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ABSTRACT

University, as a crucial social context, not only facilitates continuous scientific experience but
also plays a pivotal role in shaping students' character through diverse interactions and
situations. This study aims to examine how universities help contribute the formation of
students' character. This study employs a mixed-method approach (quantitative-qualitative).
The quantitative phase involves a random sampling of 290 undergraduate and graduate
students from Tehran universities, using researcher-developed questionnaires. Quantitative
data are analyzed using statistical software. The qualitative phase consists of in-depth
interviews with higher education managers and experts, analyzed through thematic analysis.
Findings reveal that moral character significantly predicts students' academic performance
and the development of ethical and social virtues and attitudes. The data analysis identifies
four main dimensions in enhancing students’ character: 1) Empowering and virtue-oriented
attitudes (including intellectual growth, mindfulness, and self-efficacy); 2) Personality
attitudes (including extraversion, agreeableness, and conscientiousness); 3) Social attitudes
(including novelty-seeking, harm avoidance, and active agency), and 4) Ethical attitudes
(including moral education, learning from experience, and cultivation of human values).
The university's central role in creating an environment for interaction, learning, and growth
of these attitudes is also highlighted.
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INTRODUCTION

Character, encompassing internalized values and habits, significantly influences
individual behavior. Universities, as crucial social contexts, play a pivotal role in
shaping the students' character through diverse interactions and situations. In
recent years, there has been a growing global focus on ethics and promoting ethical
behaviors. This trend is evident in the increasing number of published works on
ethical behaviors and their relationship with other variables in the university
environment.

The increasing complexity of organizations and the rise of unethical behaviors
in work environments have highlighted the necessity of creating and maintaining an
ethical work atmosphere for managers (Sabr, Masoumifar, & Mohammadi, 2019).
Additionally, the expansion of virtual spaces and social networks has intensified
ethical challenges such as cyberbullying and the spread of fake news (Sabzali et al.,
2022). These developments have increased the importance of focusing on personal
ethics in the current era.

This study aims to examine how universities help contribute the formation of
the students' character and design a comprehensive model for the character
development in higher education. The research addresses the following questions:

1. What are the key dimensions of the students’ character development in
higher education?

2. How do university environments influence the development of these
character dimensions?

3. What strategies can universities implement to enhance the students’
character development effectively?

METHODOLOGY

This study employed a mixed-method approach, classified as applied in terms of
purpose and descriptive-analytical in nature. The data collection was done through
both field and library studies.

For the quantitative phase, the statistical population consisted of undergraduate
and graduate students from five major universities in Tehran. A stratified random
sampling method was used to select 290 participants, ensuring representation across
different academic disciplines. Data were collected using researcher-developed
questionnaires based on existing literature and pilot studies. The questionnaire
consisted of 60 items measuring various aspects of character development on a 5-
point Likert scale.

The qualitative phase involved in-depth interviews with 15 higher education
managers and experts, selected through purposive sampling. The interviews, lasting



45-60 minutes each, explored participants' views on character development in
higher education and strategies for its enhancement.

The quantitative data were analyzed using SPSS (version 26) and AMOS
(version 24) for descriptive and inferential statistics, including exploratory and
confirmatory factor analysis, and structural equation modeling. Qualitative data
were subjected to thematic analysis using MAXQDA software (version 2020),
following Braun and Clarke's (2006) six-step approach.

The research propositions were formulated based on the literature review and
preliminary findings, hypothesizing positive relationships between university
environment factors and student character development dimensions.

FINDINGS

The results revealed that moral character significantly predicts the students'
academic performance and the development of ethical and social virtues and
attitudes. The data analysis identified four main dimensions in enhancing the
students’ character:

1. Empowering and virtue-oriented attitudes (including intellectual growth,
mindfulness, and self-efficacy)

2. Personality attitudes (including extraversion, agreeableness, and
conscientiousness)

3. Social attitudes (including novelty-seeking, harm avoidance, and active agency)

4. Ethical attitudes (including moral education, learning from experience, and
cultivation of human values)

The quantitative analysis showed strong correlations between the university
environment and the development of the students’ character (r = 0.72, p < 0.001).
The structural equation model demonstrated good fit indices (x2/df = 2.34, CFI =
0.95, TLI = 0.94, RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.04), supporting the proposed model of
the character development in higher education.

The factor analysis revealed that the university environment significantly
influenced the character development through four key aspects:

1. Curriculum design and content ( = 0.68, p < 0.001)
2. Teaching methods and faculty mentorship (p = 0.73, p < 0.001)
3. Extracurricular activities and student engagement (f = 0.65, p < 0.001)

4. Institutional culture and values (f = 0.70, p < 0.001)
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Qualitative findings corroborated the quantitative results, with experts
emphasizing the importance of these four aspects in fostering the students’
character development. The thematic analysis of interview data yielded three main
themes:

1. Holistic approach to education
2. Integration of ethics across disciplines
3. Creating opportunities for reflective practice and experiential learning

Experts highlighted the need for a balance between academic knowledge and the
character development, suggesting that universities should:

1. Incorporate ethics courses across all disciplines

2. Provide mentorship programs pairing students with faculty and industry
professionals

3. Offer service-learning opportunities and community engagement projects

4. Foster a campus culture that promotes diversity, inclusivity, and ethical
decision-making

Despite the gap between ideals and realities, Iranian universities have made
progress in educating committed and ethically responsible youth compared to the
past and other countries. However, challenges remain, including resource
constraints and the need for faculty training in character education.

CONCLUSION

This research, by presenting a comprehensive model for the students’ character
development, emphasizes the university's key role in shaping students’ personality
and character. The findings can inform the design of educational, cultural, and
social programs in universities to enhance the character.

It is recommended that universities develop effective strategies for nurturing
student character by focusing on the four identified dimensions: empowering,
personality, social, and ethical attitudes. This approach can contribute to educating
a generation of graduates with high personal, social, and ethical skills, enabling
them to integrate effectively into society and fulfill their impactful roles.

To implement these findings, universities should:
1. Revise curricula to include character development components
2. Provide training for faculty on integrating character education in their teaching

3. Expand extracurricular activities that promote ethical decision-making and
social responsibility



4. Establish partnerships with community organizations for service-learning
opportunities

5. Develop assessment tools to measure character development outcomes

Future research could explore the long-term effects of character development
programs on graduates' professional and personal lives, as well as investigate the
potential differences in the character development across various academic
disciplines and cultural contexts.

NOVELTY
This study contributes to the existing literature by:

1. Developing a comprehensive, empirically-based model for the students’
character development in higher education, integrating empowering, personality,
social, and ethical dimensions.

2. Providing a mixed-method analysis of the character development in the
context of Iranian universities, offering insights that may be applicable to other
cultural contexts.

3. Identifying specific strategies and environmental factors within universities
that contribute to student character formation, which can guide policy and program
development in higher educational institutions.

4. Proposing a holistic framework that balances academic knowledge with
character development, addressing the growing need for ethically-minded
professionals in an increasingly complex global environment.

5. Offering a nuanced understanding of how different aspects of the university
environment (curriculum, teaching methods, extracurricular activities, and
institutional culture) interact to shape student character.
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