


In today’s rapidly changing world, academic success 
alone is not enough. Our students need more than 
knowledge—they need character. At CharacterPlus, 
we believe that the heart of education lies in shaping 
students who are not only well-informed but also 
well-grounded, responsible, and resilient. That’s why 
we are dedicated to helping schools develop positive 
learning environments where character development 
is woven into the very fabric of the school culture.

WHAT WE DO
With decades of experience partnering with schools, 
we empower educators with evidence-based practices, 
character-based leadership development, and tailored 
support that foster strong, ethical, and thriving school 
communities.
.

OUR TEAM
The Programming Team includes ten doctoral-level 
school educators, professors, principals, Leadership 
Academy in Character Education (LACE) graduates 
and administrator character education experts. The 
majority of the CharacterPlus team has led schools to 
State and National Schools of Character acclaim.

OUR IMPACT
Our approach is research-informed, strengths-based, 
and values-centered. We work hand-in-hand with 
schools to support whole-child development, because 
we know that students learn best when they feel safe, 
valued, and inspired. Our  committed school partners 
report:

Improved Attendance
Lower Discipline Referral Rates
Higher Standardized Test Scores
Climate Surveys Reporting Greater Connectedness
5% Higher ACT Scores
Renewed Teacher Sense of Purpose
Increased Sense of School Community

OUR HISTORY:
Founded in 1988 by  Sanford (Sandy) N. 
McDonnell, Chairman Emeritus of  the 
McDonnell Douglas Corporation, and a 
small group of dedicated superintendents, 
CharacterPlus is now  the longest-running  
and largest community-wide character 
education initiative in the country.

CharacterPlus also oversees Character.org’s 
prestigious National Schools of Character 
program and the 11 Principles framework 
used in schools throughout the world.
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POSITIVE CHANGE
PERCENT INCREASE 
CHARACTERPLUS PARTNER 
SCHOOLS REFLECT ON STATE 
STANDARDS & ACT TESTING

PERCENT OF STATE & NATIONAL 
SCHOOLS OF CHARACTER OUR 
CHARACTERPLUS REGION 
REPRESENTS NATIONALLY

NUMBER OF CHARACTERPLUS 
PARTNER SCHOOL DISTRICTS, 
ORGANIZATIONS, & 
UNIVERSITIES

NUMBER OF DONATING 
COMPANIES, INDIVIDUALS, & 
FOUNDATIONS TO HELP KEEP 
PARTNERSHIP FEES LOW

NUMBER OF REGIONAL 
EDUCATORS PARTICIPATING IN 
ONLINE WORKSHOP PLATFORM 
iCHARACTERPLUS

NUMBER OF REGIONAL AND 
STATEWIDE SCHOOLS INCLUDED IN 
CHARACTERPLUS PARTNERSHIP 
CHARACTER EDUCATION WORK

5+

20+

60+

200+

400+

600+
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IMPACTED PARTNERS

Rory O’Sullivan, J.D.
CharacterPlus Board of Directors
Acting County Counselor
St. Charles County, MO

“The CharacterPlus staff who were leading TACE were 
doing an excellent job. The educators were all so 
engaged, and the atmosphere was supportive and 
encouraging. It really gave me great insight into the 
work that CharacterPlus is doing and how it affects 
real, meaningful change when those educators bring 
what they learn back to their schools.”

“The Teacher Academy in Character Education 
helps put character at the forefront of educating 
students…the professional development is highly 
collaborative and something I can use 
immediately in the classroom.”

Natasha Payne, Roosevelt High, 
SLPS Math Teacher of the Year,
TACE Graduate

“I leave dLACE each time with new understandings and 
ideas that fit perfectly into the direction we hope to 
move. I feel like we can implement successful change with 
regard to character education and not have it be ‘just one 
more thing.’

Dr. Jean Meyer, Superintendent, 
Couch R-1 School District
Myrtle, Missouri

Dr. Ketina Schaffer Armstrong
Assistant Superintendent
Teaching & Learning
MVR-III School District

“Putting character education at the center of a 
school’s purpose is the most rewarding thing to do 
for student success.”

Keri Szymanski, Principal, 
Voices West Contra Costa
Richmond, CA

“As our expert in character education leadership, 
thank you for the safety of being vulnerable and 
sharing wins and struggles because that's the type of 
environment that fosters growth. Students are 
happy, and staff are happy. I'm super grateful, with 
eyes full of tears and a heart full of gratitude. Thank 
you!”

Lindsay Corsale, Mason Ridge 
Elementary, Parkway Elementary 
Teacher of the Year, 
TACE Graduate

“It was incredibly energizing to be around educators who 
are SO invested in character education and working with 
children!!...thank you very much for your work and for 
sharing your expertise! Yesterday was the BEST 
professional development I've experienced in years!!!”
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THE TEAM

CharacterPlus Chief  Programming Officer, Retired District 
Administrator, LACE Academy, Consultant for Center for 

Character and Citizenship, kpelster@characterplus.org

Executive Director, Schools of Character 
Prior CharacterPlus Director of Programming, 
LACE Academy, nicole@character.org

CharacterPlus Director of Program Expansion & Innovation, 
Retired Principal, Consultant for Center for Character and Citizenship, 

LACE Academy, jsperry@characterplus.org

Kristen Pelster, Ed.D. 

Nicole Diehl

Julie Sperry, Ed.D.

Melissa ”Missy” Wilhoit

Heather Nadenbush
    

Mike Park 
CharacterPlus® CEO, LACE Academy, The 
U.S. Army Intelligence Center & School, Wharton 
School Executive Program, University of Alabama,
Center for Character & Citizenship Affiliate Scholar,  
mike@characterplus.org

CharacterPlus Finance Manager,
mwilhoit@characterplus.org

Who holds all of this team together
CharacterPlus® Office Manager, Entrepreneur & 

Community Volunteer, hnadenbush@characterplus.org

Cyndi Hebenstreit, Ed.D.
CharacterPlus Facilitator, Retired Principal, 

chebenstreit@characterplus.org

Debbie Rusert
Director of CharacterPlus Kansas City, 
Retired Teacher, drusert@characterplus.org

Todd Moeller
CharacterPlus Director of HS AACE, Retired Athletic Director 

at O’Fallon (IL) High School, tmoeller@characterplus.org

Carol Burcke
CharacterPlus Director of Development, Previous Chief 

Development responsibilities at Rx Outreach and  Make-A-Wish 
Foundation, cburcke@characterplus.org
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CharacterPlus Director of Culture Carriers, Retired School 
Psychologist and District Administrator, LACE Academy, 

lclapp@characterplus.org

CharacterPlus Programming Director, 
Retired Director of Social Emotional Support Services, 
LACE Academy, mbarolak@characterplus.org

Michael Barolak, MSW 

Lynn Clapp, M.S.

CharacterPlus Director of District & Community 
Partnerships, Retired District Administrator, 
LACE Academy, rmechem@characterplus.org

Roxanna Mechem, Ed.S.

Priscilla Frost, Ed.S.
CharacterPlus Programming Logistics Director, 
Retired District Administrator, LACE Academy, 
pfrost@characterplus.org 

CharacterPlus Senior Facilitator, Senior Professor 
of Education, Lindenwood University, 
ejohnson@characterplus.org

Emilie Johnson, Ph.D.

Debbie Brandt, Ed.S.

Marvin Berkowitz, Ph.D. 

Melinda Bier, Ph.D.

CharacterPlus Way Director, Retired Principal, LACE 
Academy, dbrandt@characterplus.org

Lead Scholar Advisor, Retired Sanford N. McDonnell 
Professor of Character Education, UM Thomas Jefferson 
Fellow, Professor UMSL, Co-Founder The Center for 
Character & Citizenship

Scholar Advisor, Teresa M. Fischer Professor of Citizenship 
Education, Co-Director of the Center for Character & Citizenship, 
College of Education, UMSL

CharacterPlus Facilitator, 
Real World Learning Coordinator, Lindbergh High School 
jdurham@characterplus.org

Julie Durham

Susan Maynor
CharacterPlus Facilitator, EPiC Elementary Learning
Experience Designer, info@characterplus.org 

Grace Lee, Ed.D.
CharacterPlus EBACE Director, MICDS Dean of Faculty, 

LACE Academy, Webster Groves School Board, 
glee@characterplus.org

Keith Marty, Ed.D.
    CharacterPlus Superintendent in Residence

Parkway School District Superintendent (Retired) 
kmarty@characterplus.org
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