that emphasize a constellation of virtues, or a set of interconnected virtues that coalesce to support 

moral development. For example, Narvaez and Bock (2014) describe three ethics—Safety, Engagement, and 

Imagination—which each comprise a number of virtues. Peterson and Seligman (2004) articulated a consensus 

of 24 virtues identified across history and cultures falling under six domains: wisdom, courage, humanity, 

justice, temperance, and transcendence. From the SECD perspective, a constellation of virtues should represent 

multiple developmentally relevant domains. 

For early adolescents, we have emphasized the following virtues to support Positive Purpose: 

Forgiveness, Gratitude, Diligence, Generosity, and Future-mindedness. These virtues were selected for their 

contextual and developmental relevance in low-resourced urban middle schools (Hatchimonji et al., 2017; 

Hatchimonji et al., 2020). These virtues build upon the typical developmental processes of early adolescence 

by balancing self- and other-oriented virtues while also covering the six virtue domains identified by Peterson 

and Seligman (2004): Diligence (self-oriented temperance, courage), Gratitude (other-oriented transcendence), 

Forgiveness (self-oriented courage, other-oriented temperance), Future-mindedness (self- and other-oriented 

wisdom and transcendence), and Generosity (other-oriented humanity, justice). Each of these virtues 

independently is thought to be insufficient to support Positive Purpose. When taken together, this constellation 

of virtues can support youth in their ability to balance their own needs with the needs of others, plan for the 

future, and connect with others to cope with challenges in pursuit of their Positive Purpose. While these virtues 
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are important for all young people, this specific constellation is thought to be particularly contextually relevant 

for early adolescents in low-resourced urban schools who are likely to face high levels of adversity and trauma 

(Hatchimonji et al., 2017). Highlighting this constellation of virtues supports both coping with adversity 

(Forgiveness) and identifying opportunities for prosocial connection with others (Generosity, Gratitude) to 

envision and plan for a hopeful future (Future-mindedness, Diligence). 

The SECD framework also acknowledges that character virtues and social-emotional learning (SEL) 

skills are both necessary to support positive development. SEL refers to the process of learning and practicing 

essential cognitive, affective, and behavioral competencies. These competencies are needed to (1) label and 

regulate emotions; (2) determine and accomplish goals; (3) understand perspectives of others; (4) create and 

sustain positive relationships; (5) make effective decisions; and (6) communicate across a spectrum of 

interpersonal situations (CASEL, 2015). SEL skills are necessary to effectively act upon character virtues and 

pursue a Positive Purpose (Hatchimonji et al., 2020). For example, exercising diligence (character virtue) 

toward a Positive Purpose requires SEL skills, such as the ability to regulate emotions, focus, and delay 

gratification (Elias, 2014). Thus, the SECD approach emphasizes the interrelated processes connecting SEL 

skills for enacting character virtues toward a Positive Purpose. 

 

The Current Study 

The goal of this study was to test relations among the targets of the SECD approach to positive student 

development in the context of five urban middle schools in the mid-Atlantic United States. We operationalized 

character virtues and Positive Purpose as internal processes reported by students, and SEL skills as teacher-

observed behaviors rated by teachers. We included the following character virtues, hypothesized to support 

the development of Positive Purpose in middle school students: Forgiveness, Gratitude, Diligence, Generosity, 

and Future-mindedness. We hypothesized that student-reported character virtues would be positively 

associated with teacher-rated SEL skills and student-rated Positive Purpose, when controlling for 

race/ethnicity, sex, grade level, and low socioeconomic status (SES; approximated by whether a student 

qualified for free or reduced lunch at school). We also expected that the combined effect of the supporting 

virtues would demonstrate a positive relationship with SEL skills and Positive Purpose, with each virtue 

explaining a unique portion of the variance. Below we present the four specific hypotheses we tested: 

H1: Each independent student-reported character virtue (Forgiveness, Gratitude, Diligence, 

Generosity, and Future-mindedness) will be positively associated with teacher-reported SEL skills, controlling 

for race/ethnicity, sex, grade level, and low SES. 

H2:  Collectively, the five supporting student-reported character virtues will demonstrate a positive 

relationship with teacher-rated SEL skills, with each virtue explaining a unique portion of the variance, 

controlling for race/ethnicity, sex, grade level, and low SES. 
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H3: Each independent student-reported character virtue (Forgiveness, Gratitude, Diligence, 

Generosity, and Future-mindedness) will be positively associated with student-reported Positive Purpose, 

controlling for race/ethnicity, sex, grade level, and low SES. 

H4:  Collectively, five supporting student-reported character virtues will demonstrate a positive 

relationship with student-rated Positive Purpose, with each virtue explaining a unique portion of the variance, 

controlling for race/ethnicity, sex, grade level, and low SES. 

 

Exploratory Analyses:  Moderating Effects of Race/Ethnicity and Sex 

While the relations among these intervention targets are likely similar across students from an array of 

identities and backgrounds, educator perceptions of students’ character and SEL skills may differ. To explore 

the impact of including both student and teacher ratings in our analyses, we investigated whether students’ 

student-reported character virtues demonstrated different relationships with teacher ratings of SEL skills based 

on student race/ethnicity or sex. Sex and racial/ethnic disparities in academic achievement and harsh and 

exclusionary school discipline are well-documented (Strambler et al., 2017; Skiba et al., 2011; Voyer & Voyer, 

2014; White et al., 2016). Given the limited research on race/ethnicity and sex differences in teacher 

perceptions of SEL skills specifically, we did not make an a priori hypothesis about the moderating role of 

race/ethnicity or sex. Based on literature on race and sex differences in teacher perceptions more broadly (e.g., 

Starck et al., 2020), we considered one possibility: students from minoritized backgrounds who reported higher 

levels of virtue would be rated at similar levels of SEL skills, when compared to their White peers rating lower 

levels of virtue. Alternatively, we considered whether only specific groups of students (by race/ethnicity or 

sex) would be rated more highly by teachers with regard to SEL skills when they self-reported higher levels 

of virtue. 

 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students attending five public urban middle schools during 

the 2015-2016 school year (ages 11 to 16, mean age = 12.94, standard deviation = 1.00). See Table I for student 

sample characteristics. Due to the student-focused nature of the study and associated Institutional Review 

Board approval, sociodemographic variables for teachers (N = 95) who rated student SEL skills were not 

collected. While we were not permitted to collect the race/ethnicity or sex of individual teachers, we can report 

aggregated data from each school indicating the overall staff was comprised of 60% White, 14% Black, and 

19% Latinx educators and 77% female educators. This represents a workforce that is more racially diverse 

than the overall teaching workforce in the United States (82% White; U.S. Department of Education, 2016) 

and roughly equivalent to the proportion of females in the U.S. educator workforce (76% female; Ingersoll et 

al., 2018). However, this educator workforce is not racially reflective of the student body, which was 

comprised of only 14% White students.  
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Procedure 

Data are from the baseline assessment (Fall 2015) of a project to implement a SECD curriculum known as 

MOSAIC (Mastering Our Skills and Inspiring Character). MOSAIC builds social-emotional skills and 

character virtues designed to support students’ journeys toward identifying and pursuing a Positive Purpose. 

Six middle schools were recruited to take part in this study. Schools were selected for their demographic 

diversity, representing the public schools within the larger school district. Participants were consented to study 

participation through a passive consent process approved by the school district and the research institution’s 

Institutional Review Board. Students were also provided an opportunity to decline participation through a 

passive assent process. Sixth, seventh, and eighth grade students in participating schools were asked to 

complete self-report surveys through Qualtrics, an online survey platform. Return rates were low in one school, 

so paper and pencil surveys were provided, but this school maintained low return rates so was not included in 

analysis for the current study. Teachers rated student social-emotional skills using Qualtrics. 

 

Measures 

Supporting Character Virtues 

Scales representing the following character virtues were adapted from existing measures of character. Unless 

otherwise noted, scales used a five-point Likert scale with the following anchors: “Disagree A LOT!”, 

“Disagree a little”, “Neither Agree nor Disagree”, “Agree a little”, “Agree A LOT!”.  

Gratitude. We measured gratitude with the Froh et al. (2011) youth adaptation of the Gratitude 

Questionnaire-6 item (GQ-6; McCullough et al., 2002). Froh et al. (2011) replaced “grateful” with “thankful” 

and retained five items with acceptable reliability (α = .76 - .85 across age groups) and convergent validity in 

a large youth sample (ages 10-19). We found acceptable reliability in our sample as well (α = .70). 

Forgiveness. Mullet et al. (2003) originally developed the Forgiveness Scale for an adult population, 

and later adapted it into a 19-item Forgiveness Scale to measure dispositional forgiveness in adolescents 

(Chiaramello et al., 2008). The current study used the Lasting Resentment and Forgiveness subscales, with 

several items adapted to include additional explanations or definitions of key terms to improve accuracy of 

student ratings (9 items). The scale had acceptable reliability in the current sample (α = .82).  

Diligence. The measure of Diligence used three items from the “Perseverance of Effort” subscale of 

the Short Grit Scale (Grit-S; Duckworth & Quinn, 2009). This subscale is known to have greater coherence 

and utility in a Latinx population (Hatchimonji et al., under review) when compared to the full scale. Similar 

to the adaptation made to define words on the Forgiveness scale, teachers expressed a concern about students 

understanding of the word “diligence.”  Thus, we added a definition of “diligence” to one item. The three Grit-

S items had five response options (“Not at all like me”, “A little like me”, “Half the time like me”, “Usually 

like me”, “Always like me”). The scale also included two items from the Diligence Scale for Teenagers 

(Lippman et al., 2014). This original seven-item self-report scale was developed by the Flourishing Children 

Project to assess Diligence in adolescents using a five-point Likert scale: “none of the time”, “a little of the 
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time”, “half of the time”, “most of the time” and “all of the time.” In our current sample, the five-item Diligence 

scale had acceptable reliability (α = .78).  

Future-Mindedness. Students’ Future-Mindedness was measured using a scale of self-expectations (α 

= .79). The six-item scale was adapted from a Social-Normative Expectations scale (Bell et al., 2019) and 

modeled after Ou and Reynolds’ (2008) method of evaluating student aspirations. Two sample items were: “In 

the future, I will graduate from high school” and “In the future, I will have a happy family life.” 

Generosity. We used four items from the altruism scale and one item from the Generosity Scale from 

The Flourishing Children Project (Lippman et al., 2014). Items were rated using a five-point Likert scale (“not 

at all like me”, “a little like me”, “half the time like me”, “usually like me”, and “always like me”). This five-

item scale had acceptable reliability in our sample (α = .72)  

 

Positive Purpose 

Purpose was measured by a five-item self-report scale used in previous research (Hatchimonji et al., 2021; 

Nayman et al., 2019). The scale was adapted from the Lippman et al. (2014) Purpose Scale (two items) and 

the Revised Youth Purpose Survey (Bundick et al., 2008). Higher scores indicated higher levels of student-

reported Purpose. The scale had acceptable reliability in this study (α = .82).  

 

SEL Skills 

We used the Devereux Student Strengths Assessment-mini (DESSA-mini; LeBuffe et al., 2009) to measure 

SEL Skills. The DESSA-mini is an 8-item teacher-report measure that assesses social-emotional strengths and 

resilience (i.e., positive behaviors). Teachers rated the frequency with which they observed the student carry 

out specific positive behaviors on a five-point scale (0 = Never, 1=Rarely, 2=Occasionally, 3=Frequently, and 

4 = Very Frequently). The DESSA-mini had excellent reliability in our sample (α = .98). The DESSA-mini 

scores can be compared to a normative sample. Raw scores at or below 14 are considered in the “Need” range, 

raw scores ranging from 15-26 are considered “Typical,” and raw scores at or above 27 are considered in the 

“Strength” range. 

 

Student Demographics 

Student sex, race/ethnicity, age, grade level, and free/reduced lunch status (measurement of low SES) were 

collected from the district. Sex was reported by the district as male or female. Race/ethnicity was reported in 

the school records as: American Indian/Native American, Asian/Asian American, Black/African American, 

Hispanic/Latinx, Multiracial, Pacific Islander, or White. We grouped students who qualified for either free or 

reduced lunch together as an indicator of lower socioeconomic status than students who did not qualify for 

free or reduced lunch.  
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Results 

Preliminary Analyses 

Sample characteristics are provided in Table I. Descriptive statistics of study variables and their 

intercorrelations can be found in Table II. Student-reported character virtues (Diligence, Gratitude, Generosity, 

Forgiveness, and Future-Mindedness) as well as Positive Purpose were positively correlated with each other. 

As expected, r values between virtues were not high enough to show collinearity, thus showing each construct 

accounted for meaningful unique variance. Forgiveness had the lowest correlations with other variables. 

Virtues were also positively correlated with teacher-rated SEL skills.  

 

Table I. Student Sample Characteristics 

School Number 1 2 3 4 5 Total 

Grade Level       

6th 140 54 35 68 34 331 

7th 151 77 55 62 27 372 

8th 126 51 50 53 28 308 

Socioeconomic Status (SES)       

Low SES  263 147 92 128 77 707 

Higher SES 154 35 48 55 12 304 

Race/Ethnicity       

Black 106 44 56 20 46 272 

Latinx 143 79 36 111 26 395 

Asian/Asian American 121 20 16 33 10 200 

White 47 39 32 19 7 144 

Sex       

Male 179 90 75 95 52 491 

Female 238 92 65 88 37 520 

Total 417 182 140 183 89 1011 

 

Table II. Correlations and Descriptive Statistics of Study Variables 

 M(SD) 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 

1. Diligence 3.99 (0.71) - .36** .14** .45** .48** .51** .20** 

2. Gratitude 4.24 (0.67)  - .25** .29** .36** .44** .15** 

3. Forgiveness 2.91 (0.86)   - .28** .12** .14** .11** 

4. Generosity 3.43 (0.82)    - .27** .30** .18** 

5. Future-Mindedness 4.64 (0.50)     - .55** .20** 

6. Positive Purpose 4.22 (0.75)      - .07* 

7. SEL Skills 23.54 (7.10)       - 

Note. Five supporting character virtues and Positive Purpose are provided as mean scores for the entire scale to 

allow for comparison across the scales; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001 
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We explored the relationship of race/ethnicity, sex, low SES, and grade level with the dependent 

variables of interest: teacher-rated SEL skills and student-reported Positive Purpose. Independent samples t-

tests revealed that females were rated significantly higher on SEL skills compared to males, t(971.77) = 7.17, 

p < .001. Furthermore, students with low SES were rated as significantly lower in SEL skills than their peers 

with higher SES, t(646.81) = -2.97, p = .003. A one-way ANOVA also revealed significant differences in 

teacher-rated SEL skills by racial group, F (4, 1014) = 13.49, p < .001. Post hoc tests (Tukey’s HSD) found 

that Asian/Asian American students were rated as significantly higher in SEL skills than all other racial/ethnic 

groups. No other racial/ethnic group differences in teacher ratings were found. Students differed in their 

teacher-rated SEL skills by grade level, with eighth graders being rated higher than both sixth and seventh 

graders, F(2, 1016) = 19.67, p < .001. Students did not differ significantly in their student-reported sense of 

Positive Purpose by sex, low SES, or race/ethnicity. One-way ANOVA with post hoc analysis (Tukey’s HSD) 

revealed sixth graders rated their Positive Purpose as significantly higher than seventh and eighth grade 

students, F(2, 1008) = 15.62, p < .001. 

 

Association of Student-Reported Character Virtues with Teacher-Reported SEL Skills 

A series of hierarchical linear regressions tested the hypothesis that student-reported character virtues would 

be associated with teacher-reported SEL skills, controlling for demographics. Independent variables were 

mean-centred to reduce multi-collinearity. Race/ethnicity was dummy coded with White as the reference 

group. Grade level was dummy coded with sixth graders as the reference group.  

 

Table III.  Hierarchical Linear Regression of Student-Reported Diligence Association with 

Teacher-Reported SEL Skills 

Independent Variables Step 1  Step 2 

 B SE B β  B SE B β 

Low SES -0.59 0.47 -0.04  -0.50 0.46 -0.03 

Sex  3.18 0.42  0.22***   2.93 0.41  0.21*** 

Grade 7 -1.05 0.53 -0.07*  -0.85 0.50 -0.06 

Grade 8s  2.19 0.53  0.14***   2.46 0.52  0.16*** 

Asian/Asian American  2.36 0.73  0.13**   2.36 0.72  0.13** 

Black -2.10 0.69 -0.13**  -1.98 0.68 -0.12** 

Latinx -1.03 0.65 -0.07  -0.76 0.64 -0.05 

Diligence      0.35 0.06  0.17*** 

R2 .14  .17 

Note. Low SES coded as qualified for free/reduced lunch = 1, did not qualify for free/reduced lunch = 0; 

Sex coded as female = 1, male = 0; Grade level dummy coded with 6th grade as reference group; Race 

dummy coded with White as reference group; *p < .05, **p < .01, ***p <.001   
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We tested our first hypothesis by running five separate models for the supporting character virtues 

(Diligence, Gratitude, Generosity, Forgiveness, and Future-Mindedness). As an example, the model for 

Diligence is displayed in Table III. Demographic covariates (Step One) accounted for 14% of the variance in 

teacher-reported SEL skills. Controlling for these demographic covariates (sex, race/ethnicity, grade level, and 

low SES), all five student-reported virtues (Step Two) were positively associated with teacher-reported SEL 

skills. In all models, student-reported character virtue accounted for a small, but significant, portion of the 

variance in SEL skills (1% to 3%) above and beyond the effect of demographic covariates (Table IV). To test 

our second hypothesis, we ran a model with all five character virtues added in Step Two and found that the 

combined effect of the five supporting character virtues accounted for an additional 5% of variance in teacher-

rated SEL skills above and beyond the impact of demographics (ΔR2 = .05, p < .001). Three of the virtues 

offered unique explanatory power to the positive prediction of SEL skills in the full model: Diligence (β = .08, 

p = .03), Forgiveness (β = .07, p = .02), and Future-Mindedness (β = .10, p = .002). The variance and change 

in variance explained in these models is summarised in Table IV.  

 

Table IV. Summary of Variance Explained by Character Virtues in Hierarchical Linear 

Regression Models 

Dependent Variable Step One 

Demographics 

Step Two 

Student-Reported Character Virtue 

 

 R2 Virtue ΔR2 

Teacher-Rated SEL Skills .14*** Diligence*** .03*** 

 .14*** Gratitude*** .02*** 

 .14*** Forgiveness*** .02*** 

 .14*** Generosity*** .01*** 

 .14*** Future-Mindedness*** .03*** 

 .14*** All Five Virtues*** .05*** 

    

Student-Rated Purpose .04*** Diligence*** .24*** 

 .04*** Gratitude*** .18*** 

 .04*** Forgiveness*** .02*** 

 .04*** Generosity*** .10*** 

 .04*** Future-Mindedness*** .33*** 

 .04*** All Five Virtues*** .41*** 

Note. Demographics in Step One were: Low SES, sex, grade level, and race/ethnicity. In Step Two, each 

virtue was tested in a separate model. When all five virtues were included in one model, only generosity 

and gratitude lost significance when predicting SEL skills and only forgiveness lost significance when 

predicting Positive Purpose; *** p < .001 
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Association of Student-Reported Character Virtues with Student-Reported Positive Purpose 

Next, we tested the hypothesized relationships between the student-reported character virtues and Positive 

Purpose. To test hypothesis three, we ran five separate regression equations with each of the student-reported 

virtues as Step Two and demographics as Step One. Results indicated that all five virtues (Diligence, Gratitude, 

Forgiveness, Generosity, and Future-Mindedness) were independently associated with Positive Purpose above 

and beyond demographics (ΔR2 range: 2% to 33%). We also tested hypothesis four, that the combined effect 

of student-reported character virtues would be associated with student-reported Positive Purpose. We found 

that the combined effect of the five supporting virtues accounted for 41% of the variance in Positive Purpose, 

controlling for demographics (ΔR2 = .41, p < .001), with all virtues except for Forgiveness offering unique 

explanatory power to the model (Diligence: β = .24, p < .001, Gratitude: β = .21, p < .001, Generosity: β = .06, 

p = .03, Future-Mindedness: β = .34, p < .001). See Table IV for a summary of ΔR2 for all regression models.  

 

Exploratory Analysis of Virtue and SEL Skills: Moderating Effect of Race and Sex 

Preliminary analyses found that teacher ratings of SEL skills differed by race/ethnicity and sex. We then 

explored whether race/ethnicity and sex moderated the association between student-reported virtues and 

teacher-rated SEL skills using the PROCESS macro for SPSS (Hayes, 2019). We ran models for each of the 

five supporting virtues (Diligence, Gratitude, Forgiveness, Generosity, and Future-Mindedness) separately as 

independent variables. The interaction terms were significant for sex and Diligence (ΔR2 = .005, F(3,999) = 

5.46, p = .020), Gratitude (ΔR2 = .01, F(3,999) = 7.33, p = .007), Generosity (ΔR2 = .003, F(3,1001) = 4.09, p 

= .043), and Future-mindedness (ΔR2 = .004, F(3,1001) = 4.50, p = .034), indicating that the strength of the 

relationship between character virtue and teacher-rated SEL skills differed by student sex. In each of these 

models, although females had higher levels of teacher-rated SEL skills overall, an incremental increase in 

character virtue was associated with a steeper increase in teacher-rated SEL skills for males, compared to 

females (Figure 1). Males and females were both perceived by teachers as demonstrating higher SEL at higher 

levels of virtue, and there was less of a discrepancy between male and females at higher levels than there was 

at lower levels of the virtue. No moderating effect of sex on the relationship between Forgiveness and SEL 

skills was observed.   
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Note. As students reported higher levels of character, teacher ratings of SEL skills demonstrated 

steeper increases for male students, compared to female students. 

 

Figure 1. Moderating Role of Sex in Association of Student-Reported Character with Teacher-

Reported SEL Skills 

 

 

Additionally, the interaction term was a significant predictor of SEL skills for race/ethnicity and 

Diligence (ΔR2 = .01, F(3,999) = 3.14, p = .025), Gratitude (ΔR2 = .01, F(3,999) = 2.77, p = .040), Generosity 

( ΔR2 = .01, F(3,999) = 3.23, p = .022), and Future-Mindedness ( ΔR2 = .01, F(3,999) = 3.59, p = .01). There 

was no significant interaction effect for race/ethnicity and Forgiveness. In this case, an incremental increase 

in the four character virtues was associated with a steeper increase in teacher-rated SEL skills for White 

students. At lower levels of virtue, White, Latinx, and Black students’ SEL skills were rated similarly by 

teachers and were rated lower than Asian/Asian American students. With each incremental increase in student-

reported virtue, teachers rated Asian/Asian American, Black, and Latinx students with the parallel increases 

in SEL skills so that Black and Latinx students were rated at lower levels of SEL skills compared to 

Asian/Asian American students across all levels of the four virtues. However, whereas White students at low 

levels of virtue were rated similarly to Black and Latinx students, White students with high levels of student-

reported virtue were rated by their teachers with SEL skills closer to the ratings of Asian/Asian American 

students than Black or Latinx students (Figure 2). Conditional effects analysis using PROCESS found that for 

Asian/Asian American students there was no relationship between Generosity, Gratitude, and Future-
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Mindedness and SEL skills. All other racial/ethnic groups were rated with higher SEL skills at higher levels 

of self-reported virtue. The effect was larger for White students, which is clear in the interaction graphs in 

Figure 2. The Diligence model showed a slightly different pattern. In this model, higher levels of self-reported 

Diligence were associated with higher levels of teacher-rated SEL skills for all racial groups except for Black 

students. Across all four virtue models, the slope for White students was steeper. In other words, at higher 

levels of self-reported character, White students were disproportionately rated as demonstrating higher levels 

of SEL skills (Figure 2).  

 

 

Note. As students reported higher levels of character, teacher ratings of SEL skills demonstrated 

steeper increases for White students, compared to other racial/ethnic groups. 

Figure 2. Moderating Role of Race/Ethnicity in Association of Student-Reported Character with 

Teacher-Reported SEL Skills 

 

Discussion 

In the current study, we sought to better understand relations among the key intervention targets of SECD 

interventions. Results supported the positive role played by the constellation of five character virtues 

(Diligence, Gratitude, Forgiveness, Generosity, and Future-mindedness) in supporting Positive Purpose and 

SEL skills. Investigation of the moderating roles of race and sex found that higher student-reported virtues 
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were associated with a steeper increase in teacher ratings of SEL skills for males and White students, compared 

to female students and students of color.   

The current study contributes to both the SEL and character education fields by providing empirical 

support for the positive association of character virtues with Positive Purpose and SEL skills in the context of 

low-resourced urban middle schools. Despite consistent calls for the fields of SEL and character education to 

join forces (e.g., Elias, 2009; Elias, 2014; Hatchimonji et al., 2017), these two fields have only recently begun 

to come together in practice. As such, much of the extant research on SEL skills focuses on programme 

outcomes, such as the association of student SEL competencies with academic (grades and test scores), 

behavior (discipline referrals), and emotional (emotional distress) outcomes (e.g., Durlak et al., 2011; Taylor 

et al., 2017). Less attention has been paid to the relationships among the inputs of SEL and character 

programmes. Thus, this study provides much needed empirical support for the positive association between 

character virtues and SEL skills. As theorized in the SECD framework, these findings suggest that 

interventions that cultivate both character virtues and social-emotional skills have the potential to contribute 

to positive youth development more effectively than either approach independently.  

A second unique aspect of the current study is the examination of the theory that a constellation of 

character virtues supports Positive Purpose development. The theory of SECD conceptualizes Positive Purpose 

as an overarching meta-virtue supported by a group of focal virtues (Han, 2015; Hatchimonji et al., 2017). 

Previous research has connected purpose to hope (Bronk, et al., 2009; Burrow et al., 2010) and gratitude (Bronk 

et al., 2019); however, the constellation of five virtues to support Positive Purpose has not been tested. The 

finding that the five supporting virtues had a significant combined effect on Positive Purpose while also 

maintaining unique contributions (with the exception of Forgiveness) represents the first empirical support for 

a constellation of virtues supporting Positive Purpose. These results support the need for SECD interventions 

to highlight several complementary character virtues, rather than promote a single virtue.  

Our finding that the association of student-reported character with teacher ratings of SEL skills was 

moderated by race/ethnicity and sex requires more attention in future studies. Higher levels of student-reported 

virtues were associated with steeper increases in teacher-reported SEL skills for male students as compared to 

female students. Similarly, higher levels of student-reported virtues were associated with a steeper increases 

in teacher-rated SEL skills for White students as compared to all other racial groups. These exploratory 

findings are in line with one previous study that found teacher perceptions of student effort depended on 

student race (Kozlowski, 2015). Our results also corroborate literature on race and sex disparities in behavior, 

academic achievement, and discipline (Skiba et al., 2011; Strambler et al., 2017; Voyer & Voyer, 2014) and 

the less positive impact of SEL skills on academic grades for Black and Indigenous students, compared to 

White students (Jones et al., 2020). Unfortunately, we are not able to specifically draw conclusions about the 

role of bias or discrimination in our study because we did not measure student or teacher bias or perceptions 

of discrimination, nor did we have data available on teacher sociodemographics or cultural competence. 

However, as previous research has found evidence for educator implicit bias against female, Black, and Latinx 
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students (Copur-Gencturk et al., 2020) and associations between educator implicit bias and disparities in 

achievement and discipline (Chin et al., 2020), more research on the process of classroom-based bias and 

discrimination, particularly in the context of social-emotional and character development, is needed. While the 

racial/ethnic and sex of educators may play a role in their tendency toward bias, all educators are susceptible 

to pro-White bias, as teachers from non-White backgrounds have demonstrated bias against Black and Latinx 

students’ mathematical abilities (Copur-Gencturk et al., 2020). Moving forward, research on racial and sex 

disparities must move away from subgroup comparisons toward measurement of the complex processes that 

can explain how and why disparities occur.  

This study must be interpreted in light of several limitations. For one, data were collected in the 2015-

2016 school year, long before the COVID-19 pandemic affected many aspects of school life and social-

emotional development. Further, the reliance on a single informant for each measure complicates the 

interpretation of student-reported measures of character and teacher-reported measures of SEL skills. In 

addition to a single informant bias, the student-reported data was likely associated with a social desirability 

bias (Crowne & Marlowe, 1960). Indeed, the variables reported by students in this study demonstrated negative 

skew, indicating that students rated themselves highly on these variables. To address these issues, future 

research should combine multiple informants for each of the key variables. Of course, it is possible that 

students might feel they possess these virtues, and that multiple informants provide different perspectives, 

rather than a “validity check.” In addition, because our sample of schools was small (five schools), we were 

not able to use multi-level modeling to account for nesting and school-level effects. This research should be 

conducted in a larger sample of schools to be able to account for school-level effects. An additional limitation 

of this study was that it was cross-sectional, so we were not able to test whether changes in character virtue 

were associated with changes in the outcomes of Positive Purpose and SEL skills. Finally, a key limitation to 

interpreting the exploratory race/ethnicity and sex interaction moderation is the lack of data on teacher 

sociodemographics and other attributes. Future research should address these limitations by collecting 

longitudinal, multi-informant quantitative and qualitative data to allow for more nuanced analysis of the 

development of character virtues and social-emotional skills over time.    

The current study lends support to the social-emotional and character development (SECD) framework 

to promoting Positive Purpose. These results represent the first step in providing empirical support for a model 

that has previously been supported primarily by theory. More research is needed to examine how character 

virtues, social-emotional skills, and Positive Purpose develop over time and how the relations of these 

intervention targets may change over time. As this research continues, it will be important to continue to assess 

how these relations may differ by race/ethnicity, sex, and other identity factors, with particular attention to 

how and why these differences may occur. Further, it will be important to test the effectiveness of SECD 

interventions in cultivating character virtues and social-emotional skills in support of Positive Purpose.  
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