
THE ROLE OF EXEMPLAR NARRATIVES IN 
CULTIVATING CHARACTER

NOVEMBER 16TH, 2019

LIZ GULLIFORD, ED BROOKS, OLIVER COATES

This Photo by Unknown Author is licensed under CC BY-SA

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Grose-antique-books-with-candle.jpg
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/3.0/


RATIONALE OF 
PROJECT

• This interdisciplinary project aims to analyse 

different genres of exemplar narratives from 

diverse disciplinary perspectives to identify 

elements of exemplar narratives that might 

prove effective in kindling the moral 

imagination and cultivating character

• Main RQ:  To identify the psychological, 

spiritual and rhetorical features common

to many exemplar narratives
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SUBSIDIARY RESEARCH QUESTIONS

• 1. Which ‘mechanisms’ contribute most [to the 

persuasiveness of exemplar narratives]

• 2. How exemplars in the selected narratives promote 

virtue and emulation

• 3. How the ‘standard model’ of moral persuasion 

(Warnick, 2008) compares with other forms of moral 

persuasion

• 4. The characteristics including delivery of specific 

exemplar narratives that inspire readers to change.
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METHODOLOGY (DESIGN)

• Textual analysis, which will shed light on how exemplar narratives appeal to their 

audience and how they promote emulation and admiration 

• Textual mechanics (including rhetorical tropes, discursive strategies, use of motifs 

and repetition, narrative structure etc.)

• Empirical psychological research on characteristics of effective exemplars – e.g. 

‘important and surprising’ actions; ‘attainable and relevant’ exemplars, ‘nudges’

• Identify qualitative ‘variables’ within the texts - narrative voice, vocabulary, 

allusion, metaphor, ‘nudges’ to register and examine how these are associated with 

readers adopting moral positions

• Identify variables related to the delivery of texts – audiobooks v. reading 

relationship of reader to listener, ‘performance’ of reader

• Identify variables related to the receptivity of the listener – e.g. humility, hope
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CATEGORIES OF EXEMPLAR 
NARRATIVES TO BE EXAMINED

• Classic texts explicitly taken up in the late C19 / 

early C20 and re-worked with an eye on moral 

formation:  Aesop, Arthur, Grimm.  Also Tolstoy, 

Shakespeare Dickens, Austen

• Contemporary literature - Hunger Games 

(Collins)

• Biography - Augustine, lives of Saints, biographies of 

contemporary figures. “Everyday” examples as well as 

famous biographies. 

• Spiritual literature - Confucius, a Kempis, Ignatius, 

Islamic text, Jewish text



SIX PROPOSED WORKING TITLES & POTENTIAL 
JOURNALS

• (On variables of delivery) The medium and the message: the importance of variables of delivery in the use of 

exemplar narratives for moral formation

• (On rhetoric and ‘nudges’) Exemplar narratives and the art of persuasion

• (On Augustine) How to read a life:  An Augustinian approach to biographies as sources for moral formation 

• (On Ethics through Fiction and Film)  What can group reflection on contemporary literature and film 

contribute to moral formation in a university context?

• (On the Arthurian legends) The problems and promise of Arthurian legends for contemporary moral formation

• (On The Hunger Games) General paper about the use of  THG for moral education

Journal of Moral Education, Oxford Review of Education, Journal of Aesthetic Education, Educational Review, Journal of Character Education, 

Journal of Positive Psychology, Human Development, Journal of Beliefs and Values



EXEMPLAR NARRATIVES IN MORAL & CHARACTER 
DEVELOPMENT
COLLOQUIUM SEPT 17TH -18TH 2020

• Edited volume or special journal issue?

• Expert contributions to speak to our RQs –

experts on particular texts/textual dynamics

• Ten participants

• Overnight conference at UoN

• Meeting room booked!



POSSIBLE COLLOQUIUM ATTENDEES

• Dr Atli Harðarson, Icelandic philosopher of education currently examining the Icelandic sagas from a 

character education perspective

• Professor James Young (Professor of Philosophy at the University of Victoria) literary fiction and the 

cultivation of virtue

• Professor Alison Milbank (Professor of Literature and Theology, University of Nottingham, UK)

• Dr Marcin Kazmierczak (Professor of Humanities and Science of Education at the Universitat Abat Oliba

CEU, Spain), the role of literature (including Tolstoy) as an efficient character education strategy)

• Professor John Whitmire (Associate Professor in Philosophy and Religion Western Carolina University) 

whose work encompasses moral exemplarity in myth and fantasy

• Dr Daniel Moulin Stożek (formerly Research Fellow at the Jubilee Centre for Character and Virtues) whose 

PhD examined moral formation in the work of Leo Tolstoy



MEETING THE PROJECT OBJECTIVES
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OUTCOME 1

Advances in knowledge of the psychological and literary mechanisms that contribute to 

the motivational and inspirational power of a range of exemplar narratives

Short-term Indicators

• Publication of six papers in high-quality peer-reviewed journals (in addition to at least 

one inter-disciplinary volume and/or special journal issue on the role of moral exemplar 

narratives in cultivating character)

Long-term Indicators 

• These papers being cited five times per year over the next five years in the fields of education, 

philosophy and psychology



OUTCOME 2

Greater interdisciplinary collaboration between scholars working on the efficacy of 

moral exemplar narratives in promoting character.

Short-term Indicators

• In illuminating the literary, psychological and spiritual mechanisms at work in exemplar 

narratives, the research will provide valuable insights for future empirical studies

Long-term indicators 

• Within five years seek funding for a more experimental phase, testing findings in 

intervention studies in schools/universities 



OUTCOME 3

In elucidating the most potent and persuasive ingredients in exemplar narratives, the project will 

inform the pedagogies of those involved in teaching moral and character education.

Short-term Indicators

• The work of the research group will filter into character education networks e.g. Association 

for Character Education (ACE) in the UK, Character.org (USA), IPEN (International Positive 

Education Network), Conferences: Association for Moral Education (AME) conference,  JCCV 

Annual Conference.

Long-term indicators 

• New international collaborations between the research team and existing 

organisations



OUTPUT 1
6 PROPOSED WORKING TITLES & POTENTIAL JOURNALS

• (On variables of delivery) The medium and the message: the importance of variables of delivery in the use of 

exemplar narratives for moral formation

• (On rhetoric and ‘nudges’) Exemplar narratives and the art of persuasion

• (On Augustine) How to read a life:  An Augustinian approach to biographies as sources for moral formation 

• (On Ethics through Fiction and Film)  What can group reflection on contemporary literature and film 

contribute to moral formation in a university context?

• (On the Arthurian legends) The problems and promise of Arthurian legends for contemporary moral formation

• (On The Hunger Games) General paper about the use of  THG for moral education

Journal of Moral Education, Oxford Review of Education, Journal of Aesthetic Education, Educational Review, Journal of Character Education, 

Journal of Positive Psychology, Human Development, Journal of Beliefs and Values



OUTPUT 2

Colloquium at University of Northampton September 2020

• Conference papers basis of at least one edited volume or special journal issue 

(Journal of Moral Education, Oxford Review of Education, Journal of Aesthetic Education)

• LG also co-editing (with M. Dennis, TU Delft) proposed volume ‘Online Celebrity: A New 

Frontier in Moral Psychology’ 

Promote the project’s work, extend its influence internationally and grow a 

network of scholars across interdisciplinary fields to disseminate project 

impact



OUTPUT 3

Workshops run in conjunction with Oxford Character Project

Participating students will begin with an examination of The Hunger Games (Suzanne 

Collins)

Qualitative data from students to see whether factors we identify as the effective 

ingredients in these narratives resonate with students’ own understanding

• The Oxford Character Project’s Ethics through Fiction and Film Group will 

provide data for analysis (one cohort per annum) in the form of discussion 

transcripts.



QUESTIONS FOR DISCUSSION

• Are there any books/texts you’d like us to read to inform 

your project/s? (e.g. ‘stimulus materials)?

• Any ideas for books or texts for Ethics through Fiction and Film 

project? Paired texts and films?

• What are your thoughts about our proposed ‘variables’ (slide 

4)?  Would you be interested in operationalising our 

‘sender/receiver’ variables?

• Do you have any suggestions for ‘expert’ participants for our 

symposium next September?
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