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Liberté, égalité, fraternité

Note: I have studied or taught history and philosophy most of my adult life, so it is not feasible for me not to discuss it retrospectively.  I have felt support from many close family, friends, and teachers on my journey, and had great discussions with them about historical and philosophical topics.

By Reed Miller - M.A. American History, James Madison University, M.A. Special Education, The George Washington University
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CITATION: STATUE OF Liberty with skyline from WorldAtlas.

“To get the best results we must have a high degree of education, but the highest degree of education, if unaccompanied by the development in the man's moral side which produces character, will avail but little.” -  President Theodore Roosevelt
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“WE MUST REMEMBER THAT intelligence is not enough. Intelligence plus character—that is the goal of true education. The complete education gives one not only power of concentration, but worthy objectives upon which to concentrate.” - Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
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Ch. 1 - Justification Essay For Applying Positive Character Traits From Positive Psychology To The Teaching Of American History

Connecting the positive character traits emphasized in positive psychology to the decisions of historical leaders is a wise instructional method because it teaches students something history classes often struggle to teach explicitly: how human beings make choices when the stakes are real, the information is incomplete, and the consequences matter.  When students learn to analyze decision-making through traits such as courage, prudence, empathy, fairness, humility, and self-control, history becomes more than a sequence of events.  It becomes a structured practice space for moral reasoning, civic thinking, and personal growth—without requiring students to declare historical figures “good” or “bad.”  Instead of grading the past by modern standards, students learn to examine how decisions were made, what values were prioritized, what pressures shaped choices, and what tradeoffs emerged.  That shift is powerful for high school learners because it turns historical study into rehearsal for their own future decisions in school, relationships, communities, workplaces, voting booths, and—eventually—public leadership roles.

​History as a training ground for decision-making:

HIGH SCHOOL STUDENTS are surrounded by decisions, but they rarely receive a clear framework for thinking about them.  They decide how to respond to conflict, whether to speak up or stay quiet, how to handle stress, what to do when friends pressure them, and how to interpret information online.  Soon they will be asked to decide which issues matter most, who to trust, and how to participate in democracy. Traditional history instruction sometimes treats decision-making as if it were obvious: leaders “chose” war, “passed” legislation, “expanded” rights.  But the real learning opportunity sits underneath those verbs.  Why did they choose that path?  What alternatives existed?  What fears were present?  What values were claimed?  What were the risks of acting—or not acting?  A character trait-based lens helps students study those questions without turning history into a simple courtroom.

Positive psychology’s character traits provide a vocabulary for analyzing human behavior that is specific enough to be meaningful but broad enough to apply across time periods.  When students ask, “Where did prudence show up here?” they are not asking whether a leader was heroic.  They are looking for evidence of restraint, foresight, and attention to unintended consequences.  When they ask, “Where did empathy shape this policy?” they are not demanding that historical actors think like modern people.  They are examining whose experiences mattered in the decision and whose were ignored.  When they ask, “What kind of courage was required?” they can distinguish between physical courage, moral courage, political courage, and the courage to compromise.  That kind of analysis deepens historical thinking because it forces students to work with evidence and context rather than slogans.

This is especially wise because it builds continuity between academic skills and life skills.  The best outcome of a history course is not simply that students remember facts—it is that students learn how to weigh evidence, recognize competing claims, and make decisions responsibly.  A character-traits approach teaches students to read history as a record of human choices made under constraints.  That is exactly the kind of thinking students need when they confront modern dilemmas: public health, privacy and surveillance, war and peace, economic policy, civil rights, and local school decisions.  They begin to see that ethical decision-making is not mainly about having strong opinions; it is about using a method—asking good questions, listening to evidence, considering consequences, and taking responsibility for impact.

​Not “good vs. bad,” but “how did they decide?”

ONE OF THE STRONGEST benefits of connecting positive character traits to history is that it can reduce the moralizing that often makes students shut down.  Teenagers frequently encounter history in one of two unhelpful ways: either the past is presented as a parade of heroes and villains, or it is treated as irrelevant because “people back then were just different.”  Both approaches limit student growth.  The hero-villain narrative invites students to perform moral certainty without practicing moral reasoning.  The “irrelevant past” narrative discourages students from learning anything transferable.

A traits-based approach changes the purpose of analysis. Students are not asked to label a person “good” or “bad.”  They are asked to identify decision-making patterns.  For example: Did the leader seek evidence or rely on fear?  Did they listen to dissent?  Did they balance short-term needs with long-term consequences?  Did they show self-control in crisis?  Did they take responsibility for those harmed by the policy?  Did they demonstrate humility about what they did not know?  These questions focus on process, not verdict.  That is a more mature educational aim, and it is more psychologically safe for students to engage in.  It also produces better discussion because students can disagree without attacking one another’s identity or politics. They are debating reasoning, not moral worth.

When this method is used consistently, students begin to recognize that admirable traits can exist alongside flawed outcomes—and that harmful decisions can be made by people who believed they were acting responsibly.  That insight is essential for civic education.  Democracies fail not only when leaders are malicious, but also when citizens stop thinking critically about the relationship between intention, method, and consequence.  Students trained to analyze decision-making can recognize how fear, group loyalty, ambition, pressure, misinformation, and dehumanization can shape policy—both then and now.

​Avoiding presentism through disciplined trait analysis:

A COMMON WORRY IS THAT connecting modern psychological traits to historical figures will produce presentism—judging the past by today’s beliefs and language.  That risk is real if the method is used carelessly.  But if used wisely, the trait lens can reduce presentism by forcing students to ground every claim in historical context and evidence.

The key is to treat traits not as modern moral labels, but as human decision capacities that can be observed in any era: self-control, prudence, empathy, fairness, courage, humility, perseverance, perspective-taking.  These are not uniquely modern ideals; they are features of human social life, leadership, and conflict.  The question is not “Did this person meet today’s standards?” but “Given what they believed, what they feared, what they valued, and what they could reasonably know at the time, what traits shaped their decisions—and with what consequences?”

To keep the analysis non-presentist, students can be guided by three discipline rules:

	Context before critique.  Students must first describe the world the historical actor inhabited: laws, norms, power structures, threats, economic incentives, and available information.  This prevents students from treating the past like a modern debate stage.

	Evidence before conclusions.  Students must cite the source: words from speeches, laws, letters, court opinions, data, or photographs.  If a student claims a leader acted with prudence, they must show where restraint, planning, or attention to consequences appears in the evidence.  If they claim a lack of empathy, they must show whose experiences were ignored and how the decision was framed.

	Compare options available at the time.  Students consider plausible alternatives that could have been chosen in that context, not idealized options that did not exist.  This prevents “easy hindsight” judgments and teaches realistic decision analysis.


Under these rules, trait-based history becomes a tool for historical thinking rather than a shortcut to condemnation.  Students learn to say, “Here is what the person knew; here is what they claimed; here is what they feared; here is the tradeoff; here is how their method reflected certain traits.”  That is the opposite of presentism.  It is disciplined interpretation.

This approach also encourages humility—one of the most important traits for historical study.  Students learn that understanding is not the same as excusing, and criticizing outcomes is not the same as claiming superiority.  They can hold two truths at once: (1) certain decisions caused harm or injustice, and (2) those decisions were made through a real human process influenced by context, incentives, and limited perspectives.  This dual awareness is precisely what strong historical education should cultivate.

​Helping students identify traits they can use in their own decisions:

WHEN STUDENTS REPEATEDLY analyze history through a trait lens, they begin to internalize those traits as tools.  They learn that courage is not only dramatic action; sometimes it is refusing to spread rumors, standing up for someone targeted, or resisting pressure to join a mob.  They learn that prudence is not cowardice; it is careful judgment when emotions run hot.  They learn that empathy is not simply “being nice”; it is actively considering the lived experience of people affected by decisions.  They learn that humility is not weakness; it is the willingness to revise beliefs when evidence changes.  They learn that self-control is not passivity; it is disciplined power.

This matters for high school students because their decision-making environments are increasingly complex.  They encounter misinformation and emotional manipulation daily.  They are forming political identities, negotiating social pressures, and learning to manage autonomy.  By showing that adults in the past made consequential decisions using certain methods—some wise, some reckless—students gain a mirror for their own lives. They can ask: What trait is most needed in this situation? Am I missing it? What would it look like to practice it?

Crucially, this approach does not demand that all students adopt the same moral priorities.  Instead, it provides a common vocabulary for reflection.  In a classroom, one student might resonate most with fairness, another with courage, another with empathy, another with prudence.  The goal is not to create identical thinkers; the goal is to help students become intentional thinkers.

​Neurodiversity and individualized trait priorities:

ANY WISE EDUCATIONAL method must account for human neurodiversity. Students differ in temperament, attention patterns, emotional sensitivity, social processing, risk tolerance, and communication style.  They also differ culturally and morally.  Because of these differences, students will naturally prioritize some traits over others.  For one student, self-control may be the hardest and most important trait to practice; for another, open-mindedness may be the true challenge; for another, courage may be the barrier.  That variety is not a problem—it is a strength.

Acknowledging neurodiversity prevents the trait framework from becoming a hidden conformity tool.  Instead of implying that “good students” all behave the same way, the class can treat traits as a menu of strengths and growth areas.  Students can reflect: Which trait comes naturally to me?  Which trait is hardest?  Which trait do I avoid under stress?  Which trait do I overuse in a way that creates problems (for example, confidence without humility, or empathy without boundaries, or courage without prudence)?  This kind of reflection supports adolescents’ development because it normalizes difference while still encouraging responsibility.

It also supports equity.  When a classroom openly recognizes that students have different cognitive and emotional wiring, the teacher can offer multiple ways for students to demonstrate trait-based thinking: speaking, writing, structured roles, sentence stems, evidence organizers, or small-group formats.  Students learn that ethical decision-making is not a personality type; it is a practice.  Everyone can grow, but not everyone grows in the same way or at the same pace.

​Collaborative decision-making simulations (practicing democracy, not just studying it):

A TRAIT-BASED APPROACH becomes even more powerful when students practice collaborative decision-making simulations focusing on modern problems facing our government.  This is where history turns into rehearsal for civic life.  In simulations, students must work with incomplete information, competing values, and limited time—just as real leaders do.  When the simulation is structured around positive character traits, students do not merely argue; they practice ethical leadership behaviors.

For example, a simulation might assign students roles with different goals and constraints (government officials, citizens, activists, business leaders, journalists).  The class is tasked with choosing a policy response to a crisis.  Students must use evidence, listen actively, and weigh consequences.  The teacher can quietly reinforce trait behaviors: humility (admitting uncertainty), perspective-taking (accurately representing opposing views), prudence (considering long-term costs), empathy (centering affected groups), courage (speaking unpopular truths), and self-control (avoiding attacks and panic).  This creates a classroom culture where ethical reasoning is observable and learnable, not just talk.

Collaborative simulations also address a central democratic skill: learning to make decisions with people who do not share your instincts.  In real civic life, we do not choose our neighbors, our school board members, or our fellow voters.  We must learn to deliberate across differences.  A trait-based simulation provides a shared language for that deliberation.  Students can disagree sharply while still being guided by common expectations for how to think and speak.  Over time, students learn a critical civic lesson: good decision-making is not merely the outcome you prefer; it is the process that protects dignity, evidence, and fairness while aiming for workable solutions.

​Why this method is wise—and why it matters now:

IN A TIME WHEN PUBLIC life is often shaped by outrage, certainty, and speed, teaching students a method of ethical reasoning grounded in positive character traits is not an add-on to history.  It is a necessary upgrade to civic education.  Students need a framework that helps them resist fear-driven thinking, recognize how power shapes perspective, and practice disciplined reasoning.  By analyzing how historical people made decisions, students gain insight into how societies drift toward injustice or reform toward fairness.  They also learn that character is not abstract—it shows up in policy choices, rhetoric, institutional design, and public behavior.

This approach is wise because it respects complexity.  It avoids simplistic moral labeling while still confronting ethical consequences.  It avoids presentism by demanding context and evidence.  It honors neurodiversity by allowing students to find different “entry traits” into ethical reasoning.  And it prepares students for real-world citizenship by providing practice through collaborative simulations.

Ultimately, connecting positive psychology character traits to historical decision-making helps students see a crucial truth: history is not only about what happened.  It is about how humans chose—and how humans can choose again.  If students learn to recognize decision-making patterns in the past, they are more likely to recognize those patterns in themselves and in society.  They become less vulnerable to fear, propaganda, and groupthink.  They become more capable of wise leadership in small moments and large ones.  And that is one of the most practical, hopeful outcomes a high school history classroom can offer.

Attention:

This book does not mention any Scripture from any religious figure, as it is meant to be a teacher resource book for public schools.  I encourage teachers to use other teaching methods than applying positive character traits to history as well.  There are many good methods for teaching, but I think applying positive character traits to historical decision-making does need to be expanded in public schools.  Teachers also might pick and choose different parts of this book to use, and select only certain questions from the book when using the historical sources in the book.  I do not recommend focusing on the policies or speeches of one president alone in a unit, as this would single them out for a judgment of them as good or bad.  That is not the aim of this book - the book aims at discovering why multiple historical people involved in a decision made the decision they did.

At the end of the year, students also may want to consider whether a Code of Ethics could be developed for the U.S. government and people through collaboration, joint editing, and voting, and then if that Code could be taught to Americans.  I do not mean laws, but simply a positive character trait guide for Americans individual decisions.  Such a Code of Ethics might help solve some of the violence, crime, drug use, abuse, and political tribalism we see in our country if we all sat at the table and agreed on some common ethical principles.  Each American could then judge their own character strengths and needs against the Code, and use the positive character traits to make decisions in their own life according to their own priorities.  Students may see a joint Code of Ethics as impossible, but certain government entities such as the U.S. House of Representatives and U.S. Inspectors General already have Codes of Ethics, so it might be worth a class discussion.

My school district and the state of Virginia Department Of Education have not endorsed the ideas presented in this book.

End

Ch. 2 - The History And Use Of Positive Psychology Character Traits

Positive psychology emerged in the late twentieth century as a response to a perceived imbalance in the field of psychology. For much of the twentieth century—especially after World War II—psychology focused primarily on diagnosing and treating mental illness. This emphasis led to important advances in understanding depression, anxiety, trauma, and other disorders. However, some scholars argued that psychology had become largely a “disease model” of human behavior, concentrating on what was wrong with people rather than what helps them flourish. In 1998, when Martin E. P. Seligman became president of the American Psychological Association, he called for a renewed focus on studying human strengths, virtues, and well-being rather than only pathology (Seligman, 1998). This call marked the formal beginning of the positive psychology movement.

Positive psychology did not ignore suffering or mental illness. Instead, it aimed to complement traditional psychology by examining the character traits and conditions that allow individuals and communities to thrive. Seligman and other scholars, including Mihaly Csikszentmihalyi, argued that psychology should investigate optimism, resilience, courage, gratitude, perseverance, and other positive character traits that contribute to a meaningful life (Seligman & Csikszentmihalyi, 2000). One major development in the field was the creation of the Character Strengths and Virtues framework by Christopher Peterson and Seligman in 2004. This classification identified core virtues—such as wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and transcendence—and organized measurable character strengths under each category (Peterson & Seligman, 2004). The purpose was to create a research-based system comparable to diagnostic manuals used in clinical psychology, but focused on character strengths rather than disorders.

The development of positive psychology was rooted in both scientific research and philosophical tradition. The movement drew inspiration from Aristotle’s concept of eudaimonia—living well and fulfilling one’s potential—as well as from humanistic psychologists like Abraham Maslow, who studied self-actualization. However, positive psychology sought to apply rigorous empirical methods to these older ideas. Researchers studied how gratitude practices increase well-being, how optimism affects physical health, and how resilience can be taught. The purpose of this research was practical: to identify habits, environments, and positive character traits that help individuals build satisfying and productive lives.

Today, positive psychology is used in education, business, health care, and leadership training. In schools, it supports social-emotional learning by teaching students skills such as perseverance, empathy, and self-control. In workplaces, it helps organizations build cultures that promote engagement and ethical leadership. In mental health, it complements traditional therapy by strengthening protective factors like hope and social connection. Rather than focusing solely on preventing dysfunction, positive psychology seeks to cultivate human flourishing.

Ultimately, positive psychology was developed to answer a simple but profound question: What enables people not just to survive, but to thrive? By identifying and encouraging positive character traits, the field provides tools for personal growth, civic responsibility, and ethical decision-making. Students can use the positive character traits in their own personal growth, civic responsibility, and ethical decision-making, which is what this history book focuses on.  The purpose of positive psychology traits is not to ignore hardship, but to equip individuals and communities with the strengths necessary to navigate it.

Citations
Peterson, C., & Seligman, M. E. P. (2004). Character Strengths and Virtues: A Handbook and Classification. Oxford University Press.
Seligman, M. E. P. (1998). Presidential Address to the American Psychological Association.
Seligman, M. E. P., & Csikszentmihalyi, M. (2000). Positive psychology: An introduction. American Psychologist, 55(1), 5–14.
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​Ch. 3 - Two Letters To Use Positive Character Traits To Examine The Decision-Making Of Past Historical Actors 

​Below are two letters introducing the historical method proposed in this book.  One is meant to promote the historical method to educational administrators, and one is meant to send home to parents.  The book proposes using the positive character traits taught in positive psychology, a science designed to help people have a well-contented and prosperous life which they can live without later regret, to examine the ethical decision-making of past historical actors.  In that way, students can pick which positive character traits they may want to incorporate into their own lives and way of living.  The Portrait Of A Graduate developed by the Virginia state government and county government states that teachers are supposed to teach students how to become “ethical decision-makers” and “global citizens.”  This method of teaching history would allow history teachers to help students obtain this state goal.  In this method of teaching, students would not discuss whether a historical actor was “good or bad,” or “good or evil,” but rather examine how and why the historical actors made the decisions they did.  Students would look at the power, economic, and wealth advantages some Americans might have been trying to gain, and the students would examine any ethical traits the historical actors may have used to make decisions related to these gains or losses.  Students would be taught to avoid presentism by research common beliefs held at the time, and acknowledge that historical actors were somewhat trapped in the ethical considerations of their own time period.

​Many European and Asian schools teach students secular ethics in a more straightforward fashion, giving parents the option to opt their students out of a secular ethics class for a religious class instead.  There are a lot of articles and essays about this on Academia.edu.  The general idea overseas, however, is that students should be exposed to ethical discussions somehow before they become adults so they can become ethical decision-makers when they participate politically, economically, and in their communities.  Traditionally in the United States, English teachers have also taught the “moral universe” in works of fiction by examining character, setting, and event structure in works like novels or plays.  In a sense, this proposal - using positive character traits to examine historical actions - is already taking place in English classrooms in the U.S.  Historians would now be reinforcing this method of teaching if and when this positive-character-trait history method is adopted.  What follows are two letters, one designed for education administrators in the state of Virginia, and one designed for parents, to introduce this method of teaching history:

​

​MEMORANDUM

TO: School and Division Administrators
From: Reed Miller, U.S. History
Date: February 6, 2026
Subject: Instructional Justification: Integrating Historical Reasoning with Character-Based Analysis in U.S. History
​Purpose

THE PURPOSE OF THIS memo is to explain and justify an instructional approach in U.S. History that integrates document-based historical analysis with structured evaluation of human decision-making using positive character traits. This approach is fully aligned with the Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) and Virginia’s Portrait of a Graduate, and it strengthens students’ civic readiness, critical thinking, ethical reasoning, and ethical decision-making abilities.

​Instructional Overview

STUDENTS ENGAGE IN SOL-aligned Document-Based Questions (DBQs) that require them to:


●  Analyze primary and secondary sources

●  Construct historical arguments using evidence

●  Explain cause-and-effect relationships

●  Evaluate human decisions and actions using character traits from positive psychology methodology, such as empathy, fairness, responsibility, courage, self-control, and perspective-taking


Importantly, students are not asked to label historical figures as “good” or “bad.” Instead, they evaluate decisions and actions within historical context, avoiding presentism and oversimplification.

​Alignment with Virginia Standards of Learning

THIS INSTRUCTIONAL approach directly supports SOL expectations by emphasizing:


●  Historical thinking skills (analysis, synthesis, evaluation)

●  Use of evidence from primary sources

●  Contextual understanding of historical events

●  Clear written communication


All content remains grounded in required historical knowledge, and assessment is based on students’ ability to reason historically by presenting an argument in writing, supporting it with evidence, and explaining how the evidence supports their thesis.

​Alignment with Virginia’s Portrait of a Graduate

THIS APPROACH EXPLICITLY supports the competencies outlined in the Virginia’s Portrait of a Graduate, including:


●  Civically Engaged Citizen:
Students analyze how civic decisions were made in the past and consider their consequences, reinforcing understanding of democratic principles, rights, and responsibilities.
●  Critical Thinker:
Students evaluate multiple perspectives, weigh evidence, and explain complex human motivations.
●  Effective Communicator:
Structured writing and discussion promote clear, respectful, evidence-based communication.
●  Ethical Decision-Maker:
By examining real historical dilemmas, students practice ethical reasoning grounded in evidence and context rather than ideology.
●  Collaborative Contributor:
Group analysis and discussion foster respect for differing viewpoints and constructive dialogue.  Students are taught to respect historical actors as well, but to consider why and how they made historical decisions in the past, and the consequences of the decisions.

​Educational Rationale

INTEGRATING CHARACTER-based analysis enhances—not replaces—historical instruction. It helps students:


●  Better understand why historical actors made the choices they did

●  Recognize how fear, self-interest, courage, or empathy influenced outcomes

●  Transfer historical reasoning skills to modern civic and social contexts


This approach reflects best practices in inquiry-based instruction and supports the development of informed, thoughtful citizens now who consider positive character traits.

​Conclusion

THIS INSTRUCTIONAL model is standards-based, age-appropriate, nonpartisan, and academically rigorous. It strengthens students’ historical understanding while advancing the goals outlined in Virginia’s Portrait of a Graduate. It prepares students not only to know history, but to think historically and ethically—a core objective of public education.

Reed Miller

United States and Virginia History Teacher

Virginia

––––––––
[image: ]




FOR PARENTS:

​How We Teach U.S. History in This Class

A MESSAGE FOR PARENTS and Guardians

In this U.S. history course, students learn required historical content using primary sources, evidence-based discussion, and writing aligned with the Virginia Standards of Learning. Our goal is not just to help students memorize facts, but to help them understand why people in the past made the choices they did—and what we can learn from those decisions today.

​What Students Will Be Doing

STUDENTS WILL:


●  Read and analyze original historical documents (letters, laws, speeches, eye-witness accounts, photographs)

●  Write responses to historical questions with a thesis, evidence, and connecting explanations of how the evidence supports the thesis

●  Learn how to explain cause and effect, context, and consequences

●  Discuss multiple perspectives respectfully


In addition, students will sometimes be asked to reflect on human decision-making using the widely accepted positive character traits of positive psychology, such as:


●  Empathy

●  Fairness

●  Responsibility

●  Courage

●  Self-control

●  Perspective-taking


These traits are used as thinking tools, not as moral labels.  The students’ neurodiversity is respected - all humans have brains that think slightly differently, so certain character traits might appeal to one student, but not another.  Neurodiversity is taught to students from the beginning of the year so they respect each other’s differences.

​What This Approach Is Not

TO BE VERY CLEAR, STUDENTS are not:


●  Told what political opinions to hold

●  Asked to judge people as “good” or “bad”

●  Required to agree with any viewpoint

●  Graded on personal beliefs or values


Instead, students are asked to evaluate actions and decisions of historical actors using historical evidence and to consider the limitations and pressures people faced at the time.

​Why We Include Character-Based Reasoning

HISTORY IS FULL OF difficult choices made under pressure—during war, economic hardship, social conflict, and change. By examining these decisions thoughtfully, students learn to:


●  Better understand historical events

●  Think critically about consequences

●  Practice fairness and empathy

●  Communicate respectfully about complex issues

●  Decide which positive character traits they might incorporate into their own lives


This approach helps students become informed, thoughtful citizens, which is a key goal of public education.

​Alignment with Virginia Expectations

THIS METHOD DIRECTLY supports:


●  Virginia Standards of Learning (SOL) for history

●  Virginia’s Portrait of a Graduate, which emphasizes:


	Critical thinking

	Civic responsibility

	Ethical decision-making

	Effective communication


All instruction remains firmly rooted in required academic standards.

​Our Classroom Values

WE EMPHASIZE:


●  Respectful discussion

●  Evidence-based reasoning

●  Fair consideration of multiple viewpoints

●  A safe, inclusive learning environment


Students are encouraged to think carefully, ask questions, and support their ideas with facts.

​Questions or Concerns

IF YOU EVER HAVE QUESTIONS about materials, assignments, or instructional goals, please feel free to reach out. Open communication with families is important, and we are always happy to explain how and why we teach what we do.

Thank you for supporting your student’s learning.

End

Ch. 4 - The “Ethical Character Traits” Already Taught To Students Learning “The Positivity Project” in the U.S.

In my years as a teacher, I briefly was required to teach the ethical character traits of “The Positivity Project” to my students at a high school in Virginia.  These moral character traits were developed in the field of positive psychology, whose doctors have studied the positive character traits that lead to a moral life in which a person can thrive, make progress, and obtain financial security.  I will not use the same exact traits and resources that are used in The Positivity Project here, because the group consults with schools and is a business.  However, in general, the positive character traits are things like being loving, kindness, empathy, social intelligence, collaborating, fairness, equality, teamwork, forgiveness, humility, prudence, self-control, love of learning, open-mindedness, perspective, gratitude, hope, and others.  Student activities, Socratic discussions, student collaboration, and service projects are developed around these character traits to teach them to students.  I felt The Positivity Project was pretty successful at our school, but like so many educational trends, it was abandoned after about two years or so.  I think that was a mistake.  I think positive character traits can be applied to the decisions of Americans in the past, thus making the traits a tool for studying history in high schools as well.

One educator from Clovis Unified School District said this about “The Positivity Project” and its emphasis on


​1. Character Education Programs






​2. Social-Emotional Learning (SEL)






​3. Positive Psychology in Schools






​4. Challenges and Variability









​Some Examples of States with Formal SEL / Character / Moral Trait Policies

​Washington State






​Utah








​Broader Trends
































​1. Purpose of the House Code of Ethics


​2. Moral Principles Embedded in the Rules









​1. Integrity and Honesty.  House Code: Members must “behave at all times in a manner that shall reflect creditably on the House.” They may not use their position for personal gain or accept improper gifts.  Moral Trait Links: Integrity, honesty, and authenticity — acting truthfully and consistently with moral principles.  These ensure public trust and transparency in democratic institutions.

​2. Fairness and Justice.  House Code:  Rules prohibit discrimination, harassment, or any conduct that undermines equal treatment. Members must also comply with campaign finance and conflict-of-interest laws.  Moral Trait Links:  Fairness, equity, equality, and leadership — treating all individuals justly and upholding procedural justice.  These promote the equal rights that democracy depends on.

​3. Responsibility and Accountability.  House Code: Members must file accurate financial disclosures, obey laws, and cooperate with investigations by the Ethics Committee.  Moral Trait Links:  Responsibility, self-regulation, and prudence — being dependable, following through on commitments, and controlling impulses.  These foster ethical decision-making and trust in governance.

​4. Wisdom and Judgment.  House Code:  Members are expected to exercise independent judgment when making decisions for the public good, not just following party or donor interests.  Moral Trait Links:  Wisdom, critical thinking, and perspective — understanding complex moral issues and choosing right action over expedient action.

​5. Respect and Compassion.  House Code:  Members must maintain a respectful workplace and avoid abusive behavior toward staff, constituents, or colleagues.  Moral Trait Links:  Kindness, empathy, and social intelligence — recognizing and valuing others’ emotions and dignity.

​6. Civic Duty and Service.  House Code:  Members must place the interests of the people and the Constitution above personal or partisan interests. Moral Trait Links: Citizenship, loyalty, and gratitude — serving one’s community and appreciating the privilege of public service.

​7. Humility and Temperance.  House Code:  Ethics guidance encourages members to avoid arrogance, conflicts, and self-serving behavior.  Moral Trait Links: Humility and modesty — recognizing one’s role as a servant leader rather than a superior.  Temperance — showing restraint and respect even under pressure.

​The U.S. Inspectors General Also Work According To A Code Of Ethics



​1. The Ethical Framework for Inspectors General




​2. Ethical Standards Used to Detect Corruption


	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


​3. Tools and Methods








​4. Moral Roots




​2. Objectivity and Fairness.  Inspector General Standard:  IGs must remain objective, using verified evidence and fair methods to reach conclusions.  Positive Psychology Traits:  Fairness, Judgment, Perspective — treating all individuals equally and considering all sides before deciding.  Moral Function: Prevents bias, favoritism, or political influence in oversight decisions.

​3. Professionalism and Wisdom.  Inspector General Standard:
Audits and investigations must be performed with professional competence and sound judgment.  Positive Psychology Traits:  Wisdom, Prudence, Perspective — applying knowledge to complex moral or technical problems.  Moral Function: Ensures that anti-corruption work is both accurate and ethically grounded.

​4. Responsibility and Accountability.  Inspector General Standard:
IGs must be accountable for their findings and report misconduct truthfully to the public and Congress.  Positive Psychology Traits:  Responsibility, Perseverance, Self-Regulation — following through on commitments and maintaining discipline.  Moral Function: Builds long-term trust in public institutions by ensuring ethical follow-up.






​Overall Question:

1.  ​How did a lack of empathy shape early contact decisions in the Americas between the Europeans and Native Americans?

2.  ​What were Indigenous and European views (perspectives) of each other and land and property rights?







7.  ​How do material, wealth, and power-related goals interact, or not interact, or both, with ethical decision-making?





​Station 1 – Source Analysis of the First European and Native Contacts

​Overall Questions:

1.  ​What were Indigenous and European views (perspectives) of each other and land and property rights?

	How did Indigenous peoples view land?

	How did Columbus view land?

	What is one key difference between these views?

	How did Europeans and Natives view each other?


[image: ]



1.  ​European Account - Christopher Columbus’s Journal (1492)

Christopher Columbus’s Journal (1492) – Columbus describes the people and land he encountered, showing a European attitude of discovery and claim.

Teaching point: Ask students to find language that reveals European assumptions about land and resources (e.g., “great multitudes ... all with ... shapes ...”...). (The American Yawp)


​

​“Journal of Christopher Columbus, 1492











2.  ​Indigenous Perspective Part 1 (History Context Source)

While direct written Indigenous land-use texts from 1492 are rare, you can use sources describing Indigenous diversity and land relationships, such as summary descriptions of Indigenous lifeways before contact.

-  From The New World (summary of Native American societies, their land, and culture before Europeans): “Native Americans built settled communities... developed self-sufficient economies and maintained vast trade networks.” (The American Yawp)

-  ​Teaching point: Have students highlight how Indigenous peoples lived with the land and valued it for social, economic, and spiritual reasons.


​Source says;

​1. Indigenous America
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