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ABSTRACT

While it is well recognised that character development is a key function of schooling, there is uncertainty
regarding the extent to which school curricula support students' moral development and behaviour across
the day-to-day teaching and learning context (Brown et al., 2023). The present qualitative study aimed
at exploring the perceptions of teachers, parents and middle school students about the part of the school
curricula in the process of moral development and behaviours in middle schools in Swat Valley of KPK,
Pakistan. The study was conducted with 18 participants who were selected through purposive sampling:
six students, six parents, and six teachers and adopted an interpretivist paradigm and a multiple case
study design. Information was gathered by conducting semi-structured interviews in Pashto and Urdu
media, translated into English during transcription and analysed by applying Braun and Clarke (2021)
reflexive thematic analysis; findings were interpreted using Bandura's (1977) Social Learning Theory
and Kohlberg's (1984) theory of moral development.The results indicated that teacher practices and
school culture, in addition to the formal curriculum, had a strong impact on students' moral development
in a way beyond what they perceived to be the impact of the formal curriculum, school environment
had an important influence on students' values, attitudes and behaviour. The study contributes context-
specific evidence from Swat Valley KP and offers practical recommendations for strengthening
curriculum execution, teacher professional development, and character education initiatives within
Pakistan’s middle school education system.

Keywords: Character education; Moral development; formal curriculum; Hidden curriculum; Middle
school; Qualitative study; Swat Valley; Pakistan

INTRODUCTION

Traditional education could be considered as a
system for academic knowledge transfer, but
modern education systems are now looking for an
ethical judgment, responsible behaviour, and
social competence in addition to academic
performance in the students (Brown et al., 2023).
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This wider perspective on education has sparked
international interest in character education as a
clear goal of the school curriculum and not just a
byproduct of schooling. In keeping with this
change, variability is seen within the OECD
Survey on Social and Emotional Skills in how

schools, families and communities promote
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students' social and emotional skills (OECD,
2024). Likewise, the policy framework of
UNESCO highlights that the development of
cognitions, social and emotional development and
behaviour should be integrated and that character
formation is considered as a core component of
quality education and not an end in itself
(UNESCO, 2024).

This study is based on two complimentary theories
which explain how moral values and behaviour of
students are being developed in the educational
context. Bandura's (1977) Social Learning Theory
states that children learn behaviours, attitudes and
moral values from significant models like their
teachers, parents and peers, and that positive
reinforcement influences and reinforces these
behaviours. Kohlberg's (1984) theory of moral
development, Students do not just learn moral
behaviors from formal instruction, but they
constantly watch teachers, parents, and peers, and
infer from these interactions what moral behaviors
to adopt. More recent studies have indicated,
however, that observational learning is more
complicated than suggested initially. Galanaki and
Malafantis  (2022) suggest that students'
perception of the role model's behaviour is not the
only factor influencing their identification with a
role model; they also note that the status of the
person, their interpersonal  relationships,
emotional attachment to the role model, and
credibility of the interaction are all essential
factors. However, presents how people gradually
acquire the ability to think morally and make
choices that are based on increasing moral
principles, advancing from obedience-based
decisions to gradually more principled
understandings of justice and fairness. These
theories can be integrated together into a holistic
explanation for the development of moral
behaviour and moral reasoning and are therefore
especially useful for analysing curriculum-related
influences on students' moral development.

An additional layer of this theory is the hidden
curriculum, which is the values, norms and
expectations that students pick up in the everyday
life of the school but are not formally taught in the
curriculum (Rossouw, 2023). School -culture,
disciplinary practices, teacher-student
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relationships, and student relationships are
continuous messages of acceptable behaviour that
can reinforce or challenge the formal curriculum.
The evidence from previous research shows that
these implicit learning experiences have a greater
impact on students' moral development than
explicit teaching in the classroom since they are
part of everyday school life (Sanchez & Barber,
2020). This is supported by evidence from
Pakistan. The Single National Curriculum (SNC)
has been introduced in Pakistan in three phases
from 2021 to 2023, which places moral values,
responsible  citizenship, and comprehensive
student development in the mainstream of
education while ensuring the standardization of
academic learning (Malik et al., 2023). The second
phase of implementing this curriculum was in the
middle school grades (Grades 6-8), where the
government was dedicated to the inclusion of
character education into the mainstream
curriculum. Recent findings, however, indicate
that it is difficult to make these policy aspirations
a reality in the classroom.

Empirical analyses of the SNC have identified a
number of challenges to its implementation.
Studies by Jan et al (2023) found that some
teachers were poorly supported professionally to
implement the curriculum's pedagogical and
values-based aspects well. In the same way, wider
policy analysis shows that the moral and religious
aspects of the curriculum is differently felt in the
various socio-cultural, linguistic, and provincial
contexts of Pakistan, thus questioning uniformity
of the curriculum implementation at a national
level (Niaz & Anand, 2024; Shaikh & Benedetti,
2024). Additionally, Malik et al. (2023) noted that
the challenges faced by teachers in private schools
were associated with the curriculum's alignment
with the pedagogical methods used today; this
might  affect  the  interpretation  and
implementation of the goals of character
education.

Despite the growing interest from scholars in
curriculum reforms in Pakistan, studies conducted
on the topic in Khyber Pakhtunkhwa have paid
greater attention to the access to education,
participation in schools, implementation of
curriculum reform policies, and recovery of
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education after a conflict. There has been little
research to explore the role of curriculum in the
moral development and behaviour of students in
this distinctive socio-cultural setting. Past research
also tends to focus on a stakeholder group, such as
teachers, rather than considering the interrelated
experiences of parents and students. In addition,
although middle school students are a vital time
for moral, social, and emotional development,
they are largely under-researched.

When considered collectively, the literature
demonstrate a glaring empirical gap. However few
studies have focused on the nature of teachers',
parents', and middle school students' perception
of the role played by the formal and informal
curriculum in influencing students' moral
development in the context of Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa. Filling this gap is especially
significant in Swat Valley, where unique historical,
cultural and social factors continue to influence
educational experiences. The present study adds
context specific evidence to the existing body of
knowledge on the implementation of curriculum
and character education in Pakistan by
considering multiple stakeholders perspectives in
this regard.

In this qualitative study in the secondary schools
of Karachi, it was found that apart from formal
lessons, the routines, discipline and peer culture
of the school played a significant role in the
shaping of the moral outlook of the students (Al-
Mujahid & Hussain, 2025). These are all
theoretical viewpoints that point to the interaction
between formal curriculum, teacher modelling,
peer relationships, and the culture of the school as
having a significant impact on students' moral
development, and thus serve as the conceptual
base for the present study.

The moral values, responsible citizenship, and
ethical behavior of the students are identified as
essential learning outcomes in the national
curriculum frameworks like Single National
Curriculum (SNC) in Pakistan. There is, however,
little empirical research that provides insight into
the lived and enacted experiences of these aims in
the middle school classroom. Previous research
indicates that teachers are not well equipped for
values education and there is variation in the
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implementation of curriculum (Jan et al., 2023).
Furthermore, research internationally suggests
that the moral development of students is not just
determined by what is taught in the formal
curriculum but by many interacting factors such as
teacher practice, peer relationships, family
environment and the hidden curriculum (Killen
& Smetana, 2013). So, knowing the curriculum by
the outcome of the policy alone is not enough to
describe students' moral development.

To fill this gap, this study examined the
perceptions of teachers, parents and middle school
students on the impact of the formal and hidden
curriculum on moral development and behavioral
patterns of students in middle schools of Swat
Valleyy, KPK. These perspectives of the
stakeholders give contextually-grounded evidence
which can help to shape the curriculum, teacher
training and future character education programs
in the Pakistani education system.

The conclusion of this study is that moral
character has been a growing concern in the
modern education systems and the importance of
it is now gaining recognition in the international
education systems (OECD, 2024; UNESCO,
2024). Meanwhile, studies show that the
effectiveness of character education relies on the
content of the formal curriculum as well as teacher
behaviours, interrelationships among the
students, school climate, and the hidden
curriculum as it affects the ways students learn and
understand moral values.

This review is also a confirmation that Bandura's
(1977) Social Learning Theory and Kohlberg's
(1984) moral development theory can
complement to explain students' moral
development. Bandura provides an explanation of
how behaviours and values are learnt and acquired
by observing and modelling others while Kohlberg
provides an explanation of how students have the
ability to interpret and justify their behaviours
through moral reasoning. These theories, when
combined with the concept of the hidden
curriculum, provide a complete picture of the
complex interaction among curriculum, school
experiences and students' moral development.
Although there has been significant research
internationally and nationally, there are still some
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areas of major interest that are missing. First, there
are relatively few qualitative studies that have
specifically targeted middle school students.
Secondly, few studies have included the voices of
teachers, parents and students simultaneously.
Third, there is limited evidence from Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa province, and specifically from the
Swat Valley, that the educational context varies
from those described in much of the literature on
education and development in urban settings.
These gaps are the basis of the present study that
brings together formal curriculum, hidden
curriculum, teacher modelling and moral
reasoning in one analytical framework and takes
into consideration the viewpoints of various
parties. The study provides context-specific
evidence to the body of literature in Pakistan
related to curriculum, moral development and
character education in Pakistan.

Research Questions

1. What is teachers', parents', and students'
view of the middle school curriculum's
contribution to student moral development and
behavior?

2. What are the ways in which teachers see
teacher modelling affecting student moral
development and student behaviour according to
Bandura's (1977) Social Learning Theory?

3. How is the hidden curriculum, including
school culture, disciplinary practices, and peer
interactions, perceived to impact student moral
development, in addition to the formal
curriculum?

4. How do parents feel about school-based
moral education and family-based moral
socialization?

5. What is the relationship between middle
school experiences and students' morals and
behavior?

6. Teachers, parents, and students believe
what are the obstacles in the way of the middle
school curriculum being effective in developing
moral development?

7. What are the recommendations made by
teachers, parents and students for improving the
moral and character building aspects of the middle
school curriculum in Swat Valley?
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Conceptual and Theoretical Framework

The theoretical framework adopted for this study
is integrated and consists of three theories namely,
Social Learning Theory of Bandura (1977),
Kohlberg's theory of moral development (1984)
and hidden curriculum. These theories are used to
explain the role of school experiences in students'
moral development and behaviour. Instead of
considering these theories separately, there is a
complementary perspective to the study that each
of the theories accounts for a unique component
of the moral learning process in middle school
environments.

Bandula's (1977) Social Learning Theory states
that students learn behaviours, attitudes and
values from  observing, mimicking, and
reinforcing. Teachers, parents, and peers are also
powerful role models who can send more powerful
messages of moral expectations to one another
than formal instruction can within a school. Peer
relations in middle school years gain more
importance as students look for acceptance,
belonging and  social recognition, with
observational learning being a key factor (Killen &
Smetana, 2013). Therefore, students' moral
behaviours are not just influenced by what they are
taught, but are also influenced by what they often
see in their school environment.

Bandura's theory of learning behaviours explains
how behaviours are learnt whereas Kohlberg's
(1984) theory of moral development explains how
students are able to reason about moral issues.
Students develop from an early stage of obedience
to rules, to a more socially informed and
principled evaluation of fairness, justice and
responsibility in  their judgments.  This
developmental shift is particularly salient in
middle school, as students are faced with the
challenge of testing authority, examining other
viewpoints, and making more independent moral
choices (Killen & Smetana, 2013). Bandura's and
Kohlberg's theories can be combined and form a
complete explanation for how moral behaviour is
acquired and moral reasoning processes are used
in making moral decisions.

The idea of “Hidden curriculum” which clarifies
how values are transmitted outside of the formal
curriculum, support this academic curriculum,
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The culture of the school, disciplinary policies,
teacher-student relationships, classroom
interactions and peer norms all have an ongoing
impact on students' perception of acceptable
behaviour (Rossouw, 2023). These are experiences
that can build up—or sometimes challenge—the
moral values that are formally taught in the
classroom. Past studies indicate that the influence
on students' moral development from the hidden
curriculum is stronger than the effect of explicit
moral lessons, as it is part of students' everyday
learning experiences (Sanchez & Barber, 2020).
The research evidence from the Islamic Republic
of Pakistan also shows that students' moral
development is influenced by the content of
formal curriculum as well as the practices of the
school which happen unconsciously and are
referred to as the hidden curriculum (Al-Mujahid,
Hussain, 2025).

The present study builds upon these views,
defining moral development as an ongoing process
of interaction between the formal curriculum, the
hidden curriculum, teacher modelling, peer
influence and students' developing moral
reasoning. Opportunities for observation and
reinforcement are found in teacher and peer
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behaviours, and the interpretation of these
behaviours is dependent on the level of moral
reasoning that the student has reached at that
time. These are not factors acting separately, but
are interdependent and shape students' values,
their attitudes, and their observable behaviour
during their school experiences.

The conceptual framework thus sets the formal
curriculum and the hidden curriculum as two
sources of moral learning that are interconnected.
The formal curriculum content emphasizes the
explicit teaching of ethical values and the
development of responsible citizenship while the
hidden curriculum influences student behaviour
through the interactions that occur in daily life in
the school. This process brings in a unique
viewpoint for teachers, parents, and students. The
teachers observe classroom interaction and
teaching methods, the parents observe the
children's behaviour outside school and the
children describe firsthand experiences of the
impact of school on them and their moral
development. This integration helps to develop a
holistic and proper perspective for curriculum's
role in building character in the socio-cultural
background of middle schools of Swat Valley.
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INDEPENDANT
VARIABLE

MEDIATING
DIMENSIONS

A. Formal Curriculum
+ Subjects and Textbooks
« Learning Activities
- Values and Citizenship
Education
« Co-curricular Activities
B. Hidden Curriculum
« School Culture
+ Teacher Modelling
« Peer Interactions
« Classroom Climate
+ School Policies and
Practices

1. Family Environment
« Parenting Practices
« Family Values
* Home Learning
Environment

1. Social Development
- Cooperation » Respect for Others
= Citizenship » Social Responsibility
* Communication Skills

2. Moral Development
« Honesty « Integrity

= Responsibility * Fairness
= Ethical Decision-Making

3. Behavioural Development
« Self-Discipline « Empathy

* Positive Conduct

* Emotional Regulation

+ Conflict Resolution

2.Community and
Cultural Context
« Social Norms
« Cultural Values
= Religious Influences
- Community Expectations

Character
Formation
Ethical Behavior
Respectful
Relationships
Responsible
Citizenship
Positive Social
Conduct
Integrity and
Accountability

3.Digital and Social
Influences
» Social Media Exposure
= Peer Networks
+ Online Learning
Experiences

researcher, were the basis for creating Figure 1.

Prosocial Behavior

Bandura (1977), Kohlberg (1984) and the HIDDEN CURRICULUM literature, developed by the

Methodology

Research Paradigm

The research paradigm used in this study is the
interpretivist paradigm, which holds the view that
reality is socially constructed, and that meaning
arises in the process of the construction of reality
by the people involved in the process (Braun &
Clarke, 2021). The study aimed to gain insight
into the views of teachers, parents and middle
school students regarding the role of the
curriculum in the formation of moral behaviors
and values, therefore interpretivist approach was
deemed suitable. This approach did not assess pre-
established behaviour, but it did allow for a deeper
understanding of the participants' experiences in
their socio-cultural context, as there are many ways
to  understand  curriculum and  moral
development.

Research Design

A multiple case study design was used with each of
the three participating middle schools as a case.
This design was used because its implementation
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allowed for a deep insight into the process of how
the curriculum, the teachers' role acting as models,
and the hidden curriculum influenced the moral
development of the students in every school and
how it can be compared across schools in Swat
Valley. Triangulation of teachers' and parents' and
students' perspectives of data collection in each
case contributed to the credibility of the findings.
A cross-case analysis also revealed patterns and
differences in context, but was not based on the
assumption that any given school was typical of the
district.

Role of the Researcher

The researcher considered that their subjective
interpretation and prior knowledge would
inevitably be present in the process of interpreting
the data, which is in line with the interpretivist
paradigm (Braun and Clarke 2021). Throughout
the research process, the researcher maintained a
reflexive journal to record assumptions, research
decisions and interpretations that grew from the
process, which was meant to improve reflexivity
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and transparency. Contextual understanding was
provided by being familiar with the educational
context of Swat Valley, but at the same time it was
subject to constant reflection to minimize its
undue influence on the analysis.

Research Setting

This study was carried out in three schools of
middle education level in Swat Valley, Khyber
Pakhtunkhwa of Pakistan. Swat Valley offers a
unique educational environment as schools have
been established within a predominantly Pashtun
speaking community, and are still recovering from
periods of disruption during conflict. The area is
also a suitable context for the study of the effect of
curriculum on the moral development of students
in a unique socio-cultural context as it is also
responsible for implementing the Single National
Curriculum in this area of Pakistan.

Population and Sampling
The study participants were three middle schools'
(6th - 8th grade) students, parents and teachers.

The method of purposive sampling was used,
which was aimed at the participants who had a
direct experience of the implementation of the
curriculum and students' moral development. The
final sample comprised of 18 respondents (6
students, 6 parents and 6 teachers). Teachers were
chosen to have at least three years of professional
experience to get used to implementing the
curriculum and students' behavioral development.
The number of samples was deemed appropriate
for a qualitative multiple case study as the study
was not intended to generate statistical
generalisations, but rather rich descriptive
information from the cases studied that was
contextual. Qualitative research can use small
sample sizes, and with a clear focus on the
problem, a narrow selection of participants, and a
solid research theoretical framework, deep
conclusions can be reached, as with the idea of
information power (Braun & Clarke, 2021).

Stakeholder Group Number of Schools Participants
Teachers/Administrators 3 6
(>3 years' experience)
Parents of middle school students 3 6
Students (aged 12-14) 3 6
Total 3 18

Inclusion Criteria

The participants were purposively selected because
they had a direct work with the middle school
students and were able to give rich and relevant
information pertaining to the study objectives.

. Teachers: Currently serving as middle
school (Grades 6-8) teachers in one of the
participating schools with at least 2 years of
teaching experience at the middle school level.

° Parents: One or more children in Grades
6-8 in a participating school and interested in
talking about what they observe their child's moral
development and behaviour are like.

. Students: Students currently enrolled in
Grades 6-8, who can be interviewed, and who offer
informed assent and parent/guardian consent.
Data Collection

https://ijssbulletin.com

| Shakir & Khan, 2026 |

The data was obtained by conducting semi-
structured interviews with the teachers, parents,
and students, using three interview guides that
were designed individually for teachers, parents,
and students (see Appendix 3: Interview
Protocols). The topics of the interview were
structured to facilitate comparison between the
various participants and were also flexible to
enable in-depth exploration of the individual
experiences.

The interviews were in Pashto and Urdu.
Interviews with teachers and parents were around
3045 minutes in duration, and interviews with the
students were 20-30 minutes.

The data collection process went through three
phases. Permission was first sought from the
participating schools and meetings were held with
the school staff. Second, parents of eligible student
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were asked to participate and provide informed
consent and students then gave informed assent.
Thirdly, interviews were arranged at convenient
times and held in quiet, private areas of the school.
Student interviews were conducted at supervised
locations to ensure privacy and safety of students.
Interviews were audiorecorded and were
complemented by field notes on classroom
interactions, school practices and routines, and
disciplining behaviors, with participants' consent.

Translation and Transcription

All interviews were recorded in Pashto and urdu
and later transcribed as and when they were
conducted and translated in English by the
researcher. Translated transcripts were verified
with the original recordings to ensure the desired
meaning of the participants and the translated
contextually.

Ethical Considerations

Prior to data collection, ethical approval was given
by the relevant institutional ethics committee.
Consent was also given by the participating
schools.

Informed consent was obtained in writing from all
teachers and parents. Parent/guardian consent
and student informed assent were received from
student participants. All participants were free to
withdraw and participation was voluntary.

Participant codes

TF1-TF3 (Female Teachers), TM1-TM3 (Male
Teachers), PMI1-PM3  (Mothers), PF1-PF3
(Fathers), SG1-SG3 (Girl Students), and SB1-SB3
(Boy Students) were used to ensure confidentiality.
All research data were kept safely and school
names were anonymized.

Interviews were carried out sensitively. Interviews
were paused and/or ceased whenever any
participant indicated discomfort and appropriate
support was provided through the participating
school.

Trustworthiness

The criteria of credibility by Lincoln and Guba
(1985) were used in establishing trustworthiness,
which includes transferability, dependability, and
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confirmability. Triangulation of the three
stakeholder groups and three participating schools
increased the credibility of the data. Rich
descriptions of the research context and
participants supported the transferability. An
audit trail for coding decisions and theme
development was maintained to bolster
dependability. Confirmability was achieved by
engaging in ongoing reflexive journaling in
keeping with the reflexive thematic analysis model

used by Braun and Clarke (2021).

Data Analysis and Interpretation

Braun and Clarke's (2006) thematic analysis, with
reflexive thematic analysis approach principles
(Braun & Clarke, 2021), was used to analyse the
data. The stages involved in the analysis were:
familiarisation with the data, deconstructing the
data to derive initial codes, searching for themes,
reviewing themes, defining and naming themes,
and finally reporting. Coding was interpretive and
theoretically grounded in the work of Bandura
(Social Learning Theory), Kohlberg (Theory of
moral development) and the hidden curriculum
but was also open to emerging themes inductively.

Interviewing Protocols and Results

Interview Protocols

Three semi-structured interview guides were
created for the teachers, parents, and middle
school students. The interview guides were
developed based on the study goals and theory
including that of Bandura (1977) Social Learning
Theory, Kohlberg (1984) theory of moral
development and the hidden curriculum. Each of
the participant groups was presented with core
questions and follow-up probing questions were
used when needed to clarify responses and elicit
further description of participants' experiences.

Teacher's semi-structured interview guide

1. 1. So what are character development and
development of character in the context of middle
school education?

2. 2. How does the middle school
curriculum  contribute to students' moral
development and behaviour?
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3. 3. What are the most important subjects,
activities, or classes in the school that help develop
students' character?

4. 4. Which moral values do pupils seem to
acquire in school?
5. 5. What is the impact of your own

behaviour as a teacher on students' attitudes and
behaviour?

6. 6. What impact do school culture,
discipline and peer relationships have on students'
moral development?

1. 7. What are some of your difficulties in
fostering students' moral development?
8. 8. What changes do you think could be

made to enhance curriculum and character
education?

Probing questions were used such as: Can you
explain more? Give an example! Why do you think
that? In what ways did that affect behaviour?

Parents' Interview Guide (semi-structured)

9. 1. In addition to your child's academic
success, what other qualities or values do you want
him or her to acquire during school years!?

10. 2. What does the school curriculum offer
your child in the way of moral support?
11. 3. Do you notice any behavior differences

in the students' due to school experiences?

12. 4. What values has your child acquired
more from school than home?

13. 5. What are some similarities and
differences between the values of the school and
the family?

14. 6. Have teachers been role models for
your child? Please explain.

15. 7. What are the barriers to schools in
fostering pupils' moral development?

16. 8. What improvements would you
recommend?

The probes were questions such as: Could you
explain more? Can you give an example? Why do
you think that? In what ways did that affect
behaviour?

Semi-structured interview guide for students

17. 1. In addition to the academic subjects,
what have been the key lessons you have gained
from school?
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18. 2. What subjects or activities have helped
you to be a better or more responsible person?
How?

19. 3. What is your understanding of honesty,
respect, responsibility and accountability?

20. 4. What was an experience you had with a
teacher that positively impacted your behaviour?
21. 5. What have friends and classmates done

to your behaviour or decisions?
22. 6. What do you think school rules or
routines have influenced your behaviour?

23. 7. What changes do you want to propose
to enhance the character building of students?
24. 8. Have your values or behaviour been

changed by anything else at school?

Probing questions were used such as: could you
explain it further? What could be an example?
Why do you suppose there's such a thing? How did
this impact behaviour?

Findings

Interviews produced six interrelated themes that
involved the perceptions of teachers, parents, and
middle school students regarding the role of the
formal curriculum, the hidden curriculum,
teacher modelling, and school experiences in
relation to students' moral development and
behaviour. Themes were constructed with the
reflexive thematic analysis approach of Braun and
Clarke (2006, 2021) and are illustrated in the
findings with the use of codes from the
participants (TF, TM, PM, PF, SG, and SB), which

have been anonymized.

Theme 1: Morals we learn through the school
curriculum.

In the interviews, teachers, parents, and students,
in general, agreed that the school's curriculum
played a significant role in shaping students' moral
character. Schools are seen to have a strong
influence in inculcating values like honesty,
respect, responsibility, co-operation and self-
discipline amongst the participants. Academic
subjects gave opportunities to talk about these
participants  repeatedly
highlighted that the moral learning was enhanced
as a result of the day-to-day learning that took place

values;  however,
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in the classroom, teacher actions and involvement
in school events.

Teachers reported that character development is
not confined to one subject but is integrated in the
teaching and learning process as part of their daily
interactions with students. They thought that
students learn values by watching the teacher's
conduct and not just by only learning through
formal learning.

As TF2 explained:

“Students watch our actions and behaviours closely and
students start to learn to show honesty, fairness and
respect as they observe these behaviours in the teachers.”
The parents too identified the role that the school
played in the character building of their children.
There were numerous positive behaviors reported
following their children's transition to middle
school, including respect for elders, responsibility
and discipline.

One of the mothers (PM2) said:

“I have seen my child behave better — he is more
respectful and responsible now and the school has made
him good.”

Students also expressed learning important life
lessons other than in academics. Often they cited
honesty, respect, friendship, responsibility and not
to be a bully as values they had acquired through
school.

For instance, SG1 said:

“School has helped me to tell the truth, and to awvoid
bullying and treating others with kindness.”

Likewise, SB2 explained:

“We learn to help our friends, play together, and solve
problems peaceably without fighting!”

A number of pupils also recognised areas and
activities that have helped them to grow as
individuals. The experiences that helped build
confidence, communication skills, teamwork and
responsible behaviours were described as Islamiat,
debates,  presentations,  football,  cultural
programmes and English language activities. In
general, students felt that character education was
more strongly influenced by positive relationships,
and experiential activities than by learning from
books.

In general, there was a consensus among
participants that moral development is a gradual
process that is nurtured in the formal curriculum
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and the broader school context. While they
recognized the values taught on the curriculum,
they always emphasized that the students learn
these values best when they are seen and
experienced in the classroom and by the teachers
in meaningful activities in the school.

Theme 2: Teacher's role in shaping students'
moral development

The result of the interviews showed that the
teacher is one of the main figures in developing
students' morals aside from teaching learning
content. Teachers were regarded as important role
models by participants from all three stakeholder
groups because they were seen to have significant
roles in molding student's characters through their
behaviour, attitudes and interactions with
students. Although many participants said that
teachers were supportive, encouraging and caring,
some pupils raised issues about the inconsistent
behaviour of teachers, meaning that their
behaviour could have a negative or a positive effect
on moral learning.

Teachers recognised their responsibility to teach
academic subjects, but also to help to shape the
behaviour of students in their interactions
throughout the day. They thought that by showing
students the importance of being honest, fair,
respectful and compassionate, students would be
encouraged to learn to be the same.

One teacher (TM2) said:

“Students watch what we do; as we treat them with
respect and fairness, they will follow suit with others.”
Similarly, TF1 stated:

“We don't just have to finish the syllabus: Each
encounter with students is a chance to shape their
character.”

Parents acknowledged teachers as significant
people in their children's lives as well. Meanwhile,
there were several who reported that positive
relationships between teachers and their children
had boosted their children's confidence, discipline
and responsibility.

As PM1 commented:

“Children spend a considerable amount of time at school
and teachers have a significant impact on their attitudes,
behaviour and confidence.”

Likewise, PF2 observed:
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“The good teacher leaves a lasting impression: “Children
remember what their teachers do more than what they
say.”

Positive and critical experiences were shared
among students. Many appreciated and
encouraged teachers who helped them participate,
appreciate good behaviour and motivated them to
improve. SG2 explained:

“When our teachers praise us for doing something good,
we feel their positive encouragement and then we try to
be better students and better people.”

Not everything, however, was good. Some students
felt that discouraging behaviour from teachers
lowered their confidence and impacted on their
participation. One pupil (SB3) said:

Student saying, “Sometimes teachers sometimes don't
set a good example for students on how to behave and
feel when they shout or treat students unfairly.”

In general, the participants agreed that teachers
are one of the most important factors that affect
moral development during the middle school
years. Positive teacher behaviours were linked to
greater confidence, responsibility, respect and
motivation while negative behaviors were seen as
demoralizing students and undermining the moral
learning process. This study indicated that the
character building of students is not only through
the types of teaching that teachers give, but also
through the interaction that teachers have with
students in their daily teaching activities.

Theme 3: Learning Beyond the Classroom - The
contribution of co-curricular and hidden
curricular activities.

All stakeholder groups felt that students' moral
and personal growth occurred outside the formal
classroom setting. Teachers, parents and students
repeatedly emphasized the critical role of co-
curricular and extracurricular opportunities for
fostering students' confidence, communication
skills, teamwork, leadership and responsible
behavior. Academic subjects offered students the
opportunity to talk about moral values, while the
practical  experiences gave students the
opportunity to use these values in everyday life.
Activities like debate, presentation, sports, cultural
programs, and group projects helped the students
learn how to cooperate, have self-confidence, and
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respect others, teachers explained. They thought
these experiences helped students to practice
communication, problem solving, and leadership
skills that textbooks were not able to provide.

As TF3 explained:

“Activities teach students a lot of values and helps them
to be more confident, to work with others and have sense
of responsibility.”

Similarly, TM1 stated:

“Students have the opportunity to express themselves and
interact with others in activities out of class, as well as
learn qualities that may not be taught during regular
lessons.”

Parents also saw school activities as beneficial to
character building. Several thought that their
children's confidence and social behavior had
been enhanced by their involvement in sports,
debates and cultural events.

One dad (PF3) said:

“My child's level of confidence and comfort with others
has increased since after school programs.”

Practical learning experiences had a great impact
on students' personal development and they
strongly supported this. Several participants noted
specific subjects/activities that had a positive
impact on their behavior.

SG2 explained:

“I became more confident and able to express my ideas
without fear by participating in debates.”

Likewise, SB3 shared:

“Football has given me teamwork skills and discipline,
and presentations have boosted my confidence.”
Islamiat is also an important subject for students
to learn moral values, and a number of students
also emphasized English, cultural activities, and
classroom presentations as activities that fostered
communication, cooperation, and personal
responsibility. Some students echoed the opinion
that they learned and applied positive values better
through practical activities than through teaching
in the classroom.

There was a general impression that co-curricular
and extra-curriculum activities were an important
supplement to the formal curriculum. These
experiences offered opportunities to students for
the application of moral values in reallife
situations, for building interpersonal
relationships, and for having confidence and
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assuming responsibility for their personal and
social development. The results indicate that
character education is most effective when the
teaching and learning of character takes place in
meaningful practical and collaborative school
activities.

As a whole, the accounts reveal that participants
saw character development as going beyond
formal instruction in the classroom. Academic
subjects were reported as providing important
moral values, but consistently teachers, parents
and students felt that practical experiences were
better suited to students' internalisation and
application of these moral values. Debates, sports,
presentations, and cultural activities were not
mentioned as simply extracurricular activities but
as opportunities to build confidence, cooperation,
leadership and responsibility, and respectful
relationships. There was a consistency in these
views across all three stakeholder groups, with
participants viewing experiential learning as a
valuable addition to the formal curriculum, a way
for students to put their moral knowledge into
practice in everyday life and social action.

Theme 4: School Culture and Peer Relationships
in Shaping Moral Development focuses on how
school culture and peer relationships shape
moral development.

The results of the findings revealed that the
participants perceived the influence of school
culture and relationships with peers on students'
moral development and behavior. The formal
curriculum was designed to include moral values;
however, participants felt that it was the students'
daily encounters with teachers, fellow students
and the school community that would foster a
student's moral values. Consistently enforced
discipline and supportive friendships and
relationships were recognised as an essential aspect
of students' positive attitudes and behaviour.

In the school context, students participate in a
significant amount of peer interaction and
teachers shared their views that the school is a
critical space for fostering cooperation, empathy,
and respect between students. They felt that a
positive relationship in the classroom would result
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in good behavior and that bad peer influence
would cause conflict and bad behavior.

As TM3 explained:

“They learn from each other ewery day; positive
behaviour is embedded in the daily life of the school when
respect and co-operation are promoted.”

Similarly, TF2 stated:

“Good classroom management provides opportunities for
students to feel appreciated and to respect teachers and
students.”

Parents were also aware of how friendships and
attitudes in the school impacted their children's
behaviour. Some thought that positive peer
relationships would make children more
responsible and socially confident; that negative
peer relationships would have a detrimental
impact on behaviour.

PM3 observed:

“Children are very affected by the influence of friends in
school, good friends give encouragement for positive
behaviour, and immoral friends cause problems.”
Students often spoke of their friendships and their
daily lives in school in relation to their moral
development. Often, students spoke about their
friendships and what they experience in school on
a day-to-day basis with regards to their moral
development. Learning to cooperate, to help
others, to solve a disagreement peacefully were
described by many.

SG3 shared:

“T've learned that in school "Friendship and respecting
others are very important even if we disagree.”

But some students also reported that they had also
seen bad peer experiences. SB1 explained:

“I learned not to trust anybody, even close friends, as they
can let you down.”

Similarly, SB2 noted:

“Teachers promote discussion when conflicts occur rather
than fighting.”

Participants overall affirmed that students'
development of moral values was not only
nurtured through formal teaching, but it was also
encouraged by the nature of the relationships they
had within the school community. The perception
of positive peer relationships, good teacher-
student relationships, and a respectful school
climate was seen as significant in fostering
students' social responsibility, cooperation and
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moral behaviour. Participants also acknowledged
that negative peer influence and unhealthy
relationships can negatively affect these positive
outcomes and thus the need to establish a school
culture that consistently communicates positive
values.

Themes 5: Barriers to encouraging moral
development through the curriculum.

Across the three stakeholder groups, participants
listed the following challenges as factors which
contributed to the limitations of the effectiveness
of the curriculum in the promotion of students'
moral development. Teachers, parents, and
students recognized that the curriculum taught
was important and had good moral content, but
factors associated with the institution and
classroom limited the actual impact. The most
commonly cited obstacles were an over-crowded
curriculum, limited opportunities for hands-on
learning, too much academic stress and teaching
strategies that led students to be passive
participants.

Teachers reported that there was a lack of time to
engage in activities that would help students'
moral and personal development due to the need
to cover the required syllabus. Opportunities to
organize discussions, hands-on activities, or
character-building  programs  were  further
decreased due to administrative responsibilities
and assessment requirements.

As TM2 explained:

“More time would be wanted for guiding students and
discussing moral issues, however completing a syllabus

and other school work may often leave little time in
which to do this.”

Similarly, TF1 stated:

“Character development calls for ongoing interactions
with students, but sometimes the demands for academic
work constrict these interactions.”

Parents also identified these barriers and felt that
schools need to provide more opportunities for
pupils to learn about and practice life skills as well
as academic subjects.

One father (PF2) said:

“Character can't be taught in a book; students need more
practical learning experiences.”
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Students voiced the highest concerns in relation to
the teaching and learning experience. There were
several who thought that learning in the class was
largely by rote-learn and preparation for exams,
and that there was less emphasis on things being
done in practice.

SG2 suggested:

“The curriculum needs to be modified and more
opportunities need to be provided for students to be
involved in and learn from their experiences.”

Other students mentioned issues of discipline.
SG3 stated:

“Relational humiliation is not to be used as a
punishment, since it will impact students' confidence.”
Similarly, SB3 explained:

“Students should be pressured less, have more activities,
be treated equally, and teachers should mnot bully
students.”

Overall, participants agreed that the curriculum
helps to foster and teach positive moral values but
faced some practical challenges that limit its
potential to foster students' morals. There was a
consensus from all stakeholder groups that a shift
towards a more supportive and student-centred
learning atmosphere, where more attention is paid
to-practical learning experiences, teacher-student
relationships, and balanced academic expectations
would improve the curriculum's ability to
contribute to student’s moral and behavioral
development.

Theme 6 - Recommendations of Stakeholders
on Strengthening Moral and Character
Development

It was concluded that the middle school
curriculum should be more effective in fostering
students' moral development by providing more
opportunities for hands-on learning experiences
and a student-centered teaching style. They valued
the moral values which were part of the
curriculum but felt that better delivery of
curriculum, classroom practice and school
activities would be helpful to them in developing
the moral values.

Teachers have suggested that there is more
flexibility needed within the curriculum to enable
increased opportunities for discussion, reflection
and practical learning. They were convinced that
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by easing the overburdened demands of the
curriculum, teachers would have more time to
work with students on their moral and personal
growth.

As TF2 explained:

“Character development takes more than learning
lessons, students should be given opportunities to discuss
reallife scenarios and to be involved in activities that
enable them to practice positive values.”

Similarly, TM1 stated:

“Moral development of students should be as important
as academic performance and should be developed in
schools.”

Parents also endorsed the importance of
enhancing character education by Dbetter
partnership between the schools and parents. A
number of people believed that this was a joint
responsibility and that schools could offer
opportunities for learning about morality while
parents could reinforce the values at home.

PM1 observed:

“There is the need for a coordinated effort between
schools and parents as children can learn values from
both settings.”

Pupils gave special attention to making learning
more practical and more interesting. Many
recommended that more opportunities be
provided for debates, sports, cultural programs,
social service activities, and cooperative learning
instead of just textbook learning. SG2
recommended:

“More practical activities should be provided since
students learn better through handson activities than
through reading books.”

Another person (SB3) commented:

“Equality of students, less academic pressure, more
attention to activities to learn and build confidence.”
A number of pupils also suggested an
improvement of the curriculum to reflect the
needs of today's students, and adoption of more
positive methods of discipline that foster self-
assurance, self-esteem and respect.

In general, the participants agreed that it was not
enough to change the curriculum content, but
there was a need to enhance students' moral
development. They felt that establishing a positive
learning  atmosphere, providing additional
opportunities for students to learn through doing
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and outofthe-classroom activities, fostering
respectful  teacherstudent relationships and
strengthening the cooperative relationship
between schools and families would make a
significant contribution in the development of
students' moral values and responsible behaviors.

Moral approach to curriculum, teaching and
learning

The results of this study suggest that the
participants believed that moral development
happened when the formal curriculum met the
real life behavior of the teacher, not when it met
only the formal curriculum. While teachers,
parents and students recognised that the
curriculum of the middle school encouraged
students to act with honesty, respect, responsibility
and cooperation, they all highlighted that values
would only be realised if they were modelled by
teachers, in the learning environment and in the
lives of students. This is why content of the
curriculum is not enough to affect the moral
development of students without the presence of
positive teacher modelling and school climate that
is in accordance with the curriculum values.

The results of this study are congruent with
Bandura's (1977) Social Learning Theory which
suggests that people learn behaviours from
significant role models. In the current study,
teachers perceived themselves as role models
whose behavior affects students' attitude and
behavior, and parents perceived teachers as role
models, whose attitudes and behaviors affect
students' confidence, discipline, and interpersonal
relationships. Students also said that encouraging
behaviour by teachers boosted their motivation
and confidence while discouraging or unfair
treatment decreased their motivation and
confidence. However, it was not universally
positive as they experienced this modelling. While
speaking about the example set by teachers, one
student (SB3) noticed that sometimes teachers
don't set a good example for us. If they shout at us
or treat us badly, it makes us feel and behave badly.
This account does not stand in opposition to
Bandura's theory, but rather adds to it: there is not
only a learning element to positive models, there
is a learning element to negative models as well;
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there is not only a learning element to inconsistent
teacher behavior, there is a learning element to
consistent teacher behavior, too. This result does
not take teacher influence for granted as a positive
influence, but indicates that the quality and
consistency of the modelling is what matters to
students' moral development.

This pattern also addresses the hidden curriculum
that is being taught in these schools. As well as the
expressed values that are stated in curriculum
documents, students' values around honesty,
fairness and respect are reinforced by the subtle,
informal messages that are communicated to them
in the way that they are treated by teachers day to
day. Where the teacher's classroom behaviour is
consistent with the explicitly stated values of the
formal curriculum, there is a mutual
reinforcement of the two, as in the case of SB3;
where it is not, as in the case of SB3's account, the
hidden curriculum can undermine the formal
curriculum in spite of the stated values in the
syllabus. This implies a greater influence of the
curriculum as lived than written in the schools
because the hidden curriculum is not taught but
rather is a result of the norms of everyday school
life (Rossouw, 2023).

The results also confirm the previous studies that
emphasized the significance of teachers' behavior
to character education. Brown et al. (2023) found
that character education programmes are best
when moral values are incorporated into the day-
to-day teaching, and not to the extent of being
taught as discrete lessons. Likewise, Diggs and
Akos (2016) discovered that character education
that is incorporated into the normal school
routine is more effective at impacting behavioural
and social development in students than character
education delivered in isolation. In the current
study, it was found that for the students of the
middle schools of Swat Valley, the interactions of
teachers with students in their daily lives, which
may not reflect the morals being inculcated in the
curriculum, are also significant in molding moral
values.

Incorporating  opportunities for  discussion,
reflection and ethical decision making is crucial
for the development of students' moral reasoning,
as indicated by the participants' responses in
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relation to Kohlberg's (1984) theory of moral
development. The values in the curriculum were
appreciated by the participants, but the students
repeatedly expressed the need to have more
interactive and practical learning experiences
rather than teacher-centred learning. They are
finding that understanding of concepts is
enhanced when students are required to respond
to real life scenarios rather than relying on
memorisation and/or prescribed textbooks. This
finding lends credence to Kohlberg's notion that
moral reasoning is a learning process that occurs
when a person is actively involved in moral
situations and experiences rather than when they
passively accept moral rules.

One of the significant findings of this study is that
the stakeholders are not considering curriculum,
teacher modelling, and the hidden curriculum as
distinct influences. Rather, they view moral
development as a process that arises from the
interaction of the content of the curriculum,
explicit behaviours exhibited in the classroom, and
the implicit or tacit norms of normal classroom
life. This study is unique because it looks at the
implementation of the curriculum, the influence
of the teacher, and the relationship between the
two in the context of the middle school in the Swat
Valley, rather than considering them in isolation
as in most previous studies. This combination has
a practical implication: Programs in character
education in this context are not likely to be
effective by changing the curriculum alone, and
should be supplemented by a well-designed
teacher training program that focuses on
consistency of teacher behavior, as students seem
to notice when teachers do not behave consistently
with their curriculum.

Limitations of the study

The findings of this study are subject to some
limitations which should be taken into account.
First, data collection was done in a purposive
sample of 18 participants (6 teachers, 6 parents, 6
students) from the schools of Swat Valley, so the
findings are only applicable to the group of people
in the selected region and cannot be generalised to
other regions, contexts or countries in Pakistan.
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Secondly, interviews were held in Pashto and
Urdu, which were then translated into English by
the researcher. Translation by a single researcher
without  independent  back-translation  or
verification by a second bilingual reviewer may
lead to some distortion of the nuance of the
original response by the participants.

Third, the study used the self-reported perceptions
of the participants in the semi-structured
interviews and not direct observation of classroom
practices. The information provided by the
participants regarding teacher modelling and how
this was used in the curriculum may have been
influenced by social desirability or by recall, and
was not triangulated with data from classroom
observations.

Fourth, the crosssectional design was used to
show participants' perspectives at one point in
time and does not reflect changes in moral
development or curriculum implementation over
a school year or across grade levels.

Lastly, given her own background of knowing the
sociocultural setting in which the participants
lived, it is possible that insider positionality played
a part in the willingness of the participants to be
open during interviews and in the researcher's
interpretation of the data. In keeping with the
reflexive approach of Braun and Clarke (2021),
reflexive journaling was used throughout the
research process to address this, but cannot be
completely ruled out.

Significance for the study

This work yields several contributions to the
research of curriculum, moral development and
character education. Theoretically, it is an effort to
fill a gap in the current literature by taking three
perspectives — the Social Learning Theory of
Bandura, the theory of moral development of
Kohlberg, and the hidden curriculum - into the
same qualitative lens, rather than looking at the
content of the curriculum, the influence of
teachers, and the informal school culture as three
separate phenomena.

In an empirical context, the study offers context-
specific evidence from an area of conflict, the Swat
Valley, which is under researched in the research
on curriculum and moral development in Pakistan
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to broaden the geographical and cultural scope of
the research.

In terms of method, the research provides a more
comprehensive understanding of how various
stakeholders view and experience moral
development as it brings in the voices of teachers,
parents, and students within one study, rather
than in separate studies of a single group.

In actually the finding have direct on school
management, teacher preparation and curriculam
design. They indicate that whilst curriculum
change on its own is not sufficient to support
achievement  of  child-centered  character
education, additional investment is needed in
teacher training to focus on consistency of
conduct, teachable opportunities for student-
centered conversation, and lessened
administrative burdens to free up teachers' time to
show the values that the curriculum aims to teach.
The study, therefore, provides a theoretical
contribution to the field of moral development as
well as a practically informed list of considerations
for the enhancement of character education in
contexts of education that are similarly
undervalued and in conflict.

Conclusion

The current study aimed to investigate the
contribution of middle school curriculum to the
moral development and behavior of students with
the views of teachers, parents and students from
the Swat Valley, Pakistan. The study was
undertaken based on the Social Learning Theory
(Bandura, 1977), the theory of moral development
(Kohlberg, 1984), and the notion of the hidden
curriculum, in order to gain a contextspecific
perspective of the impact of curriculum
implementation, school culture and teacher
practices on students' moral development.

The results indicated that moral development was
not only influenced by the formal curriculum but
also by the way in which the formal curriculum
was applied in the actual school life. Important
factors identified in this study were teacher-
centred  instructional  practices,  limited
opportunities for dialogue, the teacher workload
and the influence of the hidden curriculum on
students' moral learning. The findings also
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revealed that the expectations of the stakeholders
were colliding: parents would expect a strong
emphasis on character development from schools,
whereas teachers would highlight the stress they
felt to teach them that because of school
requirements and administrative tasks. All three
groups came to a common conclusion, however,
that there are things needing to be improved
beyond the scope of curriculum materials in order
to strengthen moral and character education.
This study contributes to the existing literature on
curriculum and character education research in
Pakistan in a unique way by providing one of the
most  qualitative ~ and  multi-stakeholder
perspectives of how curriculum, teacher practice,
and the hidden curriculum are interrelated in
shaping students' moral development in an under-
researched region of Pakistan.

Overall, the findings indicate the need for
curriculum reform that goes beyond the mere
updating of curriculum content, but includes
more effective teacher-centered pedagogies and
strategies, a more positive school culture, less
cumbersome administrative demands on teachers,
and better involvement of families and schools.
They are mutually reinforcing and none of them
will have an impact in isolation: A curriculum can
claim to teach the right values, but it will be the
life of the classroom that determines whether
students learn them or not. However, future
studies with a larger and more representative
sample and with classroom observation would
better validate if these patterns are observed
outside Swat Valley.
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