APPLYING TO BECOME A
NATIONAL SCHOOL OF CHARACTER






On behalf of the entire team of the newly combined Character.org and CharacterPlus, | am excited to
welcome you to the Schools of Character family. We're so glad you are here!

Whether your school is just beginning its character jourmey or has been committed to embedding character
into all you do for many years, you are part of a network of schools working to ensure every student
understands, cares about, and consistently practices the core values that will help them flourish in school, in
relationships, and as citizens.

Over 350 volunteers are involved with the Schools of Character program; most have been through this
process with their own schools. Our volunteers do this work because earlier volunteers helped them on their
school’s character journey; this is their opportunity to pay it forward.

The process of becoming a School of Character is built on The 11 Principles Framework: Cultivating a
Culture of Character. The framework is designed to provide schools with a comprehensive process that,
when implemented with fidelity, transforms the culture of your school.

Please note: The latest version of the 117 Principles, which the application is based on, was released in
November 2023. New guidebooks can be purchased on the Character.org website.

The Character.org and CharacterPlus teams are here to support your school—wherever you are in the
world—in implementing your character development initiative. Please don’t hesitate to reach out with
questions. We look forward to working with you!

IMPORTANT APPLICATION
CHANGES TO NOTE:

The 2026 evaluation cycle has been modified from
years past. A full description of the evaluation
process can be found on page 3, but the most
important changes to note are:

There is only one evaluation cycle per year.

Schools will only pay one application fee. Nicole Diehl

Previously, State School of Character was both Executive Director
an evaluation cycle and a designation for Schools of Character

schools. Now, when you see State School of nicole@character.org
Character, it is only a designation.
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The 2026 Application will open in mid-July on our website. Please make sure you have a copy of the NEW 11
Principles Framework before creating your narratives and artifacts in your application.

July 2025: School of Character application opens on the Character.org website.

Friday, November 7, 2025: School of Character applications due. The first phase of the application cycle, the
Expert Reader phase, begins.

Friday, January 15, 2026: Schools will be natified if their application contained enough evidence of
implementation to advance to the Schools of Character Evaluation phase. Those schools not advancing will
receive their designation and detailed feedback report.

Wednesday, April 15, 2026: School of Character designation announcement made.

Please contact Nicole Diehl, Executive Director of Schools of Character, with any questions. nicole@character.org

WHO CAN APPLY?

All Pre-K through 12th grade US and international schools—public, private, religious, independent, charter—are
eligible to apply for Schools of Character certification.

WHAT IS THE COST?

The application fee for schools is $450. District fees are based on the number of schools in the district
(see Information for Districts section on page 4).
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THE EXPERT READER PHASE

Your application will be evaluated by a member of the Expert Reader team. Expert Readers have been
vetted and are determined to have a deep understanding of the 11 Principles, as well as years of
experience with the Schools of Character process.

Applications demonstrating strong alignment with the 11 Principles Framework will move forward to the
full Schools of Character Evaluation Cycle.

Applications lacking sufficient evidence will be scored by the Expert Reader and receive a designation
of Emerging or Honorable Mention, along with a detailed feedback report.

SCHOOLS OF CHARACTER EVALUATION PHASE

Applications that advance are assigned to a two-person volunteer evaluation team. Volunteer evaluators
have also been trained by Character.org and have been through the Schools of Character process. This
evaluation phase includes a Zoom site visit with several stakeholder groups to gather additional insight

into the school’s culture and practices.

Evaluators collaboratively develop a feedback report and recommend one of the following designations:
Honorable Mention

State School of Character (SSOC)
National School of Character (NSOC)

DESIGNATION SCORE

Emerging 2.6 and below
Honorable Mention 2.7-3.2
SSOC 3.30-4.0
z\\lNS"?jso be given SSOC designation Sl AIND,

concurrently) no 2s in any key indicators
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gnation is also valid for five
designation are elig

CHILD FAMILY CENTER
2024 National School
of Character
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HOW DO WE PREPARE FOR THE VIRTUAL SITE VISIT?

The Zoom site visit happens as part of the second phase of evaluation, the Schools of Character Evaluation
phase. The purpose of the Zoom site visit is for School or District of Character evaluators to have
conversations with members of your school community to determine how deeply character and the 71
Principles are embedded in in all aspects of your school. It should never feel like a “gotcha,” but rather an
opportunity to speak more about what you are doing at your school.

If you are eligible for the Schools of Character evaluation phase, your evaluators will contact you to schedule a
site visit between the end of January and middle of March. They will work with you to find a mutually agreed-
upon date, but please do your best to schedule as soon as possible to ensure there are no delays in the
process.

No formal preparation is necessary for the Zoom size visit. Plan for approximately 2.5-3 hours for your visit.
Your evaluation team will send details but know that they will want to meet for about 25 minutes with various
stakeholder groups: members of your administrative team; representatives from the character committee;
teaching and support staff; students; and parents/community members. The school is responsible for providing
4-6 members from each group and making sure they are all able to join the site visit via Zoom, either from their
classrooms, homes, or in small groups at school.

WE RECEIVED OUR DESIGNATION...NOW WHAT?
No matter your designation, your feedback is important and should help guide your next steps as a school.

Emerging and Honorable Mention schools and districts should use the feedback provided to help their school
implement components of the 77 Principles that were not strong enough to be scored 3 or 4. To reach State
School of Character designation, a school needs to be scored 3.3 on their application, and to be a National
School of Character, they must score a 3.3 AND have no 2s on any key indicators in their scoresheet.
Emerging and Honorable Mention schools should reapply when they have more fully aligned their initiative to
the 11 Principles Framework.

State Schools and Districts of Character should also use their feedback to strengthen their implementation and
apply for National certification sometime in the five-year period after their designation as a State School of
Character. The application for a current State School of Character goes directly to the Schools of Character
Evaluation phase (bypassing the Expert Reader phase) if done within the five years their SSOC recognition is
valid.

National Schools and Districts of Character should also use their feedback to reflect on their implementation
and look for areas to grow. National School of Character is a recognition of the hard work a school has invested
in character development; it's not a destination!

Schools are encouraged to reach out to Character.org/CharacterPlus with questions or for implementation or
training needs.
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INFORMATION FOR DISTRICTS

Districts are eligible for certification if 51% or more of their individual schools are certified as State or National
Schools of Character. They must have proportional representation from elementary and secondary schools. The
51% includes individual schools applying for certification the same year as the district. If the district has only one
high school, that high school must have been recognized as a State or National School of Character.

District applicants follow the same process as schools and, in addition, will be asked to provide a list of all
schools; the year(s) each school was recognized as a State or National School of Character; and evidence that
shows non-certified schools are making progress toward their own School of Character designation. All non-
certified schools must have representatives complete the 77 Principles self-assessment portion of the application.

If the district reaches the second phase of evaluation, the Schools and Districts of Character Evaluation, they will
receive guidance about a Zoom site visit. The Zoom site visit will include interviews with various groups of
stakeholders from both the recognized Schools of Character and those that are still working toward the
designation.

To show successful implementation of the 17 Principles, district applicants will be asked to provide evidence of
how the district is supporting the vision of building a culture of character, including leadership engagement;
character development work embedded in strategic planning; resources (monetary and human) dedicated to
district-wide training; assessment and data collection; and outreach to the community.

The application fee for districts is based on the number of schools. The fee schedule is available here.

Schools that do not meet the 51% threshold but believe they should be considered for certification should contact
the Executive Director of the Schools of Character process.

INTERNATIONAL SCHOOLS
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PROMISING PRACTICES

WHO CAN APPLY?

All Pre-K through 12th grade U.S. and intemational schools and districts are eligible to submit Promising
Practices. Organizations, sports teams, community partners, and businesses are also eligible.

WHAT IS A PROMISING PRACTICE?

Promising Practices are effective and replicable practices that both inspire “goodness in action” and contribute to
the field of character development. The practice must be aligned with at least one of the 11 Principles.

Promising Practices are important first steps or stepping stones for Emerging or Honorable Mention schools or
those just beginning their character journey. Receiving recognition for a Promising Practice is an exciting and

important indictor to staff, students, families, and the community that the character work being done at the
schools is intentional and has an impact on the school community.

Promising Practices are also an excellent way to for current State and National Schools of Character to maintain
momentum and continue to deepen their character initiative.

The application is brief and simple to fill out. The fee to apply is $125 if you use a credit card, and $150 if you use
a purchase order.

More information about Promising Practices can be found on our website.
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FREQUENTLY ASKED QUESTIONS

When does the application open, and when is it due?
It opens on our website on July 14, 2025, and it is due on November 7, 2025, at 11:59pm EST.
When will | know if my school receives certification?

Schools not moving past the first phase of the process will find out on January 15. Schools that go through
phase two, the Schools of Character phase, will learn their designation on April 15.

How long does the certification last?
Both State and National Schools of Character hold their designation for five years.
What if we miss the deadline?

We cannot accept application after the deadline. We recommend you save a copy of all documents and
continue to work on your character initiative so you can apply the following November. If you miss the deadline
but still want feedback on your application, consider submitting a Mock Audit, which is open year-round. You
will not receive a Schools of Character designation. The fee for a Mock Audit is $350.

How do we know if we’re ready to submit an application?

Becoming a School of Character is a process. Each school is different, but typically, character leadership teams
work to implement the 77 Principles with intentionality for three to five years before being recognized. Some
schools require longer, some less. CharacterPlus offers a variety of services to help you determine your
readiness. Contact Dr. Kristen Pelster at kpelster@characterplus.org for more information.

Do we need to be a member or partner of Character.org or CharacterPlus or use your training services
to submit an application?

There is no Character.org membership, and you do not need to be a partner school or district with
CharacterPlus to apply. CharacterPlus partner districts or schools that use professional development services
are not given priority in their applications. All applicants will be required to create an account to access the
application. A great way to stay connected to the work we’re doing is to sign up for the FREE Character.org
newsletter. We regularly share useful information about character development and celebrate Schools of
Character and Promising Practices.

Should my school use a particular character or SEL program?

Character.org does not endorse any particular character program or approach. Schools can, and do, use a
variety of teaching strategies, instructional practices, and curriculum resources. The 11 Principles Framework is
designed to help schools develop a comprehensive character initiative that best suits the needs of their
students, staff, families, and community. Schools of Character are evaluated on their implementation of the 71
Principles.
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