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Abstract

This paper describes the design and piloting of a Character Strengths Development (CSD) curriculum for
Glasswing International’s after-school program. The CSD curriculum was designed to be implemented in
El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala, countries that make up the Central American Northern Triangle
(NTCA) and have extremely high rates of violence and criminality. Development of the CSD curriculum
included 3 stages: a consultative process with youth, review of relevant literature and design of the
curriculum, and piloting of the methodology. Students’ perspectives were engaged throughout the
development process to ensure the curriculum was relevant to the lives of youth living in violent
communities. The curriculum is the first to be built on the Virtues in Action framework in NTCA countries.
Lessons learned are shared for CSD program design and implementation in other contexts with high
levels of violence.

Key words: positive youth development, character strengths, curriculum development, Values in Action
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Introduction

All too many young people around the world grow up in violent contexts with few resources for
promoting their positive development. Despite declining homicide rates over the past decade,
the current levels of violence in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala—three countries that
make up the Northern Triangle of Central America (NTCA)—are some of the highest in the
world. In fact, the NTCA is one of the deadliest places for young boys aged 10 to 19 (UNICEF,
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2017). Additionally, during the last decade, these countries experienced an average 13%
reduction in the educational enrollment rate (The World Bank, 2020), with over 18% of
students in El Salvador reporting they dropped out of school due to delinquency (Ministerio de
Educacion, Ciencia y Tecnologia, 2019). There is an urgent need to reduce the vulnerability of
youth living in these contexts to involvement in violence, to prevent them from suffering the
devastating effects of violence in their communities, and to promote their positive development.
Providing youth with tools to help promote the character strengths of youth living in violent
contexts is critical.

Glasswing International was founded in 2007 in San Salvador, El Salvador to address the root
causes and consequences of violence and poverty in Central America through education and
health programs that empower youth and the communities they live in. Glasswing has
permanent programming in 120 public schools. To date, the organization also has provided
training and support in over 1,900 after-school extracurricular clubs, serving more than 52,000
young people, in nine different countries. Glasswing designed a curriculum called the Character
Strengths Development (CSD) or Programa de Bienestar, Construccion de Fortalezas de
Cardcter to promote the character strengths of youth in their programs and to increase their
positive development and psychological well-being. Glasswing’s curriculum has been framed on
the Virtues in Action (Peterson and Seligman, 2004) framework, the first such curriculum to
exist in NTCA countries. The character strengths curriculum serves as a complement to
Glasswing’s after-school activities. This paper describes the design process and piloting of the
curriculum and provides lessons learned for other organizations looking to promote character
strengths of youth living in violent contexts and thereby promote their positive development.

Background
The Northern Triangle of Central America

El Salvador, Guatemala, and Honduras constitute what is known as the NTCA. These countries
face similar challenges related to the positive development of youth and have gained worldwide
attention because of gang-related violence that has produced large-scale internal displacement
and migration flows northward (Médecins Sans Frontiéres, 2018). Central America is one of the
sub-regions with the highest global homicide rates on record and the northern triangle countries
are the most violent countries within this region (Geneva Declaration Secretariat, 2015).
Homicide rates have surpassed epidemic levels in the last decade and, despite the sustained
downward trend in recent years, there were 43.6 violent deaths per 100,000 inhabitants in
Honduras in 2019 (Infosegura, 2020c), 21.5 in Guatemala (Infosegura, 2020b), and 35.8 in El
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Salvador (Infosegura, 2020a). The homicide rates are higher in areas of more than 50,000
inhabitants, revealing the urban nature of violence and crime in the sub-region (United Nations
Office on Drugs and Crime [UNODC], 2013). Homicide rates in the most populated cities are
higher than the national average, yet violent hotspots prevail in both rural and urban areas.

In the Americas, youth aged 15 to 29 years constitute the largest group of victims from
homicides (UNODC, 2013). In the NTCA countries, 60 percent of victims are young men
between ages 15 and 34. Young men are also the main perpetrators of violence, and they
comprise the majority of gang membership (The World Bank, 2011). However, victims of
violence are not just men, as is evident from indicators on violence against women in the sub-
region, with especially high femicide rates in Honduras and El Salvador (Government of El
Salvador, 2019; Luciano et al., 2019; Ramos, 2011).

Gangs are perceived as the main driver of violence in the NTCA countries. These groups control
neighborhoods or territories and constitute a sub-culture that makes crime a way of life (Sida,
2008). Gang membership is linked with epidemic levels of violent crime and drug trafficking and
consumption. Studies identifying the risk factors for young people to become either perpetrators
or victims of violence reveal a multitude of factors including societal, such as unemployment,
inactivity, migration, and poverty conditions; community factors, such as low educational
attainment, school violence, and availability of firearms; interpersonal factors, such as
dysfunctional families and peers who are gang members; and individual factors, such as alcohol
abuse and lack of positive identity (The World Bank, 2011). While there are many programs in
the NTCA countries focused on preventing negative behaviors and protecting young people
from violence, there are fewer programs, and even fewer curricula, focused on promoting
character strengths of youth to promote their positive development.

Character Strengths and Youth Development in Violent Contexts

Exposure to violence and life-threatening experiences not only threaten the physical health of
young people but also challenge their healthy social-emotional development. Some studies
have found direct relation between exposure to negative events, such as political violence,
wars, or terrorist attacks and adverse consequences in children, from distress to acute trauma
(Garbarino & Kostelny, 1996; Lavi & Slone, 2011). Likewise, studies suggest that there are
mediating variables in this relation, making a child or young person more prone or less prone to
presenting symptoms of distress or trauma after experiencing violent situations.
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Existing literature has pointed out the important role of character strengths when dealing with
traumatic situations. For example, Tedeschi and Calhoun (1995) suggest that there is a positive
association between character strengths and post-traumatic growth, defined as the positive
psychological effect following a potentially traumatic event. In this sense, the individual’s level
of functioning after the traumatic experience exceeds the pre-trauma state (Hall et al., 2008).
According to Bonanno (2004), character strengths also play a role in building resilience, a
theory underscored by Shoshani and Slone’s (2016) study on the role of resilience among youth
living in war contexts, as well as other authors that suggest a moderation effect of self-control
(Lavi & Slone, 2011) and of hope and spiritual meaning (Ai et al., 2005). Studies also show that
character strengths help individuals manage problems more effectively, as positive character
strengths are linked to decreased levels of stress, improved coping in the workplace, less
friction in classrooms, and less depression, among others (Niemiec & McGrath, 2019). Besides,
other studies indicate that external factors also mediate in this relation, for instance, gender or
demographic characteristics (Hall et al., 2008), and family variables, such as harsh parenting or
parenting distress (Miller & Jordans, 2016).

Despite existing research regarding the role of character strengths for individuals in war-torn
settings or after a terrorist attack, evidence of effective character strength development
programing designed for youth from countries with high levels of non-war-related violence,
such as the NTCA countries, remains scarce. Yet, according to Shoshani and Slone’s (2016)
classification of violent events, youth living in Central America are exposed to moderate to
severe levels of violence. For example, Portillo (2013) presents data from a youth program in
San Salvador, El Salvador showing that 51% of participants reported being direct victims of
violence within their communities during the previous year, 20% reported suffering beatings,
15% had been attacked with a weapon, and 19% had been robbed. In addition, 98% of the
participants reported being exposed to violence during the previous year, with 79% having
witnessed someone being beaten, 33% saw someone being wounded, and 51% witnessed
someone being shot.

Based on existing positive youth development (PYD) research in which character strengths are
considered to be related to PYD, well-being and life satisfaction, as they are related to
happiness (Park et al., 2009), coping mechanisms (Harzer & Ruch, 2015), and decision making
(Jordan & Rand, 2018)), and Glasswing’s own research and investment in promoting the
character strengths of the young people they serve, the organization decided to design a
curriculum aimed at promoting character strengths of youth living in NTCA countries. There was
no existing CSD curriculum Glasswing could find to build on that had been used with youth in
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NTCA countries. For this reason, Glasswing sought to establish one on its own and after an
extensive review of the CS literature, Glasswing decided to build its curriculum around the
Values in Action (VIA) Classification of Character Strengths framework (Peterson & Seligman,
2004).

The Values in Action Classification of Character Strengths

The VIA (Peterson & Seligman, 2004) theoretical model considers 24 character strengths that
are reflective of the following six virtues: wisdom, courage, humanity, justice, temperance, and
transcendence. According to Peterson and Seligman, the virtues selected in the framework are
the six core moral virtues that are valued across different cultures and over time, while
character strengths are personality traits that comprise good character, are positively valued,
and help individuals to produce desirable outcomes. Character strengths are revealed in one'’s
behavior, thoughts, and feelings. The VIA has been implemented and tested in many countries
(McGrath, 2014; McGrath et al., 2017) but it has not yet been used in PYD research or
programming with the NTCA countries.

In this paper, the authors present the methodology used by Glasswing for the design and
implementation of the VIA-based CDS curriculum and lessons learned in the hopes of providing
guidance to other organizations interested in implementing CDS interventions in similar
contexts.

Methods

In this section, the authors describe the three-stage process that was used to design and pilot
the CSD curriculum. In Stage 1, the team recruited youth to participate in the study and
developed a consultative process in which youth identified the key VIA character strengths that
assist them in coping with the violence in their communities in the short-term and thrive in life
in the mid- and long-term. In the second stage, the team designed a context and age-
appropriate character strengths curriculum for youth attending public schools in these countries
through a collaborative process and literature review. Finally, in the third stage, the team
piloted the methodology with students and instructors from El Salvador and reviewed key
learning so as to make any necessarily adjustments to the curriculum before implementation of
the curriculum in seven additional public schools in Honduras, Guatemala, and El Salvador.
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Stage 1: Recruitment of Participants and Consultative Process

Glasswing International was very intentional in its goals to engage young people in the design
process of the curriculum. Given the VIA had not been used in NTCA countries before to
promote the character strengths and positive development of youth, it was critical to engage
the voices of youth so that they could create a VIA-based curriculum relevant to these specific
youth living in these specific countries. As such, after recruiting youth to participate in the
curriculum development, in each country, the team implemented a consultative process to
identify the character strengths from the VIA that were most relevant to their lives and their
ability to face the challenges of living in highly violent contexts.

Recruitment of Participants to Assist in Design of Curriculum.

In order to design the CSD curriculum through a consultative process, Glasswing visited schools
in El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala during early January 2019. The objective was to enroll
selected students from schools in the Northern Triangle located in poor urban communities
characterized by violence and large migration flows, such as the program’s target population. In
these visits, students received parental authorization forms and were asked to return them
signed by a parent or caregiver. The team returned to schools to check parent authorizations
and enroll students. The only criteria for participation were (a) the ability to attend the single-
session consultative process that took place on a specific date per country and (b) having
signed authorization from their parents.

A total of 64 students from these schools were chosen. The participants included 21 youth from
San Salvador (El Salvador); 24 from Guatemala City, Mixco, and Villa Nueva (Guatemala); and
19 from San Pedro Sula, Choloma, and Villanueva (Honduras). Students ranged in age from 13
to 17.

Consultative Process

e The consultative session with the youth took place in mid-January 2019 and involved
three stages: (a) creating a safe space for youth to discuss topics related to their lives
and character strengths, (b) describing each of the character strengths in the VIA to
youth and collecting youth perceptions of each of the strengths, and (c) group and
individual reflection on character strengths that are most relevant to their lives. The
same procedure was implemented in each country and took about 5 hours to complete
(including short breaks).

e (Creating a safe space. To promote confidence and create a safe and comfortable space,
the first stage began with an ice-breaker activity called “The Vase,” which is based on a
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restorative practice of Costello et al. (2013). The objective of this activity was to foster
an atmosphere of openness and reflection. Participants were divided into groups by
school and were asked to mention positive characteristics of their classmates. Then each
participant drew a vase with flowers, in which each flower represented a positive
characteristic that classmates had assigned them. Students shared the results of this
activity with the group.

e Describing the VIA to the participants and collecting their perceptions. In the second
stage, students participated in a “rally through the virtue stations.” It consisted in
students walking through a circuit of six stations, one for every virtue from the VIA
framework. As participants went through each station, a mentor supported them in
understanding and discussing the meaning of each virtue and the character strengths
associated with each virtue.

e Reflection: In Stage 3, the aim was to help participants to identify the character
strengths from the VIA framework that were the most relevant in helping them face the
challenges of their violent contexts and to thrive in life. To accomplish this, students
were separated into smaller groups, and used a circle format called “the fishbowl” to
decide which character strengths were relevant in their context (Costello et al., 2011).
Drawing on a tool from the “I am READY” curriculum of Catholic Relief Services, in
which the NGO staff has received training, Glasswing created a context- and age-
appropriate story called “Historia de Lily y Dan.” First, participants were asked to read
about this fictional character who had faced her own difficult situation, similar to that of
many children from the region: living with a single mother in a risky environment, and
spending afternoons or even nights alone or unattended. The whole story has 13
chapters, which were separated into two chapters per fishbowl, for a total of 6 groups,
and a final chapter that all groups had to read. Participants were then asked to identify
which character strengths could help the protagonist from the fictional story overcome
the obstacles presented in the story. In this way, participants did not have to share
about their own lives or situations and could express their opinions freely. The
Glasswing team captured this information. To systematize the information, staff counted
the frequency with which each strength was selected.

Then, participants were asked to identify strengths that may be useful in their own lives,
writing them on a sheet of paper that they put into a box anonymously. The goal of having
students anonymously write down the most important character strengths needed to
manage their own personal situations in the violent contexts they live in and to thrive in

their lives was that they could be open and honest and not be swayed by their peers.
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The virtues, as defined in the VIA framework, selected with highest frequency for both the
fictional character and personal experience were courage, temperance, and transcendence. The
strengths with the highest selection rate for the virtue of courage were bravery and
perseverance; for temperance, self-regulation and prudence; and for transcendence, gratitude
and appreciation of beauty and excellence. Another character strength with high frequency was
social intelligence which is associated with the humanity virtue. The top 10 strengths selected,
by country, are presented in Table 1, and the character strengths identified in the consultative
process are presented in Figure 2.

Table 1. Distribution of the Top 10 Character Strengths Prioritized by Participants in
Consultation Process by Country

El Salvador Guatemala Honduras?

Strength % Strength % Strength %

Bravery 86% | Appreciation of beauty 94% | Bravery 61%
and excellence

Social intelligence 83% | Perseverance 79% | Perseverance 26%
Self-regulation 81% | Gratitude 73% | Self-regulation 26%
Prudence 76% | Courage® 71% | Integrity 24%
Hope 69% | Humanity® 67% | Social intelligence 21%
Fairness 67% | Social intelligence 65% | Fairness 18%
Perseverance 64% | Curiosity 63% | Forgiveness 18%
Judgement 60% | Humor 60% | Prudence 18%
Leadership 57% | Creativity 58% | Love 18%
Love 55% | Love of learning 54% | Judgement 16%

Note. This table shows the percentage of participants that reported the strength was highly important to them.

@ Nothing different was done methodologically in Honduras compared to Guatemala and El Salvador, yet there is a
marked difference in the percentages for Honduras compared to the other two countries. We believe that there was
a different understanding of the rules in this group, which led each participant to choose fewer virtues in each vote.
Despite that, one can see that the highest strengths in the ranking are similar in Honduras.

bValue treated as a character strength for this stage of the consultation in Guatemala. At the time of the
consultation, two virtues—courage and humanity—were used as strengths in Guatemala. Since the rest of strengths
included in these two virtues were not included separately in the consultation, we are confident that this change in

the methodology in one country has not affected the overall analysis and results.
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Figure 2. Top 10 Character Strengths Prioritized by NTCA Youth in Consultation
Process

59% 58%
7% 0, 0,
46% 45% 45% 44% 43%
I I I I I I 4]% l%
Perseverance Social Hope Bravery Prudence Gratitude Appl eciation Self-regulation Love Curiosity
intelligence of B&E

Note. This figure shows the average percentage of participants who reported a character strength was “highly

important” in all three NTCA countries.

Overall, the students demonstrated high levels of participation in the consultative process with
robust group discussions and insightful questions and comments.

Stage 2: Method for CSD Curriculum Design and Final Design for Pilot Testing

To perform this task, Glasswing partnered with a team of experts in education from the
Leadership and Development Center (LDC).! This stage included two activities: (a) review of the
existing literature on interventions oriented to promote PYD and (b) design of the CSD
curriculum.

Literature Review

In addition to the consultative process with youth, Glasswing conducted a literature review to
identify character strengths that show evidence of promoting PYD and to triangulate the results
of the literature review with the results of the consultation. The literature review focused on
character strength needs in youth in contexts of social and economic vulnerability (e.g.,
Cunningham et al., 2008; Morales, 2010; Noell, 1998; Sanchez-Elvira, 2004; Tough, 2016).
Special attention was paid to research that places children and youth as the center of the

! The LDC specializes in the design of leadership and teamwork programs to institutions and firms, adapted to their needs. It uses
an active learning methodology that combines theory and applied activities. More information is available at

http://liderazgo.esen.edu.sv/

337


http://jyd.pitt.edu/
http://liderazgo.esen.edu.sv/

Journal of Youth Development | http://jyd.pitt.edu/ | Vol. 16 Issue 2-3 DOI 10.5195/jyd.2021.1032

Designing a Character Strengths Development Program

research process and as an important source of information. The character strengths that
converged in the triangulation process included perseverance, social intelligence, self-
regulation, hope, creativity, and perspective. Since bravery was one of most frequently selected
strengths among students, Glasswing decided to include it in the curriculum, even though it was
not identified in the literature review. Glasswing gave more weight to the opinion of the young
people at this point, considering that listening to the youth is relevant to the design of a
curriculum for their well-being. These seven character strengths then constituted the core of
the CSD curriculum that was developed.

Final Design of the CSD curriculum for Piloting

Considering the literature review implemented by Glasswing International and the results from
the consultation process from Stage 1, the LDC team supported Glasswing in the development
of the training program hand-in-hand with Glasswing. The process intended to design a
curriculum that responds accurately to the needs and areas that are useful for young people
from the NTCA countries, using the core character strengths selected from the triangulation
described previously.

The main objective of this stage was creating a curriculum that taught Glasswing clubs’
participants character strengths, so they could increase their well-being and thrive in their lives.
The specific objectives of this activity stage were (a) developing positive psychological
resources that might motivate beneficial behaviors and (b) developing psychological resources
that could prevent or reduce harmful behaviors.

This activity was implemented right after Glasswing ended the consultation process, by mid-
February 2019, in coordination with the LDC. This partnership with the LDC aimed to combine
Glasswing expertise in the context and their learning of youths’ needs in terms of character
strengths from the first stage and LDC’s experience in the development of educational materials
for youth. Glasswing’s team constituted experts in positive psychology and education; on the
LDC side, the team included experts in educational curriculum and leadership.

The final design includes activities oriented to teach the seven character strengths in 32
sessions. Each of these sessions are planned to last between 20 and 60 minutes each. The CSD
curriculum structure includes two types of sessions: learning and reflection. Learning sessions
last 1 hour, and reflection sessions are shorter, between 20 and 30 minutes. After these CS
sessions, participants engage in extracurricular activities, such as football, art, robotics, and
dance.
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The learning sessions are aimed at providing students with a clear understanding of each of the
seven character strengths by explaining the theory behind the framework. Each learning session
is followed by three or four reflection sessions. In the reflection sessions, an active learning
methodology is implemented, which places the student at the center of the learning experience
and motivates participation through individual guided activities. The guide contains short
exercises through which the participant can analyze her context and behaviors and propose
solutions for her problems or set goals for the future. Then, the curriculum is reinforced through
group activities that are performed in the rest of the session, while extracurricular activities are
carried out.?

In addition to the design of the structure of these sessions and methodology, Glasswing and the
LDC created a guide of activities to be developed on each reflection session and made a
methodological transmission to a group of volunteer leaders who were in charge of training the
whole volunteer team in the three countries. In each reflection session, participants practice
one of the strengths, until they complete the whole program for the seven character strengths
included in the curriculum. In each session, they are asked to reflect on situations of their daily
life, guided by a volunteer educator previously trained in the CSD curriculum and guide of
activities.

The guide contains context- and age-appropriate graphic material and exercises for reflection.
For example, the activities to practice and develop perseverance invite the participants to set a
midterm goal and create a map identifying the possible obstacles they will need to overcome in
order to reach this goal. For 4 weeks, with the support of their volunteer educators, they
monitor if they are on the right track to achieve their goal. Likewise, they work on their life
objectives (long-term goals and aspirations), setting midterm goals, and recognizing the actions
to achieve these objectives. They are also invited to think about the guiding values they wanted
to choose for their life. The examples used are always focused on the age and condition of the
participants. All these activities were developed in physical worksheets and saved by the
participants.

2 For more details about the structure of the curriculum sessions, please contact Glasswing International staff at
https://glasswing.org/contact/
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Stage 3: Feedback Sessions and Key Learning From the Design of CSD Curriculum

Glasswing and the LCD team had a test session of dynamics and activities with young
participants of Glasswing’s regular after-school program. After performing a reflection and
hands-on activities, they reported that the intervention was interesting and that they would be
willing to attend a program that includes these types of activities as part of their curriculum. In
addition, they provided feedback on the examples and cases used in the reflection activities,
suggesting they should be more appropriate and contextualized for middle school students.
These suggestions were considered for the final curriculum structure and implementing guide
for tutors.

The team also had feedback sessions with a group of volunteers who usually teach in
Glasswing’s regular after-school program. In this session, the team explained and described
the curriculum and the implementing guide in order to receive feedback and recommendations
on how to adjust the materials to the needs and contexts where they implement these
programs. The volunteers recommended defining learning objectives that are clearer and
separated from the practical objectives. In addition, considering this feedback session and with
the support of volunteers, the team made the decision to rearrange the total time per session;
we reduced the time dedicated to extracurricular activities to invest more time to the
implementation of the CSD curriculum.

Next Steps

Glasswing has thus far implemented the CSD curriculum in seven public schools through its
after-school programs in Guatemala, Honduras, and El Salvador. In total, 426 students
voluntarily enrolled in sessions as a complement to Glasswing’s after-school club program that
includes sports, art, and dance activities. Students attended the character development sessions
once a week for 7 to 8 months of the 2019 academic year. This intervention was part of an
impact evaluation that studies the effect of a positive development curriculum in youth
development and well-being. The team has collected baseline and mid-term follow-up data, but
due to public health and social measures in the context of COVID-19, we were not able to
collect long-term follow-up data. During 2021, the team will collect qualitative data through
focus groups with teachers, parents and caregivers of participants to understand the short-term
effects and to qualitatively assess long-term effects of the intervention. The results of the

evaluation will be published separately.
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