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Introduction

Professor of Education

Prof. Dr. Roland Bernhard

Professor of Euducation, University of Teacher 
Education of Christian Churches Austria

Fellow at the University of Salzburg (Privatdozent)

Co-founder & Board Member, European Character 
Virtues Association (ECVA)

Visiting Researcher, University of Oxford (2018–2020)

Founder, Austrian Character Initiative (2022)

Visiting Professor, University of Vienna (2020-2021)

AI Consultant — including agentic AI systems (training)
Department of Education, University of Oxford. 



The University of Teacher Education of Christian 
Churches Austria

One of the two largest universities of teacher education in Austria — responsible for both initial teacher 
education and continuous professional development for all teachers and school leaders in Vienna and Lower 
Austria — around 2,000 schools.

2,700
students in initial
teacher education

12,000
in continuous
professional 
development



The Austrian Character Initiative

V I S I O N

The Austrian Character Initiative envisions 
schools as places where not only young people, 
but also teachers and school leaders, 
deliberately and systematically develop 
character and virtues such as courage, 
gratitude, honesty, respect, self-discipline, and 
practical wisdom, alongside academic 
competencies. Its aim is to foster the flourishing
of young people, strengthen the professional 
character of educators, and contribute to a 
responsible democratic culture in Austria.

M I S S I O N

The mission of the Austrian Character Initiative 
is to make empirically grounded and evidence-
based character education and character 
leadership widely accessible to schools. It 
connects research, teacher education, school 
leadership, educational policy, and public 
communication in order to embed character 
education more systematically in curricula, 
professional development, school practice, and 
public debate.



Theoretical Framework

Aristotle

Neo-Aristotelian virtue ethics
Arthur, Harrison et al. (2017) 
Kristjánsson (2015, 2019)

Jubilee Centre, Birmingham

Framework for CE in schools 
translated into German (2025)

Oxford Character Project

7 Seven Strategies for Cultivating Virtue 
in the University (Lamb et al., 2022)
https://leadingwithcharacter.com/

Harvard Human Flourishing Program

Integrating flourishing with character 
education research (VanderWeele et al. 
(2025)

https://leadingwithcharacter.com/








Dr. Evelyn Kropfreiter after successfully defending 
her PhD project at the University of Salzburg





https://imoox.at/course/c
haractereducation

Massive open online course: 
character education for 

mental well-being 

https://imoox.at/course/charactereducation
https://imoox.at/course/charactereducation


Certified program: character education for 
mental well-being, starting in fall 2026. 



Certified program: Character education for 
mental well-being, starting in spring 2027. 



Certified program: Character education for leaders from a Christian 
perspective (Agnes Schwarzenberger-Berthold, Benedikt Michal)
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Mental Health &

Character Education

A strategic door-opener



A Youth Mental Health Pandemic

• Young people are among the least flourishing groups in 

many parts of the world (VanderWeele et al., 2025)

• Around 50% of young people develop a clinically 

significant mental disorder before the age of 25 (McGorry 

et al., 2024)

• Some countries report annual prevalence rates of nearly 

40% among 16 to 24-year-olds (McGorry et al., 2024)

• In Austria, suicides among children and young people 

appear to have doubled between 2021 and 2022 (Stippl & 

Böckle, 2023)

This is one of the most urgent educational 
and social challenges of our time



Why Character Education Enters the Conversation

• Character and Virtues are strongly connected with mental 

well-being (McLoughlin & Kristjánsson, 2025; Weziak-

Bialowolska et al., 2023)

• Character education can be presented as part of a broader 

response to the mental health crisis (Bernhard, 2025)

• This evidence is powerful for teachers, school leaders, 

policy makers, and the media

• In Austria, this framing generated strong public and 

professional interest

“Research has suggested that gratitude has one of the highest correlations with
well–being of almost any personality characteristic” (Wood et al., 2007, 1076)



Students feedback on sessions on gratitude

“The connection between mental health and gratitude was something I had not 

been aware of before – very enriching… THANK YOU.” (University of Teacher 

Education Burgenland, 2025, course evaluation)

“The exercises on gratitude were wonderful! Many THANKS for that. I will start with 

them in my primary school class first thing tomorrow morning.“ (University of 

Teacher Education Chr. Churches Austria, 2025, course evaluation)

“A varied, engaging day! I will pick up the topic of gratitude with my class right after 

Easter!” (University of Teacher Education Burgenland, 2025, course evaluation)

“The final unit on gratitude and the suggestions for how to bring it into the 

classroom was what I liked best. The closing video on gratitude was very much to 

the point and is a strong motivation to take up the topic in a class. THANK YOU for 

that.” (University of Teacher Education Chr. Churches Austria, 2025, course 

evaluation)



Research on Gratitude 

Choi, H., Cha, Y., McCullough, M. E., Coles, N. A., & Oishi, S. (2025). A meta-analysis of the effectiveness of gratitude interventions on 
well-being across cultures. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences.

Diniz, G., Korkes, L., Tristão, L. S., Pelegrini, R., Bellodi, P. L., & Bernardo, W. M. (2023). The effects of gratitude interventions: a 
systematic review and meta-analysis. einstein (São Paulo), 21, eRW0371. https://doi.org/10.31744/einstein_journal/2023RW0371

Kirca, A., Malouff, J. M., & Meynadier, J. (2023). The effect of expressed gratitude interventions on psychological wellbeing: A meta-
analysis of randomised controlled studies. International Journal of Applied Positive Psychology, 8(1), 63–86. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41042-023-00086-6

Stefan, D. R., Lefdahl-Davis, E. M., Alayan, A. J., Decker, M., Kulwicki, T. M., Parsell, J. S., & Wittwer, J. L. (2021). The impact of 
gratitude letters and visits on relationships, happiness, well-being, and meaning of graduate students. Journal of Positive School 
Psychology, 5(2), 110–126. https://doi.org/10.47602/jpsp.v5i2.256

Wood, A. M., Froh, J. J., & Geraghty, A. W. A. (2010). Gratitude and well-being: A review and theoretical integration. Clinical 
Psychology Review, 30(7), 890–905. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.005

Wood, A. M., Joseph, S., Lloyd, J., & Atkins, S. (2009). Gratitude influences sleep through the mechanism of pre-sleep cognitions. 
Journal of Psychosomatic Research, 66(1), 43–48. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2008.09.002

Wood, A. M., Linley, P. A., & Joseph, S. (2007). Gratitude: The parent of all virtues. The Psychologist, 20(1), 18–21.

https://doi.org/10.31744/einstein_journal/2023RW0371
https://doi.org/10.31744/einstein_journal/2023RW0371
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41042-023-00086-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41042-023-00086-6
https://doi.org/10.1007/s41042-023-00086-6
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https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.cpr.2010.03.005
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2008.09.002
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jpsychores.2008.09.002


Research on Gratitude 

Gratitude

• leads to higher levels of life satisfaction and overall happiness.
• significantly decreases symptoms of depression, anxiety, stress
• improves sleep quality and duration, decreases daytime 

dysfunction.
• solidifies secure social relationships, fosters closeness, and 

encourages reciprocal social support.
• promotes prosocial behavior, increases generosity, 

helpfulness, and a willingness to forgive.
• Reduces toxic traits like narcissism
• is closely linked to a greater sense of purpose, meaning in life, 

and intrinsically motivated activity.
• helps individuals cope better with stress and achieve personal 

goals
• bolsters self-esteem, self-confidence, and optimism



21
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oHv6vTKD6lg&t=6s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=oHv6vTKD6lg&t=6s


Research-to-Practice in Teacher Education

1

Engage research

Articles on character, 
virtues, virtues, well-

being, flourishing

2

Internalise

Master’s students 
reflect on the literature

3

Translate

Write parent 
information letters on 

specific virtues

4

Design with Canva

Produce high-quality, 
research-based, 

engaging materials

Examples of virtue topics covered:

Courage Respect Wisdom Self-regulation Honesty Gratitude



Research-to-Practice in Teacher Education

14 / 24



Aristotle’s Doctrine of the Mean
What does it really mean to be friendly, courageous, or generous?



Implementing a character-based LS-pedagogy

Bounce Back (Interreg Project, Leadership: Kurt Nekula)
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Character Education for

Social Disadvantage



Character Euducation for Social Disadvantage

For young people facing significant adversity in 
their lives, school often represents their only 
sanctuary of stability and acceptance, making 
proactive character education critically 
important for this demographic (Roffey & 
Quinlan, 2021)

The profound effectiveness of character 
education for disadvantaged students is 
strongly supported by comprehensive empirical 
research (Jeynes, 2017)



The School Quality and Teacher Education Project

40+
school leaders interviewed



Founding a School of Character in Vienna

2026 – school of character in Vienna’s most 
socially disadvantaged area – proof point school 
(Teach For Austria)

Chris Clyne/Gary Lewis 
(ECVA conference 
2025). School 
Improvement with 
Character Education. 
https://www.youtube.c
om/watch?v=D9wRkGH
XbfM

Aron Marton, headteacher

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9wRkGHXbfM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9wRkGHXbfM
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=D9wRkGHXbfM
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Agentic AI &

Character Education



Agentic AI for Character Education 
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Happy to stay in contact!

Roland Bernhard
Roland.Bernhard@kphvie.ac.at

https://www.linkedin.com/in/roland-bernhard-375516199/
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