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Welcome to CoRE Diffractions

diffraction (noun)

(a pattern caused by) a change in the direction of light, water, or sound waves  

The CoRE Diffractions series of occasional papers is designed to share insights and ideas that emerge from the 
thinking and learning within the Lifeworlds practitioner team and its CoRE (Community of Relational Educators). 
Each Diffraction has a particular focus and presents the perspective of its contributing author/s. 

Just as light, water or sound changes and adapts as it encounters an obstacle (diffracts), the intention with these 
papers is to see how the ideas resonate with the experiences and lifeworlds of the reader. The hope is that they 
may provoke new or revised thinking around the theme of the paper. We welcome reactions and responses in 
order to help us further learning, both for ourselves and for the communities we engage with.

CoRE Diffractions are not sent out for peer review and are not intended for an academic audience, though they 
may be of interest to those studying or researching in the respective area. Each paper is edited and designed by 
our internal practitioners, but we work closely with the author/s in all aspects of this process. 

If you would be interested in contributing a CoRE Diffraction based on an aspect of your own practice/interest 
then please contact rob@lifeworlds.co.uk to start a discussion...

CoRE Diffractions: The ecology of values-based educations

Author: Rob Bowden (rob@lifeworlds.co.uk)

First published: March 2021

Publisher: Lifeworlds Learning Community Interest Company

The views expressed in this paper are those of the author/s and do not represent the views of Lifeworlds 
Learning Community Interest Company as the publishing organisation. The content is offered in good faith 
for consideration and dialogue. Nothing in this paper constitutes specific professional advice. Should you be 
interested in professional advice/engagement based on the content of this paper then we can connect you with 
the author.

Acknowledgment: We would like to recognise the idea of ‘diffraction’ as an alternative to ‘reflection’ first coming 
to our attention through Diane Swift at Keele University.

Rights: CoRE Diffractions are intended to spark thinking and dialogue and may be used freely for your own 
professional purposes. They may not be posted or distributed in any form (physical or digital) without prior written 
consent. We request that if you reference this CoRE Diffraction then the following is used:

Bowden, R. 2021. CoRE Diffractions: The ecology of values-based educations. Leek: Lifeworlds Learning CIC.



Values, virtues, character and more...
It is not uncommon to encounter values being referred 
to interchangeably with ideas such as virtues, character, 
morality or ethics.  

Each of these terms is closely linked to a particular idea, 
even ideology, and whilst they are all related to values, 
I suggest they are also distinct and should not be used 
interchangeably. This is not a simple task however, and 
is complicated by the fact that the same words may be 
used in describing these different ideas. 

Understanding the differences between these ideas and 
the relationships between them is an important aspect 
of learning through values. This is especially so in school 
settings where values, virtues and character projects 
or programmes may be on offer and talked about as 
though they are one and the same.  

Before exploring each idea/term, it is important to note 
that their differences remains the subject of significant 
debate, both in academic and practice-based circles. 
This is a healthy dialogue that greatly improves 
understanding for all involved. 

What follows therefore, can only be offered as an 
overview of current thinking as it relates to learning 
through values and my own engagement with and 
encountering of these ideas and terms.

CoRE Diffractions: The ecology of values-based educations

This paper is based on my experience as lead practitioner on the Learning Through Values (LTV) programme 
of Lifeworlds. I have been engaged in values-based educations as an author, researcher and facilitator for 25 
years. The Learning Through Values programme was developed with colleagues at Lifeworlds, and in its pilot 
stages, through a wider partnership with a number of national organisations including British Red Cross, Oxfam, 
Practical Action and Think Global. 

LTV has since been delivered in various formats within schools and organisations in the UK and beyond, and 
continues to evolve and develop, most recently (March 2021) by exploring an online version of the programme. 
The ideas included in this CoRE Diffraction were originally written for the LTV Foundation Guide in 2019, but 
they have been revised, edited and amended to suit this format. The views in this paper are my own and are an 
expression of my ongoing learning around values-based educations. I welcome feedback and comment and any 
new avenues of inquiry that could further extend my own learning and that of the individuals and organisations 
I encounter and engage with.

Rob Bowden, March 2021

rob@lifeworlds.co.uk

Virtues
A virtue is normally defined as ‘excellence, worth, a good 
quality, or the practice of duty’. Virtues are especially 
associated with morals and morality and could be 
summarised as ‘the qualities of being morally good’.  

Because of their relationship to morality, virtues are 
normally qualities that are decided upon by a wider 
social or cultural group - a virtue being what is accepted 
(judged) as good or bad, right or wrong.

Virtues are normally associated with specific behaviours 
or actions that are considered to be either virtuous or 
not. A good person may be described as virtuous; a bad 
person may be described as having no virtues. Because 
of their normative nature (what is expected or accepted), 
it is often felt that virtues can be taught - a person can 
be made more virtuous.  

So how do virtues differ to values? It is primarily in their 
social origin or prescription, as opposed to values which 
are more individual in nature - though they can also be 
social and certainly have a strong social dimension. If 
a particular value is prioritised by a sufficient number 
of individuals, then this value may become something 
that is considered a virtue. On the other side of this 
relationship people will simultaneously hold and be 
influenced by some values that are not considered to be 



virtues, and may even directly contradict that which is 
considered virtuous. 

Another way in which virtues differ to values is in 
their primary association with behaviour and action.  
Understanding this, it is possible to realise that a person 
may behave or act in a manner that is perceived or 
judged as virtuous but be motivated to do so by a 
completely different set of values such as social status, 
authority, security, or conformity. In other words, virtues 
can be subject to a performative influence. 

By contrast someone may be motivated by values that 
have strong parallels with what is considered virtuous 
(virtues) but for a variety of reasons may be perceived as 
not acting with virtue. This scenario would be an example 
of what is known as a ‘value-action gap’ where a value 
is strongly identified as important, but for a variety of 
reasons is not acted upon. This idea, including challenges 
to its premise, is discussed further in CoRE Diffraction: 
Mind the gap.  

Character
Character is often closely associated with virtues and 
may involve similar social judgements. People may talk 
about a person being of good or bad character for 
example. The subtle difference is that character is more 
associated with attitudes than it is with behaviour or 
action and so a person with good character (attitude) 
might also be expected to be virtuous in their related 
behaviour. By the same relationship someone who 
behaves or acts in a way that is considered less virtuous 
might be described as acting ‘out of character’ or as 
‘lacking in character’.

Like virtues, character is often presented as something 
that can be taught - people can have their character 
‘developed’. To some extent that may be the case, but 
perhaps only in so much as character (being related to 
attitude) is about the formation of ‘habits of mind’. In 
this way an individual, through repeated experience, 
might learn to be more resilient for example and therefore 
be described as a resilient character.

Character is further confused when conflated with 
‘characteristics’, which are more attributes than 
attitudes (thought they may of course be related in 
some instances). In terms of how this relates to values, I 
see this as one of the major areas of confusion, driven 
by the same words being used for characteristics and 

values. A similarity that should stop there. A person’s 
characteristics may have little to do with what motivates 
them (their value priorities). An artist who may be 
characterised as successful or rich for example, may not 
be motivated by success or wealth in any way. In fact 
there is some evidence to suggest that artists motivated 
by wealth and success are unlikely to achieve either, nor 
gain artistic recognition. In the same way an influential 
environmentalist or politician may not be motivated by 
influence, but rather by values such as equality, social 
justice, responsibility or unity with nature.

The confusion between character, characteristics and 
values is  arguably the one that is most common place in 
education settings. In visiting schools it is quite common 
to see a statement of values that will include success or 
achievement for example. This may indeed by the intent 
of the school, but more often than not, a little probing 
reveals that these are more the characteristics (the 
outcomes or attributes) that schools desire for their 
learners and not the underlying motivations (values).  
The underlying motivations that lead to learners being 

Sir David Attenborough - a highly successful and 
influential character, but are these the values that 
motivate him?



successful and achieving might be more associated with 
values such as curiosity, creativity, broadmindedness, 
independence and responsibility for example.

Morals or morality
Morals are ‘ways of being’ that are broadly accepted by 
the majority of a society or culture. What is considered 
moral or immoral tends to be determined at this social 
or cultural level and is typically related to character and/
or conduct. Like virtues and character it is normally 
assessed in a binary manner with particular choices 
(behaviours or actions) being judged as good or bad, 
right or wrong, moral or otherwise.

Questions of morality (particularly when it is considered 
to have been compromised) often arise as a result of a 
values clash. The result may be to describe someone 
(or something) as immoral - lacking morals. Such strong 
‘moral judgements’ are made because they are felt as 
a direct challenge to deeply held values. In its deepest 
form, just as you might describe someone as having no 
virtues or as being of bad character, you may describe 
someone as having no morals.  

Because morality is determined socially and culturally 

by what is broadly accepted as good or right, it can of 
course change over time. What is considered morally 
acceptable today may have been considered totally 
immoral by your grandparents or even parents. 
 
Morality can and does change over time, but there may 
remain considerable moral tensions in society as deeply 
held values that underpin what is considered moral 
may be slower (or completely resistant) to change. This 
means that newer forms of morality can conflict with 
earlier established values priorities - a major factor in 
intergenerational differences over what is considered an 
acceptable way to live your life for example.

Morality may also vary by locality (space). Behaviour 
or attitudes considered morally acceptable in one place 
may be thought of as completely immoral elsewhere.  
Though not the only benchmark by which spatial 
morality is determined, the influence of dominant 
religious doctrines in some localities would be an 
example of this. There have been several cases in recent 
years of European travellers falling foul of what is 
considered morally acceptable behaviour in the United 
Arab Emirates for example.
Many big questions in society are rooted in ideas of 

Intergenerational differences can be partly understood by societal shifts in morality and the varied prioritising 
of underlying values.



morality. Tensions that may exist around such questions 
are sometimes about differences in emerging and 
established morality. Values are operating at the heart 
of these tensions, but are often obscured beneath the 
battle lines of moral absolutes.

This is a significant challenge to social progress because 
morality (like the closely related ideas of character and 
virtues) tends towards what I call a ‘deficit position’ 
where individuals or entire sectors of society are deemed 
to be lacking or missing something. This is self-evident 
in as much as people speak about a lack of character, 
virtues, or morality.

This deficit position is also the starting point of many 
educational programmes that incorporate these terms - 
the aim of the programme being to remove the perceived 
deficit. This ‘moralising’ can be the cause of significant 
tension or even outright rejection as morals are often 
thought of as externally imposed. If character and 
virtue are in turn seen as judgements of how someone 
measures up to what is morally acceptable then they can 
be similarly resisted. 

Unlike virtues, character and morality, it is less common 
to talk about values in a deficit manner (ie lacking 
something). It is unusual to refer to someone as having 
‘no values’. Instead, values are normally discussed 
through the lens of difference - “they have different 
values”, or “your values are not the same as mine”. This 
opens up interesting potential for dialogue because no-
one is being judged as being in deficit. Instead, it is about 
difference, and from what is known about values it is not 
that we do not possess one another’s values, but rather 
that we are motivated by differing values priorities.

The challenge then becomes not one of imparting values 
upon each other, but more about finding shared purpose 
or meaning that can enable a more effective alignment 
of values priorities. 

In summary, values tend to give a greater sense of 
agency and ownership than morality, character and 
virtues which are more often associated with imposition 
and compliance.  

Ethics
The last of the terms to explore is ethics. Ethics is normally 
defined as ‘the science of morals’ or as ‘a system of rules 
and behaviour rooted in what is considered moral’. In 
this sense, ethics is the formalising of morality and often 

applies to specific settings (conduct) and specific groups 
of individuals (character). We talk for example of medical 
ethics (for the medical profession) or of teacher’s ethics 
(in education), and of ethical investment funds (in the 
banking sector).

Whether or not someone, or a particular action, is 
deemed to be ethical or unethical is often assessed by 
an appeal to the formalised rules (morals) adopted by 
that particular group of individuals for that particular 
role.  Ethics is in this way sometimes referred to as a set 
of standards and is often associated with law and the 
ability and power to enforce sanctions for misconduct 
(breach of ethics).

Beyond the formal use of ethics, the notion of what 
is ‘ethical’ or not, especially in relation to personal 
behaviour choices has become more commonplace in 
recent decades. People may, for example, talk about their 
choice of clothing, food, or the holiday they have just 
booked in ethical terms. Indeed the growth in people’s 
interest to behave or choose ‘ethically’ has led to the 

Eco-tourism as an example of the emerging 
ethical economy?.



growth of entirely new industries such as eco-tourism 
and ethical fashion.

Understood in this less formal and more societal way, 
ethics, or the act of being ethical can be seen as a way 
of expressing virtue, character, or morality through 
personal choice. This choice element connects ethics 
more closely to values which is concerned with the 
motivations behind particular choices. Choosing to 
purchase clothes that are ethically produced may be 
motivated by values of social justice or equality for 
example. This choice may be more about satisfying 
personal values (and goals) than complying with any 
moral expectations or virtues - though it could of course 
achieve both.

An interesting development relevant to this broader 
understanding of what is ethical or otherwise has been 
the growth of both producers and customers who 
may want to be considered ethical, but may in fact be 
motivated by an alternate set of values to those normally 
considered ethical. Ethical products often have a price 
premium for example and 2015 data found that 66 per 
cent of global consumers are willing to pay more for 
environmentally friendly goods and services.  Such trends 
may cause producers to enter this market motivated by 
wealth over those values more typically associated with  
notions of ‘ethical’.  This has led to the phenomenon of 
‘greenwash’ in relation to products that are supposedly 
environmentally friendly, but conceal less desirable or 
even opposing values.

On the consumer side too, individuals may consume 
ethical products or services for the status, influence 
or power this brings them - all values that would 
not typically be considered ethical. The trend for 
environmentally friendly cars is an example of this and is 
sometimes made from a status ‘I’m doing my bit’ position 
whilst still using the vehicle instead of walking for short 
local journeys or as an alternative to public transport - 
both of which would contribute more in terms of reducing 
environmental impact.

This inherent complexity in human motivations is one of 
the core justifications for engaging in learning through 
values - to more deeply understand, and thereby 
influence and work alongside human motivations.

In summary then, the distinctions between these related 
terms could be positioned as follows:

Virtue is about who and how you might want to be, or 
what others expect of you. It is closely associated with 
behaviour. 

Character is about how you are seen by others as a 
result of how you are in the world. It closely associated 
with attitude.

Morality is the societal norm that determines how who 
and how you are is perceived (good or bad, right or 
wrong). It is closely associated with behaviour and 
action.

Ethics is the formalisation of conduct that conforms to 
present morality, but may be very context specific. More 
widely, being ethical may be associated with individual 
choices.  It is closely associated with action.

As mentioned at the outset, the relationship between 
these connected ideas and terms is sometimes subtle 
and often complex and contested. This is represented 
visually in  the diagram below in which I attempt to show 
this complexity in a simplified form. You may have a 
different understanding of these relationships and that is 
welcomed within the wider dialogue. The key point I am  
asserting here, is that however we may vary in how we see 
these relationships, values, as the underlying motivations 
beneath the other concepts, are consistently at the centre 
of the dialogue. 
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Dialogue: values concepts and relationships

Because different terms may be used interchangeably with values it can sometimes lead to unintended 
confusion - especially as the same word might be used to discuss distinct concepts. We recommend that 
time is found to explore these differences through dialogue with colleagues. This can help to reveal a 
shared understanding and common language for learning through values in your own setting.

1. Explore each of the terms below by sharing your own understanding of the concept and listening to other 
perspectives. You might like to record your ideas in the space provided for each concept/term.  

2. Consider how these terms might be currently used in relation to your setting (this could be with learners 
directly, or more within staff, leadership, policies etc.). Again, you may wish to record your ideas.

3. Try and reach your own working definition for each of these concepts/terms. This should be understood by 
everyone. If you can, try to include the relationship back to values, but if this is too complicated at this stage 
then leave that for now. The important thing is to begin engaging in the distinctions between related terms.

Learning Through Values
with Lifeworlds Learning


