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Little research has investigated postsecondary institutions as a context for character development, despite the-

oretical suggestions about their potential significance. Accordingly, the authors initiated the Assessment of 

Character study, a mixed methods investigation of character development, among students at the Williamson 

Free School of Mechanical Trades (WS) and 3 comparison schools (CS). Analyses of initial data from 214 

WS and CS students with a mean age of 18.76 years (60 of whom were also interviewed) indicated that WS 

students scored higher on several measures of character attributes and that the manifestation of character may 

differ across contexts. The authors discuss these findings in light of the continued importance of triangulations 

across quantitative and qualitative methods in subsequent waves of this research.

Across time and place, societies have had the 

goal of socializing their members to develop 

attributes of character that are consistent with 

the common good (Althof & Berkowitz, 

2006). Theory and research in human develop-

ment and facets of educational and social pol-

icy similarly converge in supporting the idea 

that, to flourish, societies need individuals who 

have character attributes that will enable them 

to contribute positively to their own 

well-being, the health and welfare of their fam-

ilies and communities, their institutions, and 

civil society at large (Lerner & Callina, 2014; 

Sokol, Hammond, & Berkowitz, 2010). 
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Schools are a key context of character 

development (Seider, 2012), and this setting is 

where a major focus on character development 

research and programming has been centered, 

particularly in K–12 schools. Character devel-

opment is an important topic within higher 

education as well. The missions of many post-

secondary institutions contain references to 

promoting students’ character development, 

although these references vary in their level of 

explicitness and specificity (Colby, 2002). 

Indeed, the prominence of interest in this area 

within postsecondary education is evidenced 

by the existence of the Journal of College and 

Character, which has been published since 

2000.

However, in comparison to literature 

regarding K–12 character education programs, 

there is less research on the implementation of 

specific programs within the college context. 

Instead, research has focused on the correlates 

of various character attributes, most often 

through the lens of the development of moral 

reasoning (Colby, 2002). There is some 

research to indicate that various aspects of col-

lege students’ character development (espe-

cially attributes of performance character, such 

as grit) are correlated with their success both 

while attending school (e.g., Lounsbury, 

Fisher, Levy, & Welsh, 2009) and after gradu-

ation (Duckworth, Peterson, Matthews, & 

Kelly, 2007). 

Much of this research, however, has 

focused on students attending 4-year institu-

tions. Far less research has been conducted 

with students attending community, technical, 

and trade colleges, despite the fact that these 

students comprise over a third of all postsec-

ondary students overall and nearly half of post-

secondary students at public schools in the 

United States (Knapp, Kelly-Reid, & Ginder, 

2012). Given the importance of character edu-

cation within the postsecondary context and 

the far-reaching influences that character 

development may have on students beyond 

their postsecondary experience, it is critical to 

examine the ways in which postsecondary 

institutions may promote students’ attributes 

of character. 

Accordingly, we present results from the 

first wave of the Assessment of Character 

(ACT) Study, a 3-year quasi-experimental 

cohort-sequential and mixed methods investi-

gation of character development in the context 

of trade-oriented postsecondary educational 

institutions. The primary component of the 

ACT Study is an evaluation of the character 

education component of the Williamson Free 

School of Mechanical Trades (WS).1 WS is an 

all-male, three year residential postsecondary 

institution that has implemented a charac-

ter-focused trade education program since its 

opening in 1891. The enhancement of charac-

ter is the raison d’être of the WS and, as well, 

the explicit basis for the design of every facet 

of residential life for the three years of the edu-

cational program (e.g., beginning with a 

flag-raising ceremony at or before dawn on 

each week day, followed by mandatory but 

nondenominational chapel service; strict 

behavior and dress codes at all times; dormito-

ries organized like military barracks at colle-

giate service academics; a flag-lowering 

ceremony at the end of the class day; required 

community service; and mandatory study peri-

ods and lights out schedules in the evenings). 

Indeed, the WS theory of change is arguably 

unique in its thorough focus on character 

development. Accordingly, our assessment of 

the character development of students living 

for three years in this setting is, in effect, a test 

of the presence of character-related changes 

across this period. 

As part of this assessment, we selected 

three other postsecondary schools (described 

later in more detail) from which to recruit a 

sample of comparison students. Each of these 

three other institutions, however, is an impor-

tant context for character education in its own 

right, as all institutions of higher education 

have at least an implicit aim of promoting their 

students’ character development (Colby, 

Ehrlich, Beaumont, & Stephens, 2003), even if 

their approach is not as explicit as that imple-

mented at WS. Thus, an additional—and 
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equally important—aim of our study is to 

explore the contextual and individual factors 

that contribute to young adults’ character 

development more generally. In the current 

study, we present initial data from first-year 

students at each of these four schools with the 

aim of understanding their baseline character-

istics as well as of identifying the nature of the 

match between the WS and comparison school 

samples (the process of choosing comparison 

schools is described below in more detail).

Conceptualizations of Character 
Within Human Development 
and Positive Psychology

Within the fields of human development 

and positive psychology, character has been 

conceptualized in various ways and with vari-

ous levels of precision. Still, the understanding 

and discussion of what character involves is 

diffuse across the social and behavioral sci-

ences. Many discussions of character frame 

the construct as an individual’s propensity to 

respond to deeply rooted and ethically signifi-

cant habits (Jacobs, 2001; Liddell & Cooper, 

2012), values (Blasi, 2005), or virtues (Lick-

ona, 2004), or as a set of qualities guiding the 

individual to want to pursue the good (Park & 

Peterson, 2006). Character often has been rep-

resented as an aspect of morality, or an inner 

compass through which a person can deter-

mine the proper course of action when facing 

issues reliant upon moral judgment (Gardner, 

Csikszentmihalyi, & Damon, 2001; Seider, 

2012). In this regard, character has been 

described as a multifaceted and complex sys-

tem that enables moral agency or moral com-

petence (Berkowitz & Bier, 2004; Park & 

Peterson, 2006). Other accounts of character 

specify that it is a dimension of ethics or 

morality pertaining to understanding and 

action (Althof & Berkowitz, 2006; Power & 

Khmelkov, 2008). Rest and Narvaez (1994) 

asserted that moral action is where character is 

most relevant: character builds on an emo-

tional awareness of others (moral sensitivity), 

a cognitive assessment of a situation (moral 

judgment), and a prioritizing of moral values 

(moral motivation), all of which inform the 

determination of moral action. 

Sokol et al. (2010) noted that character is a 

“pattern of processes that build on one 

another” (p. 584) and that these processes are 

interconnected in building moral agency. 

Lapsley and Narvaez (2006) suggested that 

multiple levels of overlapping systems influ-

ence character development. They used a 

framework, termed developmental contextual-

ism (Lerner, 2002), to highlight the importance 

of the context in influencing individual devel-

opment. Developmental contextualism is an 

instance of a broader family of theories, 

termed relational developmental systems theo-

ries (RDST; Overton, 2013). The ACT Study 

is framed by RDST, and, thus, our conceptual-

ization of character is heavily influenced by 

this perspective. 

Character Within a RDST Perspective

Understanding character development 

within RDST requires conceptualizing charac-

ter itself as a feature of person-context rela-

tions rather than as an inherent or immutable 

attribute of any individual. From this perspec-

tive, character develops through the mutual 

influence of context on person and person on 

context. Investigations of character develop-

ment from an RDST perspective seek to sys-

tematize research through an understanding of 

the function, content, and structure of charac-

ter as a feature of individual ←→ context rela-

tions (see Lerner & Callina, 2014, for further 

details). The RDST framework informs our 

definition of character as “an individual’s con-

tributions across ontogenetic time and place to 

a specific set of mutually beneficial relations 

between person and context” (Lerner & Call-

ina, 2014, p. 3). This definition implies that the 

content of character—the specific attributes 

believed to comprise it—are contextually 

dependent. 

In the ACT Study, we, therefore, are assess-

ing the content of character based on the attri-

butes that are relevant to our context of 
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primary interest, the Williamson School. WS 

has identified specific character attributes that 

are important to its mission, based on the his-

torical, cultural, and vocational components of 

the school: faith, integrity, diligence, excel-

lence, and service. These character attributes 

have the function of all character attributes—

they are ways in which the school administra-

tion believes that the students should act to 

maintain and sustain their life context. How-

ever, the specific manifestations of these attri-

butes will vary among participants and are 

particular to the broader context of these stu-

dents’ lives, to the strategies the institution is 

trying to teach students to use in maintaining 

and sustaining their society, and to the strate-

gies students are expected to use as they adapt 

to the specific context of the school. 

In addition to attributes explicitly identified 

by WS as focal outcomes of their educational 

curriculum and school structure (across all fac-

ets of residential life), we assessed attributes 

that have been associated with character devel-

opment more broadly (Lerner & Callina, 

2014). WS administrators also indicated an 

interest in investigating whether their students 

developed these attributes through their educa-

tional and associated residential experiences at 

WS, even though these attributes are not spe-

cifically targeted within the WS curriculum. 

Character Development in the Context 
of Higher Education

Research on character development within 

postsecondary contexts has focused more on 

the development of moral reasoning than on 

character per se. Colby (2002) argued that 

postsecondary education should include the 

teaching of values and behaviors to promote 

moral and civic development. Colby (2002) 

also suggested, however, that institutions pro-

mote different moral frameworks, based on 

their missions and student populations, and 

one is not necessarily better than the other. 

More recently, postsecondary education 

research has found that colleges are increas-

ingly seeking common core values and ethics 

to teach to their students (Dalton & Crosby, 

2011). The present research, noting the critical 

role of person ←→ context relations in the 

development of character (Lapsley & Narvaez, 

2006), seeks to understand the development of 

character attributes that are necessary for indi-

viduals to thrive within a specific context. 

However, questions remain regarding which 

values promote which aspects of character 

development, among which students, and 

about the most effective strategies for promot-

ing those values (Dalton & Crosby, 2011). The 

ACT Study constitutes an initial attempt to 

address these issues. Accordingly, in this sec-

tion we present information about the features 

of the institutions involved in the present 

study.

The Williamson Free School 
of Mechanical Trades

The WS was founded in 1888 by Isaiah 

Vansant Williamson, a Philadelphia merchant 

and philanthropist (WS, 2013). His purpose in 

founding the school, which is located in 

Media, Pennsylvania, was to provide finan-

cially disadvantaged young men with the 

opportunity to become productive and 

respected members of society through a free 

education in the trades. Until 1972, the stu-

dents of WS were high school age. Currently 

WS serves as a postsecondary institution and 

accepts students who are between the ages of 

17 and 19 at entry; students must attend full 

time for the entire 3-year period and reside on 

campus during the week. These students pur-

sue craftsman diplomas in carpentry and 

masonry as well as associates in specialized 

technology degrees in construction technology 

(with an emphasis on carpentry or masonry); 

horticulture, landscaping and turf manage-

ment; machine tool technology; paint and coat-

ings technology; and power plant technology. 

Students spend their mornings in academic 

classes geared towards building professional 

skills such as speech, business, and computers; 

in the afternoon, they attend shop classes, 
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which include discussions of theory along with 

supervised projects (WS, 2013).

 In conjunction with trade education, WS 

involves a ubiquitous and thorough emphasis 

on character development, and specifically on 

the attributes of faith, integrity, diligence, 

excellence, and service. The design of the WS 

curriculum and features of the residential life 

are put into place to promote these attributes 

(e.g., as noted above, attendance at daily cha-

pel service, a stringent code of conduct, and 

participation in community-related activities). 

The theory of change involved in the WS edu-

cational model posits that if (a) healthy, 

able-bodied young men; who are (b) intellectu-

ally and emotionally prepared, honest, frugal, 

entrepreneurial, temperate, and industrious; 

and who are given (c) a curriculum that edu-

cates them with the knowledge and skills 

needed to pursue a good mechanical trade; in 

the context of a school setting that (d) provides 

Judeo-Christian ethics and values; then (e) 

they will succeed in life (WS, 2013). Success 

is marked, according to the WS model, by par-

ticipants becoming useful and respected mem-

bers of society, and dependable, honest, and 

productive workers. The WS model involves 

the expectation that graduates will have beliefs 

and values that reflect a tireless commitment to 

craftsmanship (i.e., that work should be done 

to the best of one’s ability, out of personal 

integrity, and with high expectations of 

achievement) and that such commitment con-

verges with a commitment to serve others, that 

is, a commitment to serve the community (WS, 

2013).

Identifying Comparison Schools

As described above, a primary purpose of 

this project is to evaluate the WS model for 

promoting young men’s positive development. 

To facilitate the process of identifying the pos-

sible unique impacts of a WS education, this 

project includes a comparison sample of stu-

dents from other postsecondary institutions. 

Carefully identifying a comparison sample 

was important, as WS selects students not only 

based on their age, socioeconomic status, and 

prior academic experiences, but also on their 

demonstrated character attributes, including 

those attributes on which the WS educational 

model is based (e.g., excellence, service). It 

was therefore necessary to disentangle the 

baseline attributes of WS students from the 

attributes that WS seeks to develop. 

In choosing our comparison sample, we 

sought out collaborations with institutions in 

the WS geographical area that shared one or 

more characteristics with the WS. We were 

specifically interested in identifying institu-

tions that students at WS might have attended 

if they were not accepted into WS. Using rec-

ommendations made by WS administrators as 

well as our own research into similar schools, 

we began with an initial list of 13 schools that 

served young men from similar backgrounds. 

Of these, the three schools described below 

chose to participate. 

We were not aiming to directly compare the 

three comparison schools to each other, or to 

compare each school separately to WS. First, 

the selection of comparison schools was 

informed by the need to obtain collectively—

across all three comparison schools—a sample 

of young men who would be similar to WS stu-

dents on as many of the variables of interest in 

this study as possible. Thus, we were inter-

ested in whether the mean and range of charac-

teristics represented by comparison school 

(CS) participants matched the mean and range 

of characteristics represented by the WS stu-

dents, rather than whether the mean scores at 

any particular CS differed from each other. 

Second, the focus of analyses presented here is 

at the level of the student, rather than the 

school. Because we were interested in CS stu-

dents’ match with WS students, we did not 

attempt to obtain a large or representative sam-

ple from the three CS. Thus, any school-level 

comparisons would lead to potentially mis-

leading conclusions about the characteristics 

of the general student population at the CSs. 

Given these reasons, we conducted our analy-

ses at this point in the study using the entire 

group of CS students. This is not to say, how-



134 Journal of Character Education  Vol. 10, No. 2, 2014

ever, that we are uninterested in the particular 

characteristics of the comparison schools 

themselves. We acknowledge that the unique 

features of each institution are likely to influ-

ence the developmental trajectories of its stu-

dents, and we will include school group in our 

future longitudinal analyses to investigate 

these potentialities. Accordingly, below we 

describe each of the three schools from which 

we recruited our comparison sample, including 

demographic characteristics of their student 

populations and potential differences between 

each school and WS. Pseudonyms are used for 

the names of schools at their request.

School 1 (“Technical College”). School 1 

is a trade school in central Pennsylvania. 

About 350 students (72% male) attend Techni-

cal College, which offers 15 associates in sci-

ence and associates in applied science degrees; 

most students (97%) attend full time. Most stu-

dents commute to attend classes, although a 

small percentage (<5%) live on campus. 

Twenty-nine participants (24.3% of the com-

parison sample) were from this school. 

School 2 (“Community College”). School 

2 is a community college in the greater Phila-

delphia area that offers 58 degrees encompass-

ing associates in science, associates in arts, and 

certificate programs. All students commute to 

attend classes. Students pursue multiple aca-

demic and trade education paths. About 10,000 

students (44% male) attend this college at any 

given time; however, only a small percentage 

met our inclusion criteria: male students 

between the ages of 18 and 25 who were 

enrolled in school full time. Less than half 

(45%) of Community College’s students are 

enrolled full time (and thus eligible for our 

study), and, similar to most community col-

leges, a large percentage are nontraditional age 

students. Fifty-four participants (45.3% of the 

comparison sample) attended this school. 

School 3 (“State College”). School 3, also 

located in greater Philadelphia, is a branch 

campus of a large state university system. It 

offers 15 bachelors and associates degrees, and 

most students commute to attend classes. State 

College serves a larger and more diverse range 

of students compared to WS, but it was identi-

fied by our collaborators at WS as an institu-

tion that their prospective students might have 

attended had they not pursued a WS education. 

State College has about 1,600 students (58% 

male); of these, 86% attend full time. 

Thirty-six participants (30% of the comparison 

sample) attended this school. 

ACT Study Design

The goal of ACT is to assess the WS model 

for promoting character and success in young 

men. To pursue this goal, we are conducting a 

quasi-experimental cohort-sequential mixed- 

methods study across a 3-year grant period. 

ACT employs two types of mixed methods 

designs in which the quantitative and qualita-

tive data work directly in concert with each 

other. In addition, we are collecting several 

supplemental free-standing forms of qualita-

tive data.

First, we are employing a convergent 

design (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011), in 

which quantitative and qualitative data are col-

lected and analyzed simultaneously but sepa-

rately, and then the results are triangulated 

with each other and interpreted. In this article, 

we present findings exploring the convergence 

of our qualitative and quantitative data from 

Wave 1, in line with this aspect of our design. 

The second type of mixed methods design we 

are implementing is a sequential explanatory 

design (Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). In the 

general form of this design, analysis of one 

type of data drive the questions pursued using 

the second type of data. Our particular use of 

this method involves using results from quan-

titative analyses to develop questions for inter-

views that will be conducted with a subgroup 

of participants who “stand out” based on their 

scores on particular variables of interest. We 

are currently implementing aspects of this 

design, and these analyses will be addressed in 

subsequent publications from this project. 

Finally, we are collecting two additional 

forms of qualitative data—interviews with 

alumni and teachers—to provide historical and 
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cultural context for the study. We are collect-

ing data from alumni of WS and each CS to 

explore their career and life trajectories 5 to 50 

years postgraduation. Our interviews with fac-

ulty and administrators at all four schools will 

enable us to generate a more contextualized 

understanding of the educational settings and 

experiences of WS and CS students, and, pos-

sibly, their views of how the strengths of these 

contexts promote character in their students. 

Both of these supplemental forms of data col-

lection will be addressed in subsequent publi-

cations from this project and are not described 

in further detail here. 

In sum, we focused our data collection and 

analysis on understanding the baseline charac-

teristics of first-year WS and CS students as 

well as on identifying the nature of the match 

between these two groups. For reasons noted 

above, we conducted both our quantitative and 

qualitative analyses using the collective group 

of CS students, rather than comparing across 

the three schools. For the quantitative portion 

of the design, our research questions were: 

What are the demographic characteristics of 

WS and CS students, and how do they com-

pare? What are the baseline (i.e., first semes-

ter) scores of WS and CS students on the 

attributes of character and other constructs 

important to the study, and how do they com-

pare? The qualitative research questions guid-

ing this study were: How, if at all, are the life 

experiences and narratives of WS students 

similar to and/or different from those of CS 

students? How, if at all, do references to char-

acter attributes arise in young men’s narratives 

examined in this study, and how, if at all, are 

these references similar or different between 

WS and CS students? Our final research ques-

tion aimed to take advantage of mixed-meth-

ods design by focusing on meta-inferences 

(i.e., integrations of qualitative and quantita-

tive findings into a coherent whole; Teddlie & 

Tashakkori, 2009). For this question, we 

asked: What types of meta-inferences can be 

made about our WS and CS participants when 

interpreting our qualitative and quantitative 

findings together?

METHOD 

Participants

Quantitative. Two hundred and fourteen 

participants (95 WS, 119 CS) completed sur-

veys. Table 1 shows demographic information 

about the total sample as well as tests of simi-

larities and differences between WS and CS 

students, which are described in the Results 

section. 

Qualitative. As described below, we inter-

viewed 60 participants (30 WS and 30 CS) 

who were selected from among the quantita-

tive sample using a primarily random process 

(described in further detail below). Thus, the 

demographic characteristics of the interview 

sample were similar to the overall sample. We 

did, however, conduct analyses to determine 

empirically whether the interview and nonin-

terview samples were indeed similar. We dis-

cuss these comparisons in the Results section. 

Procedure

Quantitative. Students took the survey 

during the Fall semester of 2012. At WS, stu-

dents were invited to take the survey during an 

arranged session in a computer lab during their 

orientation. Although WS personnel arranged 

this session, students were informed that their 

participation was voluntary, and personnel 

were not able to observe whether any particu-

lar student took the survey. Ninety-five of the 

100 first-year students completed the survey. 

At the three other schools, school adminis-

trators sent a recruitment e-mail to students. At 

Technical College and State College, e-mails 

were sent only to male first-year students who 

were enrolled full time and between the ages of 

18 and 25. At Technical College, the total 

number of potential participants who met those 

criteria was 145; our group of 29 students, 

therefore, represents a 20% response rate. At 

State College, there were 200 individuals who 

met our criteria, and 36 completed surveys for 

a response rate of 18%. At Community Col-

lege, it was not possible to limit the e-mail list 
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by age, so the email was sent to the 2,000 

first-year students who were male and enrolled 

full-time. Thus, an exact response rate cannot 

be calculated for Community College because 

we do not know how many of the 2,000 stu-

dents who received the email were within our 

specified age range (as noted above, Commu-

nity College has a large number of continuing 

education students who may not have met our 

age criterion). 

Interested students at the CSs clicked on a 

link contained within the email that brought 

them to an online survey. After verifying that 

they met eligibility criteria (male, within the 

age parameters, and attending school full 

time), students read the electronic consent 

form and, if they consented, continued to com-

plete the survey. The questionnaire took, on 

average, 45 minutes. Students received a $20 

gift certificate as compensation for their time, 

and all participants were also entered into a 

raffle drawing for a $125 gift card. 

Our original aim was to recruit 50 students 

from each of the three comparison schools. 

Response to the email recruitment method var-

ied across the three schools; we quickly met 

our quota of 50 students from Community Col-

lege, but recruitment at Technical College and 

State College proceeded more slowly. At these 

two schools, we implemented several addi-

tional recruitment methods, including sending 

reminder postcards, campus visits, mailing 

paper surveys, and “snowball” sampling (ask-

ing participants to refer their eligible friends).

Qualitative. At WS, we conducted inter-

views with a random sample of 30 first-year 

students during their orientation, held in late 

August 2012. Prior to the orientation, we 

obtained the list of first-year students from WS 

administrators and assigned each student an 

identification number. We then randomly 

chose 30 of those numbers and provided the 

list of selected students to the dean of enroll-

ments at WS, who privately contacted each 

student to ask whether he would be willing to 

participate in an interview. Only one student 

from the initial list of 30 declined to partici-

pate, so we repeated the random selection pro-

cess to identify another potential participant. 

The dean of enrollments informed the selected 

students that participation was voluntary, that 

their relationship with WS would not be 

TABLE 1
Demographic Information for Total Sample and by WS and CS Group

Full Sample

(N = 214)

WS

(N = 95)

CS 

(N = 114) Comparison 

Mean age (SD) 18.76 (1.39) 18.33 (.61) 19.05 (1.67) t (1, 198) = 3.69, p <.001

Racial/Ethnic Identification χ2 (2) = 16.17, p <.001

% White/Caucasian/European 

American

65.4 80.0 53.8

% Other  7.9 12.6 26.9

% Missing 26.7  7.4 19.3

Parental Education χ2 (5) = 7.91, p =.161

% Less than high school diploma  4.7  1.2  7.6

% High school diploma or GED 38.1 45.2 32.4

% 2-year degree 12.7 10.7 14.3

% Some college 13.8 13.1 14.3

% 4-year degree 19.6 21.5 18.1

% Graduate degree 11.1  8.3 13.3
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affected by whether they chose to participate, 

and that they could make a final decision about 

participation at the time of the interview (i.e., 

they could arrive at the interview and then 

choose not to participate). Students had an 

interview scheduled into their orientation at a 

time when other students would be participat-

ing in various activities, and thus staff mem-

bers (except the dean of enrollments) would be 

unable to determine whether students were 

participating in an interview. Once the inter-

view was scheduled, the dean of enrollments 

no longer was involved in the process and did 

not know whether students actually partici-

pated. He did not share the identity of potential 

interviewees with anyone except the research 

team. 

Six research team members conducted the 

interviews, which began with an informed 

consent procedure and lasted between 30 and 

90 minutes (with an average of an hour). Par-

ticipants were compensated with a $50 gift 

card. Each interviewer followed the same sem-

istructured interview protocol (described 

below), although several interviews addressed 

additional questions, as the protocol was semi-

structured and interviewers were instructed to 

follow the lead of participants in discussing 

topics of importance to them (Rubin & Rubin, 

2005). 

Similarly, we recruited 30 first-year CS stu-

dents who had completed the survey; we 

aimed to recruit 10 students from each of the 

three schools. We randomly selected students 

from among the survey participants and con-

tacted them to see if they had an interest in par-

ticipating in a semistructured interview. Three 

of the initially selected students had not pro-

vided adequate contact information on the sur-

vey, 18 never returned phone calls or 

responded to our emails, and two directly 

declined to participate in an interview. We 

continued to randomly select participants from 

the list until we had successfully scheduled 

interviews with 10 students from each of the 

three schools. These interviews were con-

ducted between September 2012 and January 

2013, and we followed the same interview pro-

cedure as described above for WS students. 

Data Collection Instruments 

Quantitative. Our quantitative assessments 

included variables explicitly identified within 

the WS theory of change as well as other vari-

ables that research in positive youth develop-

ment has shown to be important for positive 

developmental outcomes (e.g., intentional 

self-regulation, Gestsdóttir & Lerner, 2008). 

For this article, we focused our analyses on the 

attributes explicitly identified as of interest to 

WS. These attributes include the bases on 

which students are selected to attend WS 

(health, commitment to school, honesty, thrift, 

and entrepreneurship), the attributes of charac-

ter that are focal outcomes of the WS model 

(faith, integrity, diligence, excellence, ser-

vice), and other attributes of character that are 

of interest to WS more generally (future mind-

edness, generosity, gratitude, humility, love, 

and purpose). 

Commitment to School. We assessed three 

dimensions of participants’ commitment to 

school—emotional, cognitive, and behavioral 

—using nine items from the Li and Lerner 

(2011) tripartite measure of school engage-

ment. The emotional engagement subscale 

assesses students’ sense of belonging and 

affect toward school; an example item is “I felt 

like a part of my school.” These questions 

were posed in reference to participants’ experi-

ences in high school and answered on a 5-point 

Likert-type scale, with 1 = strongly disagree

and 5 = strongly agree. In this sample, the 

Cronbach’s alpha was .90. The behavioral 

engagement subscale assesses students’ 

behaviors in the school context; an example 

item is “How often did you work hard to do 

well in school?” These questions were also 

posed in reference to high school and were 

answered on a 5-point scale, with 1 = never 

and 5 = always. The Cronbach’s alpha for 

scores on this subscale in this sample was .71. 

Finally, the cognitive engagement subscale 

measures the extent to which participants 
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value education and things learned at school. 

An example item is “I want to learn as much as 

I can at school.” Items were answered on a 

5-point scale, with 1 = strongly disagree and 

5 = strongly agree. In this sample, the Cron-

bach’s alpha for scores on this subscale was 

.86. 

Entrepreneurship. Goals related to entre-

preneurship were assessed by eight survey 

items from the Stanford Youth Purpose Survey 

(Bundick et al., 2006). Participants rated eight 

goals according to how important they were 

for the participant’s life. Four goals were 

entrepreneurial in nature (e.g., “developing my 

own business”) and four were more general 

(e.g., “having a good relationship with my 

family members”). Response options ranged 

from 1 = not at all important to 5 = extremely 

important. For these analyses, we used only 

the four items related to entrepreneurship. In 

this sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .86. 

Dependability. Based on our knowledge of 

the character development literature (e.g., 

Lerner & Callina, 2014; Sokol et al., 2010), 

our research team developed eight items to 

assess whether participants perceived them-

selves as dependable. Example items are “I 

show up on time” and “People can count on me 

to do what I promise.” Responses ranged from 

1 = strongly disagree through 5 = strongly 

agree, with higher scores indicating greater 

self-perceived dependability. Cronbach’s 

alpha in this sample was .89.

Diligence. We chose a subset of six items 

from the original 15-item Tenacious Goal Pur-

suit scale (Brandtstädter, Wentura, & Rother-

mund, 1999) based on preliminary results from 

the Young Entrepreneurs Study (Wiener, 

Geldhof, & Lerner, 2011). An example item is 

“I stick to my goals and projects even in the 

face of great difficulties.” Responses ranged 

from 1 = strongly disagree through 5 = 

strongly agree, such that higher scores repre-

sent higher levels of diligence. Scores showed 

adequate internal consistency reliability, with 

a Cronbach’s alpha of .79. 

Excellence. Excellence was measured by 

the 6-item striving for excellence subscale of 

the Perfectionism Inventory (Hill et al., 2004). 

Items from this subscale assess “tendency to 

pursue perfect results and high standards” 

(p. 83). In addition, the subscale is considered 

empirically and theoretically to be an indicator 

of conscientious perfectionism (rather than 

self-evaluative perfectionism, which includes 

negatively-valenced constructs such as Rumi-

nation). Items were scored on a scale from 1 = 

strongly disagree, through 5 = strongly agree, 

with higher scores indicating greater striving 

for excellence. An example item is “I drive 

myself rigorously to achieve high standards.” 

In this sample, Cronbach’s alpha was .88. 

Faith behaviors. We used six of the 9 items 

from the Faith Experiences Survey 

(Miller-Perrin & Thompson, 2010) to deter-

mine how frequently participants engaged in 

behaviors related to their faith or religion, such 

as praying, church attendance, and reading 

religious or spiritual books. Participants were 

asked to report how often they had engaged in 

the behaviors over the past year, with response 

options ranging from 1 = never to 7 = daily. 

Scores from this sample showed good internal 

consistency reliability, with a Cronbach’s 

alpha of .86. 

Generosity. We adapted seven items from 

the Search Institute’s Profiles of Student Life: 

Attitudes and Behaviors (PSL-AB; Leffert, 

Benson, Scales, Sharma, Drake, & Blyth, 

1998) to assess behaviors reflecting giving of 

oneself or helping. Participants were asked 

how often they performed certain helping tasks 

(e.g., “share my belongings with people who 

need them,” “help out a neighbor”) on a scale 

from 1 = never to 5 = very often, such that 

higher scores indicated a higher frequency of 

helping behaviors. Scores on this subscale had 

a Cronbach’s alpha of .83. 

Gratitude. We used the four positively 

worded items from the 6-item Grateful Ques-

tionnaire (McCullough, Emmons, & Tsang, 

2002); two other items are reverse-coded. 

Respondents rated how much they agreed with 

statements about being thankful using a scale 

of 1 = strongly disagree, through 5 = strongly 

agree, such that higher scores indicated greater 
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gratitude. An example item is “I have so much 

in life to be thankful for.” Scores in this sample 

showed good internal consistency reliability, 

with a Cronbach’s alpha of .86. 

Health. We used one item adapted from the 

Youth Risk Behavior Surveillance Survey 

(Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 

2012). Participants rated their self-perceived 

health on a 5-point scale of 1 = poor through 5 

= excellent. 

Honesty. We used four items from the 

Self-Description Questionnaire (SDQ) III 

Instrument honesty subscale (Marsh & 

O’Neill, 1984). A sample item is “I tell the 

truth.” The original response format was an 

8-point Likert-type scale with options defi-

nitely true to definitely false. To be consistent 

across sections of our survey, we changed the 

response items to a 5-point scale with options 

1 = strongly disagree through 5 = strongly 

agree, such that higher scores indicate higher 

self-perceived honesty. Cronbach’s alpha for 

the scores was .70.

Hopeful Future Expectations. We 

assessed participants’ expectations for a hope-

ful future using 10 items from the 4-H Study of 

Positive Youth Development (Lerner, Lerner, 

Bowers, & Geldhof, in press) that assessed 

participants’ expectations that they will experi-

ence certain situations later in life (Schmid et 

al., 2011). Participants were asked: “Think 

about how you see your future. What are your 

chances for the following?” Example items 

include being healthy, having a job that pays 

well, and having a happy family life. The 

response format ranged from 1 = very low to 5 

= very high. Higher scores indicate higher 

expectations of the likelihood that those posi-

tive future outcomes will occur. In this sample, 

Cronbach’s alpha was .92. 

Humility. We used the Modesty scale of the 

HEXACO Personality-Inventory Revised 

(Ashton & Lee, 2008). The four items of the 

modesty scale are part of the Honesty-Humil-

ity domain and assess a tendency to be modest 

and unassuming. Low scorers consider them-

selves to be superior and entitled to privileges 

that others do not have, whereas high scorers 

view themselves as ordinary people without 

any claim to special treatment. Respondents 

indicated how much they agree with each 

statement on a scale of 1 = strongly disagree to 

5 = strongly agree, with two items being 

reverse coded. In this sample, however, the 

items showed inadequate internal consistency 

reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .35. We 

did not include this measure in further analyses 

and will replace these items in future waves of 

data collection. 

Integrity. We used six items from the 

PSL-AB (Leffert et al., 1998). These items are 

also used in the Character scale within the 4-H 

Study of Positive Youth Development (Lerner 

et al., 2005). Participants rated how important 

each item was to them, with responses ranging 

from 1 = not at all important to 5 = extremely 

important, with higher scores indicating higher 

self-perceived integrity. An example item is 

“Doing what I believe is right, even if my 

friends make fun of me.” Cronbach’s alpha for 

scores in this sample was .81. 

Love. We assessed Love using six items (of 

9 original) from Warren’s (2009) scale, Great 

Love-Compassion, which reflects the extent to 

which an individual wishes for all (i.e., all 

human beings, the whole of humanity) to have 

freedom and joy and the complementary wish 

for all to be relieved of their pain and suffering. 

The original scale contains items about both 

personal beliefs (6 items) and spiritual experi-

ences (3 items). We used only the items con-

cerning personal beliefs, with responses 

ranging from 1 = strongly disagree, to 5 = 

strongly agree. A sample item is, “I feel 

responsibility to reduce pain and suffering in 

the world.” These items showed adequate 

internal consistency reliability, with a Cron-

bach’s alpha of .78. 

Sense of Purpose. Participants completed 

the Identified Purpose subscale of the Stanford 

Youth Purpose Survey (Bundick et al., 2006), 

in which participants rate items such as “I have 

a good sense of what makes my life meaning-

ful” on a scale of 1 = strongly disagree to 5 = 

strongly agree. Higher scores indicate higher 

endorsement of a sense of purpose in one’s 
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life. Scores showed good internal consistency 

reliability, with Cronbach’s alpha of .87.

Service. To index participants’ orientations 

toward service, we used five items from the 

Stanford Youth Purpose Survey (Bundick et 

al., 2006). Participants read the items, which 

pertained to service-oriented life goals, and 

rated how much they agreed with the statement 

“The purpose of my life is to … [name of 

item]) on 5-point scale from 1 = strongly dis-

agree to 5 = strongly agree. Through explor-

atory factor analysis, we identified five items 

that formed a factor related to a service orien-

tation: “help others,” “serve my country,” “do 

the right thing,” “serve God/a higher power,” 

“serve my country,” and “improve my com-

munity.” Higher scores represent higher 

endorsement of a service orientation. Cron-

bach’s alpha in this sample was .71. 

Strength of Faith. We used seven items 

from the Santa Clara Strength of Religious 

Faith Questionnaire (Plante & Boccaccini, 

1997), which assesses participants’ religiosity 

and belief or faith in God. Example items 

include “My relationship with God is 

extremely important to me” and “I look to my 

faith as a source of inspiration.” Response 

options ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 

= strongly agree, with higher scores indicating 

stronger religious faith. Scores on this subscale 

showed excellent internal consistency reliabil-

ity, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .98. 

Thrift. We used four items (of 8 original) 

from the scale of frugality developed by Last-

ovicka, Bettencourt, Hughner, and Kuntze 

(1999). A sample item is “I believe in being 

careful about spending money.” Response 

options ranged from 1 = strongly disagree to 5 

= strongly agree, with higher scores indicating 

greater endorsement of frugality. Scores on 

this scale showed adequate internal consis-

tency reliability, with a Cronbach’s alpha of 

.83. 

Qualitative. The interview protocol 

included a life-narrative task (Habermas, 

2007) as well as semistructured questions. The 

life-narrative task aimed to elicit participants’ 

narratives about their lives prior to attending 

their respective postsecondary institutions, 

including descriptions of meaningful experi-

ences that may have influenced their paths 

toward their respective schools. The life-narra-

tive task began with interviewers asking par-

ticipants to write on index cards the five to 

seven most important events that happened in 

their lives (participants could choose the exact 

number). Participants were then asked to tell 

their life stories, from birth to present, and to 

include the events they listed on the index 

cards in their narratives in the order in which 

they occurred. 

The semistructured interview questions 

were developed to further explore students’ 

experiences and their goals and expectations 

for their futures. We developed these questions 

with the aim of eliciting responses that would 

complement and expand our interpretations of 

students’ responses on the quantitative survey. 

The first section of the semistructured inter-

view protocol addressed high school activities, 

relationships, and academic experiences. The 

second section included questions about how 

and why the participant chose his postsecond-

ary school and his thoughts about being a stu-

dent there. In the third section, interviewers 

asked the participant to describe himself and 

his goals for the future. Finally, participants 

were asked directly about their experiences as 

men, as we thought it would be important to 

investigate how the all-male WS context may 

influence students’ experiences of and devel-

opment during their postsecondary educations. 

In several interviews, additional questions 

were addressed, as the interviews were semi- 

structured and the interviewer was instructed 

to follow the lead of the participant. 

Quantitative Analyses

The aim of our quantitative analyses was to 

determine the overall levels and patterns of the 

participants’ scores on baseline attributes of 

interest in the WS model and important char-

acter-related attributes and, as well, to investi-

gate possible differences between WS and CS 

students on these scores. We first assessed 
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demographic differences between the samples. 

Then, we investigated overall levels of, and 

possible differences between, WS and CS stu-

dents on the WS entrance attributes and the 

character attributes of interest. Ideally, we 

would have conducted tests of measurement 

invariance for the multiitem scales to deter-

mine whether the relations between the items 

and the construct they were intended to mea-

sure were the same for both groups. However, 

because of the small sample size of the groups 

(95 WS and 199 CS), we did not have enough 

power to detect noninvariance (Meade & 

Bauer, 2007); furthermore, the sample sizes in 

each group were too small to support our large 

model. Given this limitation, we computed 

scale scores for each of the multiitem con-

structs and then conducted nonparametric tests 

(e.g., the Mann-Whitney U test) to investigate 

possible between-group differences, given the 

markedly nonnormal distributions of the vari-

ables (with the exception of health status, as 

described below). It is important to note that 

noninvariance of the items cannot be guaran-

teed at this stage in analysis, and we will inves-

tigate this issue further in future analyses once 

we have more data. 

Qualitative Analyses

With our qualitative analyses, we aimed to 

provide more in-depth information about the 

prior experiences and life histories of WS and 

CS students. We also aimed to explore poten-

tial differences in the narratives and interview 

responses provided by WS students compared 

to CS students. Moreover, we sought to deter-

mine to what degree differences between the 

WS sample and CS sample, as identified in our 

quantitative analyses, converged with differ-

ences we identified in our qualitative analyses 

(Creswell & Plano-Clark, 2011). In prepara-

tion for the analyses of interview data, each of 

the 60 interviews was transcribed by an out-

side company. Transcripts were checked for 

errors by the team members who conducted 

the initial interviews as well as members of the 

coding team. The coding team included three 

graduate students and a qualitative methodolo-

gist who served as an auditor of the coding 

process (Reissman, 2008). Members of the 

qualitative team read each transcript before 

coding the data in the Nvivo10 Software Pro-

gram.

Coding. Each transcript was double-coded 

by two graduate students using an iteratively 

developed and modified coding scheme. We 

employed a diversity coding method (Bazeley 

& Jackson, 2013) wherein we embraced the 

multiple perspectives of our coders and, 

accordingly, refined our coding scheme 

through discussion of each coder’s perspec-

tives at biweekly meetings. The auditor also 

suggested revisions to the codebook to ensure 

that the diversity of perspectives of the coders 

was captured, including in the definitions of 

each code.

The coding team engaged in continuous 

memo writing to increase the rigor of the anal-

yses (Reissman, 2008; Strauss & Corbin, 

1998). Specifically, the team engaged in 

reflective memos to aid them in identifying 

when their own coding of the data was drawing 

from experiences outside the context of the 

study and exerting too much influence on the 

analysis process (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The 

team also engaged in analytic memo writing 

and linked their memos to coded data in NVivo 

to keep a record of their analytic process, espe-

cially when they were unsure of which code 

most accurately labeled a particular excerpt in 

a transcript (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). At cod-

ing meetings, we reviewed memos and revised 

our coding until we came to 100% agreement 

about which code definitions and codes fit the 

data best. 

Our first qualitative research question was: 

how, if at all, are the life experiences and nar-

ratives of WS students similar to and/or differ-

ent from those of CS students? To address this 

question, we reviewed the data we coded under 

the deductive codes that referred primarily to 

students’ experiences prior to attending their 

postsecondary institutions and the reasons they 

chose to attend their respective institutions. 

These codes were developed based on the WS 
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model and the positive youth development lit-

erature more broadly and also frequently cor-

responded to the interview questions. These 

codes classified high school experiences, rela-

tionships with teachers and peers, and involve-

ment in community service activities, among 

other features of participants’ narratives about 

their experiences prior to postsecondary 

school. 

We also explored the data classified under 

some of the inductively developed codes we 

created to answer our first research question. 

These codes were more directly informed by 

the words participants used to describe their 

experiences, rather than by a priori theories 

from the youth development field about what 

participants would discuss in their life narra-

tives. The inductive codes were created to clas-

sify aspects of participants’ experiences and 

histories that appeared in multiple transcripts, 

but were not anticipated at the outset of the 

study based on what we knew about partici-

pants when the study began (Hsieh & Shan-

non, 2005). For example, we added an 

inductively generated code of “hardship” early 

in our coding process as we discovered that 

many students reflected on hardship experi-

ences that seemed important to understanding 

their personal and family histories and educa-

tional choices. 

Our second qualitative research question 

was how, if at all, do references to character 

attributes arise in young men’s life narratives, 

and how, if at all, are these references similar/ 

different between WS and CS students? To 

address this research question, we began by 

analyzing the data we initially coded under 

“self-description.” The self-description code 

was applied to responses to the interview ques-

tion of “How would you describe yourself 

right now?” We note that we did not ask ques-

tions in interviews about character attributes 

directly as we did not want to overly prime stu-

dents to describe themselves or to discuss their 

experiences, prior to attending their respective 

institutions, in terms of character development. 

We initially focused on data categorized under 

the self-description code, however, because 

our team observed that when participants were 

asked to describe themselves, they frequently 

did so in terms of character attributes, although 

our semistructured interview questions did not 

explicitly prompt them to do this. 

In addition to the data coded as 

“self-description,” we focused on data we 

coded under “self-awareness.” The self-aware-

ness code was inductively developed early in 

our coding process based on our recognition 

that the majority of students demonstrated 

being very aware of meaningful changes they 

experienced in their lives, or ways in which 

they hoped to change in the future. We defined 

this code as representing instances in which 

the interviewee was talking about himself and 

noting important changes in his sense of self of 

which he was aware. We also noted that the 

language used by the participant must refer-

ence awareness to receive this code. The stu-

dents’ narrations that we coded under 

self-awareness also referenced character attri-

butes. 

Although the data coded in these two cate-

gories yielded rich excerpts, the team also 

noted that there were important data not cap-

tured. Our coding team therefore decided to 

recode all of the interviews for references to 

character attributes, focusing specifically on 

the character attributes in the WS model (e.g., 

diligence, service, honesty). We defined our 

character codes deductively and based on defi-

nitions in the youth development literature 

(e.g., Lapsley & Narvaez, 2006). After review-

ing these data in our team meetings, we identi-

fied which codes were salient across 

narratives. We then considered how the find-

ings related to the quantitative results. 

RESULTS

In this section, we present initial findings from 

Wave 1. We first describe quantitative find-

ings, then qualitative results, and, finally, find-

ings based on our analyses of data 

triangulation. 
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Quantitative Research Question 1

Our first research question concerned the 

demographic characteristics of the WS and CS 

students, along with their similarities and dif-

ferences (see Table 1). WS students were sig-

nificantly younger than CS students. All WS 

students were between 17 and 20 (as this is the 

eligible age range for first year students), and 

81% (n = 77) were 18 or 19. CS students 

ranged in age between 18 and 25 (we set an 

older age limit on the CS students to increase 

the number of eligible students); however, 

75% (n = 89) were either 18 or 19. Thus, 

although WS students were younger, on aver-

age, there was considerable overlap in the age 

distributions of the two groups. 

About 65% of participants (n = 144) 

self-identified their racial/ethnic background 

as White, European American, or Caucasian, 

and 20.1% chose a different identification. Of 

those, 7.9% chose Black or African American, 

3.7% multiethnic or multiracial, 2.8% Asian or 

Asian American, 2.3% Hispanic or Latino, 

1.9% South Asian or Indian, 0.9% Arab or 

Middle Eastern, 0.5% Pacific Islander, and 

0.5% other. Thirty students (14%) did not 

select a racial or ethnic identification. Visual 

inspection showed that the distribution of 

racial/ethnic identifications was unequal 

across groups, but with the small number of 

individuals reporting some identifications, we 

were unable to conduct statistical analyses 

(i.e., the cell sizes were too small) using the 

original categories. Instead, and given the high 

percentage of students who identified as 

White, Caucasian, or European American, we 

conducted statistical tests (see Table 1) to 

examine the proportions of participants in each 

sample who identified as White or Caucasian 

or European American, chose a different iden-

tification, or did not choose any identification 

at all. WS students were more likely to identify 

as White, Caucasian, or European American 

than CS students, and CS students were more 

likely not to select an identification (i.e., miss-

ing a response). This finding suggests that 

racial/ethnic identification may be an area 

where WS and CS are less closely matched. 

We next examined the educational attain-

ment of the person who participants identified 

as their primary caregiver (65% identified their 

mother, with other responses including fathers, 

grandparents, and other relatives); our inten-

tion was to use this question as a proxy for 

socioeconomic status to give us a better under-

standing of participants’ social and economic 

backgrounds. The patterns were similar 

between WS and CS groups, χ2 (5, 189) = 7.91, 

p = .164. 

To provide context, we then compared the 

educational attainment of participants’ pri-

mary caregivers (across all schools) to the gen-

eral pattern of educational attainment of 

individuals aged 25 and older in Pennsylvania 

(Kids Count Data Center, 2012). These com-

parisons showed only a few areas of differ-

ence. In particular, lower proportions of 

participants identified their caregiver as having 

less than a high school diploma (4.7%, com-

pared to 8.6% of the general Pennsylvania 

adult population) or some college (13.8% 

compared to 17.6%). However, a higher pro-

portion of participants identified their care-

giver as having a high school diploma or GED 

(38.1%) or 2-year or associate’s degree 

(12.1%) compared to the proportions of adults 

in Pennsylvania (34.8% and 8.8%, respec-

tively). All other proportions were similar. 

These findings suggest that the participants’ 

caregivers showed similar patterns of educa-

tional attainment as the general adult popula-

tion in the state in which the study is being 

conducted. 

To inform our qualitative analyses by 

increasing our understanding of the interview 

sample, we also investigated the demographic 

characteristics of students who had partici-

pated in an interview as compared to those 

who had not. Although the group of interview 

participants had been recruited primarily 

through a process of random selection, we 

wanted to verify quantitatively that the two 

samples were comparable demographically. 

Indeed, interview participants were similar to 
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students who did not participate in an inter-

view regarding age, t(1, 198) = −0.14, p = .89, 

racial/ethnic identification, χ2 (1) = 0.30, p = 

.58, and parental education, χ2 (1) = 1.96, p = 

.85. 

Quantitative Research Question 2

Our second quantitative research question 

related to the baseline scores of, and potential 

differences between, WS and CS students on 

the attributes of character and other constructs 

important to the study. First, we evaluated 

descriptive statistics (presented in Table 2) for 

each scale, including the mean, standard devi-

ation, range, skewness, and kurtosis. Mean 

scores in both groups were primarily on the 

high end of the response scale (5-point, with 

the exception of faith behaviors, which was a 

7-point scale), and most distributions were 

highly negatively skewed. Formal statistical 

tests of nonnormality (i.e., Kolmogorov-Smif-

noff and Shapiro-Wilk) also showed that the 

distributions of most variables (except per-

ceived health status), both within and across 

groups, significantly deviated from a normal 

distribution. Due to the presence and extent of 

nonnormality in our quantitative variables, we 

conducted nonparametric tests of differences 

in means (specifically, Mann-Whitney U tests) 

for all variables except health (for which we 

conducted an independent samples t test). The 

results of these tests also are shown in Table 2. 

We found significant between-group differ-

ences on entrepreneurship, dependability, faith 

behavior, and strength of faith; for all differ-

TABLE 2
Descriptive Statistics for Full Sample and by School Group

Attribute N Full Sample WS CS Comparison

Health 202 3.52 (0.90) 3.55 (0.88) 3.49 (0.92) t (1, 200)= −0.49, p =.619

Commitment 

to School

Emotional 193 3.51 (1.13) 3.65 (0.11) 3.40 (0.11) U= 5,806.00, z = 1.26, p =.224

Cognitive 197 4.43 (0.59) 4.49 (0.05) 4.37 (0.06) U = 5,092.00, z = 1.12, p =.224

Behavioral 207 3.80 (0.80) 3.92 (0.07) 3.71 (0.08) U = 6,045.00, z = 1.72, p =.075

Honesty 199 3.95 (0.67) 4.05 (0.06) 3.87 (0.07) U = 5,629.00, z = 1.73 p =.083

Thrift 197 3.92 (0.81) 3.97 (0.08) 3.88 (0.08) U = 4,994.50, z = 0.43, p =.665

Entrepreneurship 204 3.26 (0.95) 3.41 (0.69) 3.14 (0.09) U =6,036.00, z = 2.09 p =.036

Dependability 196 4.25 (0.65) 4.40 (0.05) 4.12 (0.07) U = 5,667.00, z = 2.25, p =.024

Diligence 199 3.88 (0.70) 4.17 (0.07) 3.93 (0.08) U = 5,674.00, z = 1.85, p =.063

Excellence 196 3.64 (0.84) 3.74 (0.08) 3.55 (0.08) U = 5,343.50, z = 1.41 p =.157

Faith Behaviors 200 2.77 (1.58) 3.07 (0.16) 2.51 (1.15) U = 6,182.00, z = 2.89 p =.003

Strength of Faith 194 3.23 (1.25) 3.48 (1.12) 3.01 (1.13) U = 5,558.00, z = 2.22 p =.026

Generosity 202 3.13 (0.73) 3.16 (0.06) 3.11 (0.08) U = 5,280.50, z = 0.51, p =.608

Gratitude 197 3.94 (0.67) 4.27 (0.04 4.05 (0.08) U = 5,517.50, z = 1.73, p =.082

Hopeful Future Expectations 197 4.15 (0.58) 4.31 (0.05) 4.12 (0.06) U = 5,538.50, z = 1.78, p =.075

Integrity 204 4.21 (0.59) 4.27 (0.05) 4.15 (0.06) U = 5,500.00, z = 0.81, p =.418

Love 196 3.64 (0.70) 3.61 (0.07) 3.67 (0.07) U = 4,552.00, z = −0.60, p =.548

Sense of Purpose 204 3.62 (0.81) 3.71 (0.07) 3.57 (0.08) U = 5,631.00, z = 1.10, p =.268

Service 205 3.98 (0.67) 3.92 (0.06) 3.75 (0.06) U = 5,936.50, z = 1.70, p =.088
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ences, WS students had higher scores. 

Although the mean scores between groups on 

most variables were very similar, we observed 

differences in the variance of scores; the CS 

group had consistently larger amounts of vari-

ation compared to WS students. 

We conducted a similar set of 

between-groups nonparametric analyses to test 

for possible differences between interview and 

noninterview participants’ scores on the char-

acter-related attributes of interest. Consistent 

with our primarily random selection process, 

we found no significant differences between 

groups (details of these analyses are available 

upon request from the first author). Finally, we 

conducted analyses to determine whether any 

of the differences we identified between WS 

and CS students were moderated by the demo-

graphic characteristics we described earlier 

(racial/ethnic background and educational 

attainment of the students’ primary caregiver). 

We found no evidence of moderation by 

demographic characteristics (details of these 

analyses are also available upon request from 

the first author).

Qualitative Research Question 1

Our first qualitative research question con-

cerned participants’ life experiences and narra-

tives. Through our review of the coded data, 

we found that both WS and CS students’ narra-

tives about their lives prior to attending post-

secondary school focused on family 

instability, high school experiences, and taking 

on responsibilities during adolescence. 

Family instability was a prominent aspect 

of students’ narratives. About half of partici-

pants in both groups reported instability in the 

form of divorce or moving repeatedly during 

childhood. When discussing his childhood, 

one WS student shared: “My dad was abusive 

to my mom and to us, so she finally left him 

after 8 years.… We lived with my grandpar-

ents for a couple years.” Similarly, a CS stu-

dent shared: “After my dad died, we moved in 

with friends.… We would go to my aunts and 

uncles. We just bounced around a lot. I had 13 

different houses in two years.” 

The narratives that students in both groups 

shared about their high school experiences 

were also similar. Specifically, they described 

a range of neutral, positive, and negative expe-

riences in and associations with high school in 

reference to their social groups, academics, 

and relationships with teachers. A WS student 

noted, for example:

My high school experience, it was pretty 

good. It was like any other high school. 

You got picked on some times; you got into 

little—some fights sometimes, well, verbal 

fights. You had friends that stabbed you in 

the back, friends that were good to you; 

some of the teachers that would help you 

out and some that would be strict as any-

thing.

When reflecting on high school, a CS student 

similarly shared: “And it was pretty good. I 

still wasn’t like the coolest guy, but I made 

friends here and there. Eleventh grade I joined 

more sports, made more friends, had a girl-

friend.” 

The majority of students in both samples 

also talked about different forms of responsi-

bilities that they took on in high school, and 

there were several poignant examples of sig-

nificant caregiving responsibilities provided 

by students in both groups. Two students, one 

WS and one CS, stood out in their descriptions 

of family responsibility. Specifically, these 

students (whom we refer to by their pseud-

onyms Fred and Nate, respectively) shared 

narratives about taking on caregiving responsi-

bilities to support the needs of their families. 

Fred explained: “All of 11th grade I went 

down and lived at [my aunt’s] house for a year, 

doing online schooling, to help raise her three 

kids while she was on bed rest, and then helped 

them with the newborn for the first nine 

months.” He expressed that although moving 

in with his aunt presented him with significant 

responsibilities; it also provided him an oppor-

tunity to turn his life around. He shared that

after living with his aunt, “I had to go home 

and fix my life, make something of myself. So 
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I went back to school. I passed [high school] 

no problem. I got a job. I was working. I stayed 

out of trouble.” The CS student, Nate, shared 

that when he was 15, his sister gave birth. 

According to Nate, his sister ran away and left 

him and his mother with her child to care for. 

He shared: “My mom was working full time, 

so was my brothers. I was her dad. I did every-

thing for her. I watched her from morning to 

night.”

In addition to similarities, we also identified 

substantive differences related to the histories 

of WS and CS students. We found, for exam-

ple, that the majority of WS students had 

meaningful connections to the trades, whether 

in school, work, or through family ties to 

tradespeople, and this connection was largely 

not present in the CS students’ narratives. 

When describing connections to tradespeople, 

for example, a WS student noted: “I was just 

gonna go to a community college but … my 

oldest brother went here, and he told me to try 

it out. So I studied, did all my work and I got 

accepted.” Seven CS students also had experi-

ences related to the trades, but some of these 

experiences were narrated as negative and 

deterred these students from pursuing trade 

careers. In response to a question about prior 

experiences with the trades, one CS student 

explained: “One brother works at Home 

Depot. They do manual labor. So that’s what I 

want to get away from ‘cause I don’t want to 

have to work until I die.” 

In addition to this difference in 

trade-related experiences and orientations, 

there was a substantive difference in family 

orientations articulated by participants. 

Although just over one third of both WS and 

CS students described wanting a family as a 

life goal, WS students described this goal as 

related to their more immediate futures, and in 

more definite terms. One WS student 

explained: “I’m sure you’ve picked up that I’m 

very family oriented, and I plan on having a 

family. I want to have a family and I want to be 

there. I want to be the best dad I can be. I want 

to be the best husband.” Another WS student 

shared: 

I definitely want a family, though, and have 

like a son, and I would be there for him. 

You know what I mean? Again, not saying 

my dad was a bad dad, but he wasn't 

around. He was in jail the majority of my 

life, so be there for my kids and watch them 

grow up.

In contrast, most CS students spoke of fam-

ily in vague terms or when prompted repeat-

edly by our interviewers to answer the 

question of what their future life goals were. 

They spoke specifically about maybe wanting 

families … eventually. In response to the probe 

of: “Do you have any life goals related to fam-

ily?” one CS student said: “Eventually, maybe 

in ten years, whatever, I’ll have a family, but 

I’m not really rushing into that.”

Another difference was that 17 WS students 

discussed hoping to have their own businesses, 

compared to only three CS students. One WS 

student said, for example: “I wanna start— 

obviously I wanna start working in masonry. 

Probably get into union jobs and everything 

like that. Build up my character and everything 

like that, and then open my own business.”

Qualitative Research Question 2

Our second qualitative question explored 

how, if at all, references to character attributes 

arose in participants’ narratives. We present 

excerpts from the interviews to illustrate the 

salience of references to diligence, responsibil-

ity, and service. We chose to focus on these 

attributes in particular because they were the 

most prevalent within the interview data and 

also provided points of comparison to our 

quantitative analyses. When possible, we also 

identify nuances in the ways in which these 

attributes arose in WS and CS student narra-

tives. 

Diligence. Drawing from the character 

development literature, we defined diligence 

as working hard, persevering, and managing 

behaviors to finish a job or reach a goal 

(Davidson & Lickona, 2007). We coded 

excerpts as reflecting diligence typically as 

part of participants’ descriptions of the self. 
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We also coded data as reflecting diligence 

when participants reflected on a past experi-

ence where they evidenced their diligence, or 

spoke of having future goals related to dili-

gence in some way. We found indicators of 

diligence in just over a third of the WS sample 

and in a third of interviews with CS students. A 

WS student explained: “I … got a goal in my 

head. I just knew I wanted to get a degree in 

[horticulture]. So I just kind of am just chasing 

my dream right now. I’m trying to be where I 

want to be. I want to be successful, and I’m not 

going to stop until I get that degree.” Similarly, 

a CS student described himself in these terms: 

“I think I’m a hard working person.… If there 

is anything I started, I want to finish it.… I just 

wanna give up sometimes, but in the back of 

my mind, I know I have to do it. So it’s like a 

never giving up kind of a feeling.” Even 

though we identified diligence as a prominent 

attribute in interviews with both groups, we 

did not identify substantive differences in the 

ways in which diligence arose within or 

between groups.

Responsibility. Based on the literature, we 

defined responsibility as students’ managing 

their behaviors to meet expectations or fulfill 

social roles (Blasi, 2005). We coded examples 

of responsibility that came up as students 

described themselves, reflected on past experi-

ences, discussed their reasons for choosing to 

attend their respective educational institutions, 

and/or explained their future goals. About one 

third of students in both samples described 

themselves as responsible or aiming to be 

more responsible through specific actions they 

were taking. When answering the interview 

question of: “How did your family respond to 

you choosing to attend WS”, one WS student 

explained: “They’re happy that I’m coming 

here because they know I’m gonna become a 

lot more responsible. I’ve always been respon-

sible; it's just I never took action to do it. You 

know what I mean?” Similarly, a CS student 

noted that while he was at his postsecondary 

institution he was planning on prioritizing: 

“Progressing as a student, just because, like I 

said, with how well I didn't do in high school, 

I’m teaching myself how to be responsible and 

have priorities and stuff like that.”

Service. Finally, of all the character attri-

butes we identified in these young men’s nar-

ratives, references to service and descriptions 

of students’ orientations to service appeared to 

differ substantively between WS and CS inter-

views. We defined service in terms of exam-

ples students presented of helping others, 

volunteering, and/or other behaviors related to 

meeting the needs of other people or of one’s 

community (e.g., Reed & Aquino, 2003). The 

majority of students in both groups talked 

about service, and several talked about multi-

ple forms of service. Twenty-one WS students 

discussed service; several of these students 

mentioned engaging in multiple types of ser-

vice. Eight of the 21 students provided descrip-

tions of service that related to their church or 

religious institution; ten talked about commu-

nity-based service, such as volunteering 

through their high schools; and seven spoke of 

general helping (examples of general helping 

included interviewees talking about helping a 

relative or a neighbor, as well as moments of 

enjoying helping others and planning to do so 

in the future). Only three CS students, how-

ever, related their service participation to a 

religious institution. Among CS students, four-

teen narratives of service were related to the 

participants’ communities. Finally, five CS 

students referenced engaging in general help-

ing behaviors, and/or planning to do so in the 

future. 

In relation to church-based service, a WS 

student said: “I’m thinking that, with my 

degree and newly learned skills, I can travel 

across seas and go help the impoverished 

there, maybe build churches for people who 

really need it, and stuff like that. Wherever the 

Lord takes me now.” Another WS student 

noted: “Basically, in order, my priorities go 

basically to God, to my country and to my 

community, and then community includes 

your family, your school, all that.” 

There were similar descriptions of helping 

behaviors in both subsamples. WS and CS stu-

dents provided narratives of helping that 



148 Journal of Character Education  Vol. 10, No. 2, 2014

evidenced the positive developmental charac-

teristics they possessed at the start of their 

respective postsecondary educations. When 

describing his experiences of service, for 

example, one WS student said:

There was an old lady down the street, I 

always took in her trash cans, every time 

she brought her groceries in, I made sure I 

was out there diligently to help her. So you 

know, I’ve changed two flat tires for people 

that had no idea what was going on.… If I 

see that someone needs help and I drive by 

them, there’s got to be a really good reason. 

I’m not just going to walk by anyone that 

needs help because I wouldn’t want anyone 

to do that to me.

As stated above, service experiences based 

in the community were much more prominent 

among the narratives provided by CS students 

compared to WS students. One CS student 

shared: “In high school, all four years, I was 

part of the Big Brothers Big Sisters program … 

but, like, local, just community events and 

stuff. If they ever needed volunteers, I was 

always happy to go and volunteer. It was a 

good time.” Another CS student shared:

I love volunteering. I would rather do vol-

unteer than get paid to do it, just because 

that self-satisfaction of helping the commu-

nity, helping yourself, helping other people 

… I’m gonna keep up my fire and EMT 

volunteering.

Mixed Methods Research Question/

Meta-Inferences

Our quantitative and qualitative findings 

converged in several ways. First, through both 

sets of analyses, we found many areas of com-

monality between the two groups. WS and CS 

participants, on average, evidenced high levels 

of the attributes of interest, and they reported a 

similar range of positive, negative, and neutral 

associations with their high school experi-

ences.

Our analyses of the qualitative and quanti-

tative data also converged in regard to findings 

of differences between WS and CS students. 

For example, our quantitative analyses showed 

that WS students reported higher levels of reli-

giosity (both religious behaviors and impor-

tance of faith in their lives) compared to CS 

students, and our qualitative analyses revealed 

that WS students’ experiences of service more 

commonly revolved around their religious 

institutions. These quantitative and qualitative 

findings together suggest that there are sub-

stantive differences in the religious orienta-

tions of students at WS compared to CS 

students. 

Both sets of analyses also identified clear 

differences between groups on entrepreneurial 

aspirations and intentions. Over half of WS 

students, compared to only three CS students, 

spoke of hoping to own a business in the 

future. Similarly, quantitative findings indi-

cated that WS students had higher scores on 

our measure of entrepreneurial life goals. This 

finding could reflect an important difference in 

career and life goals of WS students compared 

to CS students.

Qualitative analyses illuminated several 

additional areas of potentially important differ-

ences between the groups, which will influ-

ence our quantitative measures and future data 

collection and analyses. In some cases, we 

identified important topics that we had not pre-

viously included in our quantitative survey, 

such as how prior experiences with the trades 

influenced students’ life paths toward (or away 

from) the trades. For example, most WS stu-

dents attended vocational-technical schools or 

took vocational-technical courses in high 

school. These same students also reported hav-

ing connections to tradespeople during adoles-

cence and described having positive 

associations with the trades related to these 

experiences. This finding suggests that WS 

students were directed toward trade careers 

prior to applying to WS.

 In other cases, through qualitative analyses 

we identified nuances in the content of partici-

pants’ experiences related to a particular con-

struct, even when mean-level quantitative 

analyses showed no significant differences in 

the levels of the construct. For example, when 
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we examined students’ narratives around ser-

vice, WS students more commonly described 

engaging in service related to religious affilia-

tions or beliefs, whereas CS students more fre-

quently described service experiences related 

to community-based organizations. This find-

ing suggests that WS and CS students have 

similar levels of particular character attributes 

(e.g., service orientation), but that the content 

of these specific attributes may be manifested 

differently even from the beginning of their 

educational experiences. These findings point 

to the importance of continuing to assess par-

ticipants’ experiences and attributes (e.g., stu-

dents’ experiences with the trades, their 

orientations toward service, and their family 

goals) in future waves of data collection. These 

findings also highlight the importance of 

mixed method designs in developmental 

research with youth, as such designs provide 

time and opportunity for iteratively honing 

quantitative and qualitative measures based on 

meta-inferences from triangulated findings.

DISCUSSION

Promoting young people’s character develop-

ment is important for society to flourish, and 

institutions of higher education are a key con-

text for this development. Building on the prior 

work of Lapsley and Narvaez (2006) and 

Sokol et al. (2010), we have used a relational 

developmental systems theory perspective 

(Overton, 2013) to conceptualize character as a 

feature of person-context relations, and char-

acter development as a process of mutual 

influence of context on person and person on 

context. The ACT Study represents an initial 

attempt to investigate character development 

within a postsecondary context from this per-

spective. The overarching aim of the project is 

to evaluate an educational model for promot-

ing character among young men enrolled at the 

Williamson Free School of Mechanical Trades 

(WS). Accordingly, we presented analyses and 

findings from the first wave of the study, in 

order to assess baseline characteristics of WS 

and comparison school (CS) students. Because 

we have conceptualized character as a feature 

of person-context relations, rather than as an 

attribute inherent to any individual, the charac-

ter attributes we assessed were based on the 

context of this study, that is, within the WS. 

As anticipated, our quantitative and qualita-

tive results showed that students in both 

groups had high levels of the character attri-

butes of interest. Through quantitative analy-

ses, we found that the attributes of WS and CS 

students were generally similar at the mean 

level, with the exception of entrepreneurship, 

strength of faith, and faith behaviors (as well 

as dependability, as described below). We also 

identified differences between students’ entre-

preneurial goals and faith related behaviors 

through our qualitative analyses. These differ-

ences can be interpreted further given what we 

know about the WS context. Specifically, WS 

has a clear aim of selecting students with entre-

preneurial aspirations prior to attending WS 

(WS, 2013). In addition, although WS does not 

claim to intentionally seek out young men who 

demonstrate specific faith behaviors prior to 

attending, it is possible that the faith-based 

context of WS (e.g., the daily chapel service) 

may differentially attract young men for whom 

faith is an important aspect of their lives. 

These interpretations demonstrate that 

exploring our qualitative and quantitative find-

ings together enabled us to better make sense 

of each set of findings. Each distinct group of 

analyses, however, also made unique contribu-

tions to our understanding of the baseline sim-

ilarities and differences between WS and CS 

students. Quantitative analyses showed, for 

example, that WS students had higher 

self-reported dependability, although this 

aspect of participants’ lives did not seem more 

salient in interviews with WS students, com-

pared to CS students. These quantitative find-

ings are also quite interpretable, however, in 

light of how WS selects students. Specifically, 

because WS administrators believe that 

dependability and reliability are crucial attri-

butes for success at the school, prospective stu-

dents must provide evidence that they are 
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reliable (such as through an entrance interview 

and letters of recommendation) prior to admis-

sion (WS, 2013). 

 Qualitative analyses showed that the 

majority of WS interview participants had pos-

itive connections to the trades before attending 

the WS that may have influenced their path-

ways. The CS students did not appear to have 

as strong of a connection to the trades, whether 

through connections to tradespeople or attend-

ing a vocational-technical high school. This 

qualitative finding will be explored across the 

entire sample of participants in future waves of 

data collection, as described below. Although 

we cannot conclude how trade experiences in 

adolescence may be related to students’ post-

secondary educations at this point in the study, 

these initial findings do suggest that WS 

selects students who are already well-prepared 

for and familiar with the WS educational 

model, which may enable students to thrive in 

this unique context. This finding also provides 

further illustration of, and support for, the idea 

that character development represents the 

alignment of individual strengths with the 

strengths of the context. Whether the differ-

ences we identified in the present analyses are 

maintained over time will be assessed in addi-

tional waves of the study. 

Future Directions

As previously mentioned, a primary pur-

pose of these initial analyses was to investigate 

the quality of the “match” between first-year 

students at WS and students recruited from the 

comparison schools. We acknowledged the 

potential for differences between WS and CS 

students before beginning data collection, as 

the unique context of WS meant that similar 

schools would not be easy to identify. How-

ever, we believed that the comparison schools 

we selected enrolled students who would pro-

vide reasonable points of comparison to WS 

students. Including the CS students in this 

study was also important because the adminis-

tration of each school had an interest in exam-

ining the character attributes and positive 

developmental outcomes of their student popu-

lations. Our analyses showed that overall the 

characteristics of the two groups were similar 

in many respects, with several small but per-

haps important differences between WS and 

CS students, which will be accounted for in 

future waves of data collection and analyses. 

Identification of these potential differences—

through both quantitative and qualitative meth-

ods—will inform our future use of propensity 

scoring techniques to facilitate longitudinal 

comparisons between WS and CS students on 

outcomes of interest. Propensity scoring tech-

niques will allow us to select from among our 

group of CS students those who are most simi-

lar to WS students on both the primary vari-

ables in this study (e.g., character attributes) as 

well as others that we have identified through 

these analyses as being important (e.g., prior 

trade experiences). 

In addition, the findings presented here 

have laid the foundation for honing our mea-

sures for future waves. Initial quantitative 

analyses showed that our measure of humility 

did not perform well in terms of internal con-

sistency reliability. In future waves, this mea-

sure will be replaced. Based on our qualitative 

analyses, we will also add several questions to 

the quantitative survey. These questions 

include ones regarding trade experiences (e.g., 

attendance at a vocational-technical high 

school or program) and additional social class 

items to help us better understand our initial 

findings regarding family instability and hard-

ship. We will also add questions regarding stu-

dents’ views of poverty to our future 

qualitative interview protocols, to better 

understand possible relationships between stu-

dents’ experiences of hardship and their post-

secondary trajectories. 

In future qualitative analyses, we will also 

conduct inductive analyses regarding what the 

participants in this study find to be most mean-

ingful and influential in their postsecondary 

educational contexts. Here, we presented sam-

ple-level qualitative analyses to identify 

aspects of students’ life paths and narratives 

related to character attributes and to explore 
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baseline characteristics of students in more 

depth. Future analyses will aim to identify 

important cases in our overall sample that may 

help us further conceptualize character devel-

opment among young men. 

Limitations

The present results should be interpreted in 

the context of several limitations. First, the 

present analyses are all from one time point of 

data collection. Future waves of data collec-

tion will provide longitudinal data allowing us 

to model person-context relations directly. 

Another limitation is that WS is a unique 

school context; studying the environment of 

this school and its possible impacts on students 

presents both an interesting opportunity and a 

potential limitation to the generalizability of 

our findings to other samples. Given that ran-

dom assignment of students to schools is not 

ethically acceptable or feasible, our future 

analyses will address this limitation through 

the quantitative use of propensity scoring tech-

niques as well as continuing in-depth qualita-

tive investigations into the nature of students’ 

experiences. 

Still another potential limitation related to 

the unique context of the WS is the all-male 

nature of the school. Certainly, the character 

and personal development of young women 

attending nontraditional postsecondary institu-

tions is also of high interest and worthy of 

investigation in other studies. It will be impor-

tant to investigate whether similar results 

would be found within a sample of young 

women. Another limitation to the generaliz-

ability of this study pertains to the sample of 

comparison schools. We selected each of these 

three schools for its potential to attract students 

with similar individual characteristics to those 

who choose to attend WS; in this regard, they 

have proved to be suitable. The CS students 

were not, however, chosen to be representative 

of any particular group of schools either within 

Pennsylvania or across the United States. 

Thus, the ability of these findings to generalize 

to other trade schools, technical schools, and 

community colleges is unclear, though this 

aspect of generalizability will be investigated 

further in future waves of the study. In addi-

tion, our ability to generalize to the greater 

population at each of these three schools is 

limited because we did not attempt to gather a 

representative sample from each school but 

instead relied on those students who were will-

ing to participate.

Finally, an important limitation to the find-

ings from the first wave of this study is that 

much of the data we collected pertains to per-

son-level factors, and our approach to studying 

character places person ←→ context interac-

tions at the center of conceptualizing character 

development in youth. In future waves of data 

collection, we will collect and analyze inter-

views from teachers and administrators at each 

of the participating institutions, to enhance our 

understanding of the contexts under investiga-

tion in this study, and how resources (e.g., 

teachers, administrators) in these contexts con-

tribute to the promotion of character and other 

positive developmental outcomes among the 

participants. We will also triangulate findings 

from teachers and administrators with findings 

from student interviews and surveys to gener-

ate a more holistic understanding of the pro-

cesses through which students influence and 

are influenced by their postsecondary institu-

tions. 

CONCLUSIONS 

Despite these important limitations of general-

izability, the findings we have presented here 

provided significant information on the base-

line demographic and character attributes and 

background experiences of postsecondary edu-

cation students. We thus have provided some 

insight into the lives of students who choose to 

attend trade schools and community colleges 

in eastern Pennsylvania. We have learned, for 

example, that upon beginning their postsec-

ondary educations, young men at trade schools 

and community colleges appear to have high 

levels of many attributes of character. They 
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also appear to have participated in significant, 

yet varied, service experiences during adoles-

cence, and they express a continued commit-

ment to service and helping behaviors. These 

young men also appear to have significant 

experiences of hardship and family instability 

in their pasts that may have influenced their 

trajectories to postsecondary school. We have 

also learned that young men who choose to 

attend WS appear to have strong entrepreneur-

ial and family-related goals upon beginning 

their educations. In future waves of this study 

we will continue to examine the ways in which 

students’ experiences through late adoles-

cence, and specifically their postsecondary 

schooling in general, may continue to influ-

ence them.

Finally, in addition to enabling us to iden-

tify important baseline information about the 

students in this study, our findings from the 

first wave of ACT have contributed to mixed 

method work in youth development. Specifi-

cally, we have illustrated here how qualitative 

and quantitative forms of data can be more rig-

orously triangulated to examine the manifesta-

tion of character and to examine endogeneity 

at the beginning of a study. Our use of these 

particular mixed-methods analyses and inter-

pretations also provided information about 

how we can hone future waves of data collec-

tion and analyses to account for findings from 

the first year of this study. We have, for exam-

ple, identified how our measurement can be 

strengthened in the longitudinal phases of our 

research. Our continued mixed method investi-

gation will not only shed light on the nature of 

participants’ character development but also 

contribute knowledge about the individual and 

contextual factors that contribute to the devel-

opment of character in young men. In addition, 

this study represents one of the first attempts to 

evaluate character development with reference 

to a specific context (Lapsley & Narvaez, 

2006). Future analyses will, therefore, contrib-

ute to research in the field of higher education, 

and, more specifically, to the research on char-

acter development of young men that takes 

place in higher education.
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