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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 

 
Areas of Contribution 
 
 This study focuses on a formal program of rural secondary education – the Sistema de 
Aprendizaje Tutorial (SAT) – and its impact on Honduran students’ sense of concern for the 
well-being of others in their communities.  Its findings may be of interest those who are 
researching and practicing in many different areas, including those of:  

 Rural and community development; 
 Social capital and social cohesion, and their expression in an individual’s sense of 

social responsibility;  
 Educational and curriculum theory, especially pertaining to concept-based teaching; 
 Moral and social development; and finally, 
 Those specifically interested in the SAT program itself. 

 
Background 
 
 The Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial (SAT) is a six-year secondary education program 
originally developed in Colombia over 25 years ago, and focused around the circumstances and 
needs of rural communities.  It is characterized by many innovative features, including a high 
degree of integration of curricular subjects, a profound attention to the connection between 
theoretical and practical learning, and an emphasis on the development of both the minds and 
characters of its students. 
 The research on which this study is based was carried out in 2003, as a comparison 
between 96 SAT students and 88 of their peers studying in Honduras’ conventional education 
system.  The study employed both quantitative and qualitative methodologies, seeking both to 
measure differences between the two groups of students, and to gain deeper insight into the 
possible causes of these distinctions. 
 
Social Responsibility 
 
 The broader context for this thesis lies in the question of how community development 
can be supported through cultivating young community members’ sense of social responsibility.  
Drawing from the work of Sheldon Berman, social responsibility is defined here as “the 
personal investment in the well-being of others and society as a whole.” 

Quantitatively, the research shows that: 
 SAT students place greater importance on developing positive personal qualities than 

do their peers in the conventional education system. 
 SAT students also attach greater value to establishing positive relationships with 

others; while relations in the family are important to both groups of students, a much 
higher number of SAT students extend this objective to the broader community. 

 Finally, SAT students demonstrated a significantly stronger orientation towards 
extending assistance to others, again with the distinctions appearing most strongly 
outside of the family sphere, in relation to neighbors and the community. 

 



Fostering Social Responsibility through Education 
 
 A second main focus of this study was to gain greater understanding of educational 
methods that are capable of helping students develop an active sense of concern for the well-
being of others. 

Just as the quantitative data seems to demonstrate an unusual degree of effectiveness of 
the SAT philosophy and approach, so the open-ended questions posed to students also 
illustrated the distinctively positive influence of the program.  In comparison to their peers, 
almost twice as many SAT students were able to articulate specific positive changes in their 
relationships with friends, family, and neighbors as a result of their educational experience.  The 
most common improvements mentioned included: greater respectfulness, more solidarity or 
unity, a greater inclination to help others, friendlier or more caring relationships, better 
communication, and the desire to share with others more of what they are learning in school. 

These open-ended questions also gave important insight into the characteristics of SAT 
that may lie at the foundation of its positive influence on students’ development of social 
responsibility.  The strongest of these potential causal factors include: 

 Developing students’ habits of acting in accordance with what they are learning by 
emphasizing practical and positive applications 

 Incorporating passages with greater moral/philosophical depth into the texts and 
encouraging deep consideration of the issues presented within them 

 Creating space for open communication and working to develop the skills of 
collaborative problem-solving 

 Approaching education as a process of continual advancement and improvement, a 
discourse that seems to tap into a deep source of intrinsic motivation 

 Teaching about human relations through an overarching framework of human 
interconnectedness, interdependency, and unity 

  
Applications to Practice 
 
 While each of the five themes listed above contains a wealth of theoretical and practical 
implications, this study focused most closely on the last – the notion of using an overarching 
framework of human interconnection as an important foundation for cultivating students’ sense 
of social responsibility. 
 Drawing on the cognitive learning theory of David Ausubel and others, this study argues 
that concept-based education should be applied not only in traditional subject areas (such as 
mathematics and the sciences) but also in the aspects of an educational system that strive to 
promote the formation of social responsibility.   

The findings from this study indicate that education programs could be more effective in 
this goal if they were to integrate their lessons under a broader concept that helps students 
understand the nature of relationships in the human world.  Specifically, that conceptual 
framework should help students understand the many ways in which human beings are 
interconnected and form part of an organic whole.   

This approach, combined with an emphasis on the importance of proactive effort, appears 
to help young people develop a profound understanding of the ways in which even their 
individual actions can contribute to the advancement of the human world. 
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CHAPTER I:  INTRODUCTION 

 

 Sitting behind a worn wooden desk in a rural primary school classroom, seventeen-

year-old Cesar Vicente1 carefully recorded his answers in response to a series of questions 

about his secondary school education.  After nearly an hour of careful concentration, he 

wrote down some of his concluding thoughts: “What they have taught us in SAT is 

something very important,” he explained, “because it helps us to understand and analyze the 

things that we should change in our lives … I think that we as students should be the first to 

take initiative in reflecting and seeing what are the principal concerns of our community.” 

While the dedication of Cesar Vicente and his classmates illustrates the powerful 

potential of Latin America’s rural youth, the structural difficulties facing them are 

formidable. In many ways, the concerns of life in Los Cerritos, Cesar Vicente’s home 

community in Honduras, are reflected in rural communities across Latin America and the 

Caribbean.  As a whole, this region has long been plagued by the world’s highest level of 

social inequality.2  And with a poverty incidence of nearly 60% in rural areas,3 the region’s 

rural population of 127 million people4 seems to be faced with an increasingly difficult 

struggle for a viable existence.   

Much of that struggle takes place on the land itself.  While there is a small minority 

of “commercial farmers and rural entrepreneurs” 5 who are able to make use of modern 

technology and an export market to profit from their agricultural production, such security of 

income is not common.  For the majority – those who are involved in small-scale farming 

for subsistence or local trade – limited access to land, credit, and agricultural technology, 

and falling prices driven by the efficiency of commercial farms, have perpetuated a 

circumstance of low productivity and unstable income.  And a third group of nearly 50 

million people (39% of Latin America’s rural population of 127 million) are considered 
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“severely marginalized,” with difficulty sustaining even a subsistence level of production.6  

If one adds to this the ongoing health concerns of rural areas, their limited access to true 

democratic governance, and the drastic changes in social structure that have made 

community efforts increasingly difficult to carry out, the general welfare of Latin America’s 

rural population leaves much to be desired.  

For decades, expanding access to education has been seen as a primary means for 

reducing the incidence of poverty and improving living conditions – yet the results thus far 

have been disappointing.  Despite its uncertain record, however, education retains a position 

of paramount importance in enabling communities to be protagonists in their own process of 

social and economic development.  Through an examination of one of the region’s first 

secondary education programs designed specifically for rural areas – the Sistema de 

Aprendizaje Tutorial – this thesis aims to contribute to the question of how the formal 

education system can most effectively empower rural communities to take charge of that 

process.  While analytic skills and an understanding of how to adapt and apply technology 

are clearly both of central importance, I argue that the education system must also help 

younger generations develop an even more fundamental quality – an orientation of social 

responsibility towards their surrounding community.  Without this sense of social 

responsibility, the advancements in understanding achieved by individual students are 

unlikely to help the community reach a higher standard of living as a whole. 

The research presented here investigated whether Honduran students studying in the 

Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial (the Tutorial Learning System, or SAT) demonstrate a 

greater sense of social responsibility than do their peers in the conventional Honduran 

education system.  Finding strong evidence that such a difference does exist, I analyzed 

students’ responses to gain some insight into what characteristics of SAT may account for 

this distinction.  Five strong themes emerged as linked to students’ development of social 

responsibility, including the program’s use of open dialogue and practical applications, the 
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cultivation of intrinsic motivation through a discourse of progress and advancement, and the 

use of poetry and quotations to bring a more profound level of meaning to many lessons.  

Emerging most strongly from the evidence, however, was the importance of the Honduran 

SAT program’s integration of the curriculum around a central principle of human relations.  

As a result of these findings, I argue that educational theory calling for a greater use of 

higher-order concepts in the teaching of standard school subjects should also inform 

pedagogy in the realm of social and moral education.  My research suggests that if 

educational programs were to integrate their lessons around a conceptual framework that 

helps students understand the interconnections and interdependencies between human 

beings, they would be able to play a more effective role in supporting their students’ 

development of social responsibility.  In the context of rural Latin America, such an 

advancement in the education system could assist younger generations in developing the 

positive leadership qualities needed to promote the advancement of their communities. 

This introductory chapter will lay out the theoretical context for the arguments to be 

developed later in the thesis.  After exploring in greater depth the need for schools to address 

issues of social responsibility in order to help students become positive forces of change 

within their communities, I will provide an overview of theoretical perspectives on the role 

of the formal education system in contributing to students’ moral and social development.  

The conclusion to this chapter will sketch an outline of the research findings and theoretical 

discussion to follow.  Ultimately, I hope that this thesis will make a contribution to two 

broad areas of theoretical inquiry – the question of how formal education can most 

effectively help students develop the quality of concern towards others and the surrounding 

society, and of how rural communities can gain greater agency in the process of social and 

economic development. 
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COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT AND SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

The word “development” in the context of “social and economic development” has 

suffered from decades of imprecise, evolving, and sometimes conflicting definitions.  From 

colonial paternalism (under the British mandate, “the need to guarantee the natives minimum 

levels of nutrition, health and education”),7 to economic models of market growth and 

industrialization, to UNESCO’s “integrated” development, and Amartya Sen’s development 

as “the substantive freedoms of people,”8 we are confronted today by a bewildering array of 

different meanings attached to this single term. 

Over the years, however, there has been a gradual shift in understanding, helping to 

shift the focus of development to the quality of life of the people concerned, and prompting 

increased recognition that efforts towards social and economic development should be 

centered around the goals and participation of those who will be most directly affected.  

Despite increasing external support, 9 however, the ability of communities to engage in a 

participatory process of development – defined, in this thesis, as a people’s effort to improve 

their own quality of life in both its material and social dimensions – continues to be 

undermined by the effects of profound structural changes within rural communities. 

On the one hand, the low chances for economic prosperity in rural areas, coupled 

with the pervasive influence of messages in the media and schools that characterize rural life 

as somehow intrinsically “backward” or deficient,10 have resulted in a high rate of migration 

from rural communities to the cities and even across borders.11  While the effects of this 

migration are complex and not wholly negative,12 it nevertheless places some serious 

limitations on the process of participatory community development.  In addition to the 

reduction of available skills, and the increased dependence on the cash assistance that 

migrants often send home,13 the repeated exodus of the young and able contributes to a 

growing sense that rural life is something to be escaped rather than improved. 
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While the current rates of urban migration raise legitimate concern, there is another 

process of change taking place in rural areas that has perhaps just as great an impact on 

communities’ ability to pursue their own social and economic development.  The 

characteristics of this trend differ considerably both between and within countries, but across 

the region, there has been a general breakdown of social structures and norms that once 

supported collective action in important community endeavors.14  Although many 

communities may have once possessed the skills of joint problem-solving and cooperation 

towards common goals, the influences of past decades have caused an almost inevitable 

decline in these qualities, as media, schools, economic forces, and even development efforts 

themselves have brought a degree of external dependency, internal unrest, and the pervasive 

messages of a narrow and materialistic form of individualism. 

In the specific context of Honduras, these difficulties are illustrated perhaps most 

clearly in Katie Smith’s book about Granja Loma Linda, a training farm started by Honduran 

teacher and farmer Elías Sanchez.  Each week, the program welcomes visitors who wish to 

learn about effective farming methods, health issues, and other aspects of community 

development, and it emphasizes to all participants the importance of bringing this knowledge 

back to others in their communities.  Yet Smith explains that this sharing rarely occurred:  

“Farmers in the program already have a platform, based on the respect they have 
gained from the community for their economic successes, to promote social 
improvements: schools, education, potable water systems...  They could put their 
creative thinking to the service of the community.  They could share what they have 
learned.  They could work together.  And yet, for the most part, they do not… Even 
after several years in the extension program, they lack the reflex to share their 
burdens.”15 

 
While the story of the “human farm” at Loma Linda is ultimately quite an inspiring one, its 

successes seem to come through founder Elías Sanchez’ stubborn insistence that sustainable 

transformation of farming techniques requires no less than the transformation of the attitudes 

and expectations of many farmers themselves.  The challenges this program has faced are 

profound, and can be found in many rural communities throughout Honduras. 
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One way to describe the difficulties experienced by these communities is in terms of 

a lack of “social capital” or “social cohesion.”  Social capital is a concept that was perhaps 

made most famous by Robert Putnam’s book, Bowling Alone,16 although its origins lie in the 

works of such theorists as Alexis de Tocqueville, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, and others.  

Michael Woolcock defines social capital as “… a broad term encompassing the norms and 

networks facilitating collective action for mutual benefit.”17  Along with “human capital,” 

social capital has emerged as a point of central concern in social and economic development 

literature.  While not all economists agree as to its importance, “[social capital] provides a 

useful umbrella term for those aspects of societies which, though difficult to measure and 

incorporate into formal models, are widely thought to be an important determinant of long-

run economic success.”18 

 While social capital is gaining increasing attention in social and economic 

development initiatives, many have begun to use the term with an almost exclusive emphasis 

on its economic meaning.  Nan Lin, for example, writes that social capital is “…investment 

in social relations with expected returns in the marketplace.”19  Some theorists have objected 

this narrowing of the term, noting that it leaves behind another very important aspect of 

social norms and networks – the willingness of people to act on behalf of others without the 

expectation of reward.  The term “social cohesion,” or “social solidarity,” is often used to 

differentiate this concept from the strictly economic perspective on social capital.  While 

“solidarity” has its own difficulties with clarity and precision,20 the Organization for 

Economic Cooperation and Development defines it as “… co-operation, a sense of social 

duty and reciprocity not founded on any immediate payback for those contributing to the 

welfare of others.”21 

Both social capital and social solidarity are commonly seen as qualities that play a 

crucial supporting role to the process of social and economic development.  The “building 

blocks” of social capital and solidarity can be found at every level, from families and 
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community associations to national and even trans-national institutions.22  Yet both of these 

have their foundations in the attitudes and actions of individuals.  Speaking of the individual 

as “rooted within a larger social network,” Sheldon Berman emphasizes that “social 

responsibility” is the personal quality that supports this broader quality of cohesion, by 

enabling people to be “… active and responsible members of the larger social and political 

community.”23  The concept of social responsibility focuses on the “… nature of a person’s 

relationship with others and with the larger social and political world,”24 and involves “… 

social and political consciousness, a sense of connectedness, acting on ethical 

considerations, prosocial behavior, integrity of action, and active participation.”25  Adapting 

Berman’s own terminology slightly, I define social responsibility as “the personal 

investment in the well-being of others and society as a whole.”26 

 If rural Latin American communities are to succeed in improving their quality of 

life, they need to be able to respond creatively and constructively to the structural forces of 

change that are affecting their economic and social circumstances.  This requires the ability 

to draw on collaborative skills and institutions of collective decision-making and 

cooperation.  Yet, as I have noted, these are some of the very foundations that have been 

undermined over decades of social and structural change.27  This process, however, is not 

inevitable.  There is a growing body of research showing that “… individual change [can] 

become a bridge to community solidarity and social change” when the means for individual 

empowerment28  “… motivates people to improve not only their own lives but the lives of 

others.”29  One of the primary means for bringing about the empowerment of individuals is 

through education.  The following section addresses how education systems may be capable 

of strengthening students’ developing sense of social responsibility, enabling them to 

understand and apply their ability to positively impact the lives of others and their 

community as a whole. 
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EDUCATION, SOCIAL CHANGE, AND MORAL DEVELOPMENT 

 The development of social responsibility, or a concern for the well-being of others 

and society as a whole, forms part of a broader process of moral and social development that 

has been studied through the field of psychology for decades.   

Over the years of maturation to adulthood, this process takes place in the context of 

the child’s expanding awareness of the social world.  The work of both Piaget and Kohlberg, 

two foundational scholars in the area of moral development, shows that “… children attempt 

to understand social relationships, and in the process construct judgments about right and 

wrong, about how people should act towards each other.”30  By a very early age, children 

begin to show signs of wanting to avoid causing either emotional or physical injury to 

others.  This “do no harm” feeling is, in fact, one of the most basic elements underlying 

moral treatment of others.  Yet in terms of our actual interactions in the social world, there is 

another dynamic of moral development – not only do we avoid injuring others, but we also 

frequently feel called upon to undertake positive action for the benefit of those around us.  In 

the field of psychology, this is referred to as ‘prosocial’ or helping behavior:  “Prosocial 

behavior is defined as any voluntary, intentional action that produces a positive or beneficial 

outcome for the recipient.”31  Like other areas of moral development, prosocial behavior 

generally seems to increase as the child matures to adulthood, but the magnitude of this 

development varies greatly between people.32   

The differences that exist between individuals in the degree to which they engage in 

prosocial behavior are related to many variable factors, including both personality 

characteristics and the social circumstances of a child’s development.  In the earliest years, 

Jan Loubser observes, the child is usually entirely dependent on his family and “… has to 

start his socialization process in a very small group.  His initial identity is shaped by this 

group and at the outset it constitutes his only moral community.”  Shortly thereafter, 

however,  “… in most societies the school takes over from the family and … it serves 
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through socialization to extend the boundaries of the moral community for the child.”33  

Indeed, in many countries, the formal education system takes on a large part of the 

responsibility for developing students into citizens capable of living within the context of 

broader social norms and values. 

 To some extent, then, formal education has been seen as a tool through which to 

support, and sometimes even direct, the child’s natural process of moral and social 

development.  While in some cases this process of socialization is carried out implicitly 

within the structure and rules of the school, many educators have searched for ways to 

consciously use the formal education system to cultivate values and qualities they feel are 

lacking in society at large.  These efforts often implicitly draw on the perspective that 

schools should be one of the fundamental engines for progress towards a better society, 

rather than acting as a mold for replicating new generations in the form of those past.  At the 

end of the 19th century, John Dewey expressed this educational philosophy clearly, writing: 

“I believe that education is the fundamental method of social progress and reform,” and that 

“… the teacher is engaged, not simply in the training of individuals, but in the formation of 

the proper social life.”34   

It seems clear that a vision of education as merely a tool of social reproduction is 

inadequate in the context of rural communities in Latin America.  Indeed, as access to 

primary education and programs of adult education has expanded in recent decades, schools 

have been called upon to help rectify circumstances of inequality, injustice, social unrest, 

and disempowerment in the communities they serve.35  Yet for the large part, the formal 

education systems of Latin America have not been able to significantly impact these 

structural problems.  In part, this is due to insufficient attention to developing their students’ 

understanding of how they as individuals can play a supporting role in the progress of their 

community.  In 1975, the United Nations Educational, Scientific, and Cultural Organization 

(UNESCO) wrote: 
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“… it is one of the essential tasks of education to help the child, the young person, 
and the adult to overcome the potential conflict between his individuality and his 
responsibility to the community.  It is not a question of sacrificing the individual – 
and education – to the utilitarian requirements of economic development of the 
community… the aim is rather… to develop the potentialities and critical sense of 
the individual in such a way as to enable him to achieve self-realization within and 
for the benefit of a given society…”36 
 

With this perspective in mind, it seems clear that formal education systems could have the 

potential to consciously support the development of social responsibility in their students.  

 The most familiar forms of these efforts to support moral and social development 

take the names of “values education,” “character education” or “civics education,” each 

encompassing a diversity of methods and ultimate goals.  Yet studies on the effectiveness of 

these programs seem to indicate that we still have a poor grasp of the ways in which children 

and young adults learn the qualities of moral and prosocial behavior.  Citing studies by 

Wysong & Wright (1995), Schlaefli et al (1985), Solomon et al (1987), Fabes et al (1989), 

Gusec & Dix (1989), and Leming (1987),37 among others, James Hunter presents a great 

deal of evidence showing that many conventional and experimental education programs have 

been unable to achieve the long-term moral or social development they proclaim as their 

goal.  Hunter writes: 

“Some [programs] demonstrated some positive effects in the short term for certain 
kinds of moral sensibilities; but over the long term, children who went through these 
programs showed no substantial or consistent difference from those who did not.  
Especially when character education consists of an exhortation in platitudes (say 
through “virtue of the week” programs), pledges… and programs of reward and 
punishment, the new character-education programs have almost no effect at all… 
Community service programs do not fare much better.  These programs can 
positively affect young people’s personal development … but do not necessarily 
enhance their sense of civic responsibility.”38 
 

While Hunter may give less credit than is due for the many innovative attempts that have 

been made to support moral and social development through education, it seems clear that 

we still have a very limited understanding of how formal education can best contribute to 

this process.  If schools are to contribute to the long-term improvement of quality of life in 

rural communities by helping students develop their sense of “social responsibility,” and the 
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many other qualities of character that term implies, there is need for further experimentation 

and research that will help educational theorists and practitioners develop more effective 

methods of cultivating their students’ developing sense of concern for others. 

 

AN OVERVIEW OF THE THESIS 

 This thesis is intended as one small contribution to the research that is still needed in 

the areas of both participatory community development and moral education.  The findings 

presented in the following chapters are based on the perspective that one of the best ways of 

gaining greater insight into a process is to observe a system that has already achieved some 

success, in hopes of identifying both the qualities that lead to its effectiveness, and the areas 

where improvements might still be made.  Accordingly, I set out to study the Sistema de 

Aprendizaje Tutorial (Tutorial Learning System), a rural education program that aims to 

develop students’ understanding of the positive contributions they can make to their 

surrounding community. 

This six-year secondary education program, known as SAT, was originally designed 

in the 1970s by the Foundation for the Application and Teaching of the Sciences 

(FUNDAEC) in Colombia, specifically to contribute to a process of community 

development in the rural areas around Cali.  SAT has recently gained international 

recognition (European Expo 2000 Jury Verdict, and Club of Budapest Change the World – 

Best Practice Award) for its contributions towards rural social and economic development, 

in part as a result of its experience of educating students in skills of positive leadership and 

attitudes of service towards the community.  From its initial modest beginnings, SAT has 

now been implemented in 23 Colombian departments, with over 50,000 graduates and 

around 40,000 current students.39  Through partnerships with over 40 other institutions 

participating in the development network Universidad Para el Desarrollo Integral, SAT’s 
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reach has also been expanded beyond Colombia – to Brazil, Ecuador, Guatemala, Honduras, 

and Panama, among other countries.40 

Of all the SAT programs outside of Colombia, Honduras has the most established 

system, with over 1,000 students participating in the departments of Gracias a Dios, 

Atlántida, and Colón, and a formal government mandate to pursue national expansion 

throughout the country’s rural areas.  First presenting survey findings that demonstrate 

significant differences in the attitudes and educational experience of SAT students, in 

comparison to their peers in the conventional Honduran system, this thesis draws from 

students’ comments and reflections in order to identify some of the characteristics of SAT 

that seem to play a primary role in their development of social responsibility.   

 The chapters that follow will address the main features of both the SAT and the 

conventional Honduran education systems, the research methodology, and the quantitative 

and qualitative findings from the reflections of the 184 students participating in the study.  

These initial chapters set out to delineate some of the ways in which SAT students differ 

from their peers in their attitudes and experiences of social responsibility.   

The fifth chapter of this thesis will create a bridge between the basic research 

findings and their theoretical implications, briefly identifying the five major themes that 

emerge from SAT students’ reflections on how their education has influenced their 

development of social responsibility.  Each of these themes suggests certain educational 

approaches that seem to be at the root of SAT’s achievements, and may have implications 

for other programs with similar goals.  In discussing the meaning of the study’s findings in 

greater depth, I have chosen to focus on the strongest of these themes – the importance of 

SAT’s presentation of an overarching principle of human relations as an integrating concept 

in the curriculum.  Drawing on theories of curriculum design and David Ausubel’s cognitive 

learning theory, this sixth chapter seeks to articulate the ways in which SAT’s employment 

of the “unity” of humanity as a central conceptual framework may be assisting students in 
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developing socially responsible attitudes and behaviors.  My findings suggest that 

educational programs with similar goals may be more effective in their efforts if they, in 

turn, integrate their curriculum by introducing higher-order concepts that help students 

understand the interconnections that exist between human beings. 

 Ultimately, this thesis will return to the question of how education for social 

responsibility can make an important contribution to the process of community-led social 

and economic development.  It is my hope that the understanding gained from this study of 

the educational experience in SAT may provide one more element of support to the ongoing 

process of improving the well-being of Latin America’s rural communities. 
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CHAPTER II: THE SISTEMA DE APRENDIZAJE TUTORIAL 
AND THE CENTRO BÁSICO IN HONDURAS 

 
 
  
 The research findings presented in this thesis emerge from an investigation of 

Honduran students’ experiences in two different rural secondary education programs: the 

Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial (SAT), and the Centro Básico (CB).  This chapter is 

intended to give the context for the research findings presented later in this thesis by 

describing the fundamental aspects of both programs’ methodology and curriculum. Because 

the CB is based on a fairly conventional western model of schooling, this chapter will give 

greater attention to the SAT program in order to help identify some of its distinctive features.  

Following a basic description, I will summarize the primary ways in which each educational 

system teaches concepts of social responsibility through its written curriculum. 

 

INTRODUCTION TO THE SISTEMA DE APRENDIZAJE TUTORIAL 

 In 1974, searching for “… a more appropriate role for science, technology, and 

education in the development of rural areas,”1 a group of scientists and other professionals 

founded the Foundation for the Application and Teaching of the Sciences (FUNDAEC) in 

Colombia.  As an institution, FUNDAEC was dedicated to deepening its understanding of 

the ways in which the process of development could be truly participatory, searching for the 

fundamental factors that would allow a community to “…choose and walk its own path of 

development.”2  From the beginning, FUNDAEC dedicated a significant amount of energy 

to experimentation on environmentally sustainable farming techniques that would allow 

more productive use of available land.  Their close collaboration with many rural families on 

these projects led to a recognition that the younger generations of the communities were 

capable of far more, both intellectually and in their capacity for leadership, than was 
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assumed in most development initiatives.3  Increasingly, the group saw rural youth as 

potentially “… the most valuable human resources for social change…”4 

 As FUNDAEC continued its projects of agricultural experimentation, it began to 

transform the understanding gained from its experiences into a series of textbooks.  Focused 

around developing capacities of communication, analytical thinking, and investigation 

through action, the resulting materials were integrated by the common purpose of promoting 

“rural well-being.”5  It is these materials, refined and expanded over the years, which 

became the Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial, with over 40,000 current students in Colombia, 

and smaller-scale implementations being undertaken in many other countries. 

 By the standards of most formal education programs in Latin America, SAT is an 

unusual system, designed to respond to the specific needs and constraints of the rural 

education environment.  Unlike most schools, SAT is not defined by its physical location – 

instead, its institutional aspects are largely portable and flexible: a well-defined (yet still 

locally-responsive) curriculum contained in a series of interactive textbooks, a group of 

about 15-25 students who study its materials, and a trained tutor preferably from the same 

local area as the SAT group he or she facilitates.6  Together, this group studies a six-year 

course of written materials and practical applications, equivalent to 7th through 12th grades in 

Honduras’ conventional education system.  

Students of the SAT program are seen as the “protagonists” of their own education, 

seeking out answers to the questions posed in the curriculum, and playing a central role in 

the cooperative planning involved in carrying out the projects that accompany many of the 

texts.  SAT makes service to others the central axis around which the process of knowledge-

acquisition revolves.7  As a result, the group projects that help students practice their skills 

and develop greater understanding of the subject at hand are simultaneously small-scale 

social and economic development initiatives addressing issues of health, literacy, 
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agricultural technology, small business practices, environmental projects, and other issues of 

concern in their community.   

As students analyze the reality of their community’s own circumstances, FUNDAEC 

hopes that they will develop new skills, strengthen community relationships, and gain an 

understanding of innovative methods to respond to the problems they see.  SAT teaches that, 

while the path of the social and economic advancement of a community may be defined 

within particular structural constraints, these limiting factors can be evaluated and overcome 

through creative and systematic use of the material and human resources available. 

 In Honduras, as in other places where it has been implemented, SAT has gained 

significant support from the government and education ministry.  The initial implementation 

in Honduras took place in the remote region of La Mosquitia; when the first SAT groups 

began studying there less than a decade ago, many communities in this region were 

accessible only by foot or by water, and SAT offered the only possibility for continued study 

beyond the primary school years.  In 2001, just as SAT was being expanded to the more 

accessible departments of Atlántida and Colón, the Honduran government completed its first 

evaluation of the program, in order to determine whether the first three years of SAT would 

be considered equivalent to the Ciclo Común in Honduras.  The investigating team reported:  

“Taking into account the effectiveness and the educational experience of SAT, the 
Departmental and District Directors believe that SAT should be given the greatest 
support… In the interviews, the students demonstrated satisfaction and pride in 
belonging to SAT, for (a) the humane and dignified treatment it gives them, (b) the 
participation it has in its learning methodology, (c) the practicality of its lessons and 
the integration of the contents and materials, (d) the quality of its teaching in 
comparison to the education gained in the Centros Comunes.”8 
 

Comparing the test scores of SAT students to their peers in the conventional Honduran 

system, the evaluating team reported that there appeared to be little difference in the 

achievement of the two groups in Spanish (despite the fact that the majority of the SAT 

students tested spoke Garífuna or Misquito as their first language).  “In terms of 

mathematics,” they continued, “we can appreciate that, in comparison to the results of the 
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tests applied … at the national level to the colegios comunes, the results of SAT [students] 

are superior, demonstrating consistency in their understanding and assurance in the practical 

application of the same.”9   

 Not long after this evaluation was completed, the Bayan Association (the NGO 

coordinating SAT in Honduras) took part in a series of meetings with members of the 

national education ministry.  By the conclusion of these meetings, the Honduran government 

had decided that SAT would be expanded nationwide, eventually becoming the country’s 

primary system for rural secondary education.  Shortly before I arrived to carry out my 

research, the support of the Honduran government for SAT was reaffirmed in a declaration 

ensuring that students graduating from the SAT program would be eligible for consideration 

in any of the country’s institutions of higher learning.10 

 

THE CURRICULUM OF THE SISTEMA DE APRENDIZAJE TUTORIAL 

 One of the most unique features of the SAT program is its curriculum.  As I 

described above, the initial material for the curriculum came from projects and experiments 

carried out with rural families themselves, giving the material a natural base in practice-

oriented learning.  In the first three years of the SAT program, the period equivalent to the 

education offered in the Centro Básico, SAT students in Honduras study 28 different 

textbooks, in sets of three or four each trimester. 

In many ways, these “textbooks” differ from the usual connotations associated with 

the term.  To begin with, many of the texts are written in the style of a conversation with the 

students.11  As the students read the material out loud to each other, they are encouraged to 

pause and answer the questions posed to them as a group before continuing on with further 

reading.  While different groups and their tutors have been more or less successful in 

developing this skill of consulting together on the questions found in the texts, as the groups 
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become more familiar with the process, those conversations themselves become an 

important part of the learning process. 

The texts are divided into five “capacity” areas: communication, mathematics, 

sciences, farming and livestock technology, and service to the community.  While these 

divisions to some extent delineate the material covered within each text, there is a great deal 

of integration and interaction between areas.  The first text on “service to the community,” 

for example, focuses on health issues, and as a result the student is quickly introduced to 

some fairly advanced concepts of biology, while simultaneously developing basic skills of 

working with their neighbors to both collect and explain information on health issues.  Later, 

while students are studying a “lectures on society” text, addressing the topic of population, 

their mathematics textbook simultaneously applies students’ algebra skills to investigating 

the demography of their community, country, and surrounding region.  In this way, 

important concepts are explored and then often repeatedly reintroduced and refined from 

different perspectives over the years, allowing students to gain a deeper understanding of the 

systems and forces they study. 

The SAT materials also cover a wide array of themes related to social responsibility.  

The lessons and projects of the SAT students often mutually reinforce one another, exploring 

ideas of harmony within the family, friendship, environmental stewardship, honesty in the 

media and in business activities, sources of social division, the meaning and importance of 

diversity, consultation and collective decision-making, and many different personal qualities 

that the materials introduce as essential foundations for learning to interact with others and 

contribute positively to society.  Through stories, poetry, quotations, and applied activities, 

these themes are woven throughout the SAT texts and are expected to become part of the 

culture of the SAT group itself. 

Indeed, as I carried out my research in Honduras I began to understand that SAT is 

an integrated curriculum in more than just the way it works to develop intellectual 
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capabilities in its students.  It is also based on a certain philosophy of life and the world 

whose elements appear consistently throughout the materials.  James Beane writes that “A 

‘coherent curriculum is one that holds together, that makes sense as a whole; and its parts, 

whatever they are, are unified and connected by that sense of the whole… There is a sense of 

a larger, compelling purpose, and actions are tied to that purpose.”12  In Honduras, the SAT 

curriculum appears to fulfill these criteria not only in the areas of mathematics and sciences, 

but also in the way it teaches about human society and the role of the individual within it.  

From the comments of students, it became apparent that one of the concepts they considered 

most important represented a particular a way of thinking about the relationships between 

human beings.  They referred to this concept most often with a single word: unidad, or 

“unity” in English. 

When I began investigating how this concept was taught within SAT, I was 

surprised to discover that it did not seem to play an explicit central role in the original SAT 

curriculum.  Indeed, in the original series of texts created by FUNDAEC, many other 

concepts (including: “well-being,” “service,” the notion of “community” itself, and others) 

frequently appear, while the word “unity” is rarely mentioned.  Interestingly, it was the 

unique circumstances of education in Honduras that seems to have brought the concept of 

unity to the forefront of the SAT experience that country. 

When SAT was first introduced to Honduras, the implementing NGO quickly 

realized that the quality of primary education in Honduras did not adequately prepare 

students for studying the SAT materials.  When they consulted with FUNDAEC about this 

difficulty, FUNDAEC recommended that they add two texts as a transition to develop the 

necessary skills.  One of the texts they recommended was Reinforcement of Primary 

Education, a slim book prepared by FUNDAEC itself to focus on developing students’ 

understanding of classification and causality.  The second text they recommended had been 

developed by another institution, also in Colombia, called the Ruhi Foundation.  Around the 
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same time that FUNDAEC was creating SAT, Ruhi had developed a book called Drawing 

on the Power of the Word, specially for youth in their early teenage years, to improve their 

ability to communicate in writing and in speech and to help them begin thinking about the 

positive roles they could play in the advancement of their communities.  It is these two texts, 

through their introduction of the concept of unity, that seem to set the context for students’ 

thinking about social responsibility throughout the experience of SAT in Honduras. 

As they study these two texts, SAT students in Honduras are introduced to broad 

understanding of the social context of their education.  This context is expressed in an early 

passage of Drawing on the Power of the Word, a book that revolves around the story of an 

actual youth group from a small community in Colombia.  The Colombian group’s 

declaration of purpose, included in the story, helps those who study the text to formulate 

their own understanding of the purpose of their efforts.  In part, the declaration reads: 

“We are no longer children and should seriously think about our future.  The world 
in which we live is filled with suffering and afflicted with disunity.  We want to 
build a new world where people live in harmony and where war and poverty no 
longer exist.  In order to build a new world we should begin with our own 
community … To reach our goals as a community, we should be united, act with 
justice, cooperate and be friendly with one another, and be generous, honest, and 
trustworthy.”13 
 
Overall, it is clear that the SAT curriculum as a whole revolves around the 

conviction that the students are being prepared for their role of carrying out lasting positive 

change in their communities.  While many other education programs do focus to some extent 

on helping their students become positive social actors, the degree of emphasis placed on 

this goal by SAT is unusual.  The following section will briefly explore a more conventional 

approach to this educational objective – the civics education program of Honduras’ Centro 

Básico schools. 
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A BRIEF INTRODUCTION TO THE CENTRO BÁSICO 

 In Honduras, the conventional education system is divided into four different 

segments: six initial years of primary school, a three-year ciclo común or “common cycle,” 

an upper three years of secondary school, and then higher education.  For the most part, 

Honduras’ secondary schools have been concentrated in the cities and large towns, while the 

government has been working to expand access to primary schools in the rural areas.  Until 

recently, those few students from rural areas with the resources to continue their education 

often had to travel each day to the nearest town or city to attend school.  For the majority of 

young people in rural areas, however, formal education often ended after no more than six 

years of primary school. 

Several years ago, however, it became apparent that it would be necessary to expand 

access to secondary education.  The Honduran government responded by developing a plan 

for establishing what they called a Centro Básico in some of the more accessible rural 

communities.  These schools would be a combination of the primary grades and the ciclo 

común, or first three years of secondary school, housed in shared facilities and with a single 

team of administrators.  Under this system, after completing up to nine years of schooling, 

students could choose whether or not to pursue a more focused título in one of the upper 

secondary schools still located in the population centers. 

The structure and methodology of education in the Honduran Centro Básico echo 

the fundamentals of many education systems throughout the Western hemisphere.  As the 

teachers rotate between classrooms, students study several different subjects each day, 

broken up by common discipline areas.  In the schools I visited, a typical schedule might 

include periods for Social Studies, Physical Education, Spanish, English,14 Mathematics, 

Natural Sciences, and a few other classes rotated in throughout the week.  In all the CB 

schools I visited, a few hours each week were also set aside for Civics Education, which 

served as the primary means of developing students’ sense of social responsibility. 
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SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY IN THE CURRICULUM OF THE CENTRO BÁSICO 

 As in most conventional schools, education in the Centro Básico focuses around the 

oral explanations of the teachers.  In Honduras, the curriculum for each subject follows a 

largely pre-set plan of lessons included in the official national textbooks; although the 

teacher has some flexibility in selecting which themes to focus on, the national exams draw 

from the material covered in these books.  In the cities, where families generally have more 

resources, students may be expected to buy their own textbooks (like the SAT materials, 

these are soft-cover books printed fairly inexpensively).  In rural areas, however, it is more 

common for the students to work with photocopies of sections the teacher has selected, and 

to take notes of what the teacher has said – often in the verbatim style of a dictation. 

 In an effort to gain an understanding of what the CBs were teaching their students 

about social responsibility, I reviewed the civics textbooks used by teachers in the first three 

years of secondary education.  Each of these books contains a fairly consistent selection of 

themes, focusing on family life, human rights, aspects of the community (such as the 

education center, or community organizations), and subjects related to citizenship and 

governance in Honduras and the surrounding region. 

 While these materials, like SAT’s texts, contain some short stories and poems, the 

overall effect is quite different.  Rather than including questions that promote discussion, the 

CB texts seem to emphasize descriptions, self-contained analyses and lists of 

recommendations.  One interesting example of this is an early lesson on strengthening the 

family, which reads: 

“In order to achieve family harmony and integration, you should take into account 
the following advice:  … Set aside one night per week to go out or gather with the 
members of your family (just your father, mother, and the children)… Do everything 
you can to eat together at least once per day… Celebrate the birthdays of each 
member of the family; this will educate the children and communicate to them the 
importance of each one in the family…”15 
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In addition to advising students to carry out certain kinds of actions, the books also often 

include lists of values or qualities that students should develop, such as the following 

passage from the third-year text: 

“Moral values are those that give cohesion and sustain society.  For a society to be 
secure and develop in harmony, the families that compose it should be solidly rooted 
in a series of values such as: sincerity, justice, cooperation, tolerance, generosity, 
obedience, respect, democracy, rational use of resources, dedication, etc.”16 

 
 The readings themselves are an interesting combination of analyses, some of which 

are quite profound and constructive, and others of which seem to leave students with only a 

superficial understanding of a distressing problem, without providing an avenue to help them 

think about how circumstances could be changed.  When compared to the outward-looking 

orientation introduced by the SAT materials (for example, in the youth declaration where the 

purpose of change in the individual and in the community is to contribute towards a better 

global society), the CB materials present the advancement of the nation and the community 

as a means of creating a “… favorable environment for individual and family life…”17 This 

same tendency to address aspects of the social world in a way that is justified through 

reference back to the individual, can be found frequently throughout the texts. 

 Finally, if in the Honduran version of SAT, human relations are conceived of 

primarily in terms of “unity,” the focal point for consideration in the CB curriculum is 

human rights and, to a lesser extent, national solidarity.  Each year, the texts address the 

topic of human rights in further depth, studying national and international laws, and learning 

about such principles as equality, solidarity, tolerance, justice, and dignity. 

 Just as in SAT, therefore, the CB civics materials place an emphasis on the 

development of social responsibility in its students, but within a more formal context of laws 

and specific standards of behavior.   
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CONCLUSION 

 While many of the same words and concepts are used in teaching about social 

responsibility in both the SAT and CB programs, the overall effect of the two curricula is 

quite distinct.  While in SAT the goal of cultivating the attitudes and behaviors of social 

responsibility are focused on many opportunities for practice both within and outside the 

classroom, the structure of the CB schools does not allow for such extensive application 

through group projects (although class groups do carry out small initiatives, such as trash 

clean-ups in their community).  This difference in emphasis is made greater by the fact that, 

in SAT, concepts relating to social responsibility appear in many different texts with 

elements of integration that tie many of the ideas together.  As a result, although the total 

number of pages devoted to these topics is approximately equivalent in both programs, the 

opportunities for practical application and the diffusion of concepts into many different 

curricular areas serve to make social responsibility a more encompassing educational goal in 

the SAT program.  These differences in approach and orientation appear to have identifiable 

consequences in the learning experience of students in both educational systems.  Following 

a discussion of research methodology, Chapter IV will explore in more detail the ways in 

which SAT and CB students differ in the area of social responsibility. 
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CHAPTER III: METHODOLOGY 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Much of the research and investigation that has been carried out in relation to the 

Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial (SAT) has been in the form of continual reflection and 

adjustment of the program based on FUNDAEC’s experience with it over the years.1  While 

this seems to have been an effective method for the internal development of the program, 

external studies that provide a “snapshot” of one particular aspect of the system can serve as 

important tools for understanding the experience of SAT students, and how (or if) this differs 

from that of students in other educational systems.  As SAT has gained increasing attention 

over the past several years, a few such studies have emerged.  The critically important point 

of SAT’s apparent ability to foster a sense of social responsibility in its students, however, 

has not yet received significant systematic attention. 

 A study from 2001 notes that “when the organizations offering the SAT program are 

asked for the reasons behind its success, they invariably mention that its content is relevant 

to the reality of the life of their students; that SAT is unique in the way it integrates the 

spiritual with the material, the social with the technical, and the theoretical with the 

practical; [and] that SAT is highly effective in fomenting service to the community and 

promoting productive activities…”2 The purpose of the current study is to investigate the 

latter assertion, asking: 

“I would like to say that I enjoyed doing 
this survey that we have worked on, 

because it helps us to develop our minds 
– for this reason, I did it with pleasure.” 

 
From the survey of Carmen Marisela,  

Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial student 

“I really liked this evaluation, because 
we could write our own thoughts, and it 
has helped us to be sure of what we are 

doing and thinking.” 
 

From the survey of Blanca Rivera,  
Centro Básico student 
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(1) On measurements of attitudes and qualities related to social responsibility, are 
SAT students indeed any different from their peers in Honduras’ conventional 
education system?   

(2) If there is a difference, how consistently does it point to a greater sense of social 
responsibility among SAT students, and what elements of social responsibility 
appear to be most prevalent? 

(3) Drawing from SAT students’ reflections on their experience in SAT, do any 
themes emerge that seem to link specific characteristics of the program to 
students’ development of a sense of social responsibility? 

 
It is important to emphasize that this study’s focus is fairly narrow, setting aside many other 

important issues, such as students’ learning in the standard subjects, the quality of teaching, 

etc.  While these are all important aspects to be investigated, this thesis aims its contribution 

towards just one element of the whole program – the question of students’ development of 

an orientation of concern towards others. 

 A full understanding of even this one aspect would require a much more detailed 

study than the one presented here.  Such a study, however, would not be possible without 

first establishing a foundational set of responses to the questions introduced above.  The goal 

of the research presented in this thesis, therefore, is to lay the groundwork for later, more 

detailed investigations by systematically investigating the perspectives of students, and 

characteristics of the curriculum itself, on issues related to social responsibility. 

 

GENERAL RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

 The process of investigating the three questions listed above required a combination 

of research methodologies.  While I used standard survey methods, complemented by 

structured interviews, to collect the basic data, I analyzed the results in two different ways.  

First, in establishing whether differences do indeed exist between the two groups of students, 

I made use of primarily quantitative methods of analysis.  To investigate the potential causal 

linkages between characteristics of the program and students’ development of social 

responsibility, however, I employed a method based on the inductive process of grounded 
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theory.3  The remainder of this chapter discusses in further detail the selection of the sample 

groups, the research activities undertaken, the quantitative and qualitative data processing 

methods, and methodological issues related to the writing process. 

 

DESIGN FACTORS AND SAMPLE GROUPS 

 Perhaps the most accurate method for understanding the impact of an educational 

system such as SAT would be to conduct a longitudinal study, with measurement of change 

in attitudes and actions as the student progresses through the program.  Since a longitudinal 

design was not feasible for a background study such as this one, however, I chose to 

structure my research around a comparison between rural youth studying in the SAT 

program, and peers of theirs who have access to the Centro Básico schools. 

 Because of the nature of school schedules, and the need for repeated visits to those 

participating in the study, I did not attempt to carry out a random sample of individuals from 

the entire population of SAT and CB students.  Instead, I chose to use a purposive sampling 

method,4 aiming for participation by two-thirds or more of the students in specific selected 

communities.  While this approach prevents true statistical generalization to the population, I 

took precautions to ensure that the SAT groups chosen for the study represented a range of 

experiences in the program, thus preventing undue selection bias.  The CB communities 

were chosen based on their cultural, geographical and economic similarity to SAT 

communities included in the study.   

Selection Procedure: With the help of Bayán Association, the NGO in charge of 

implementing and coordinating SAT in Honduras, I carried out the selection of eleven SAT 

groups from different geographical areas and representing a range in the quality of their 

experiences within the program.  After eliminating three of those groups because only a very 

low percentage of the students in each class were able to participate in the study,5 the sample 

size included 96 SAT students, 75 of whom were in their second year of the program 
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(equivalent to 8th grade under the American system) and 21 of whom were in their third year 

of the program (9th grade).  Using a rough scale of 1 – 3, with 1 representing higher quality 

of experience and 3 representing lower quality, the program coordinators at Associación 

Bayan categorized the SAT groups in the following way:6 

SAT Group Name Quality of 
Experience 

Total Students # Students in 
Study 

Paguales II 1 17 12 (71%) 
Diamante de Sión III 1 17 13 (76%) 
Río Chiquito II 1 14 12 (86%) 
Corralitos II 2 16 14 (88%) 
Paguales III 2 12 8 (67%) 
Aguacate Línea IIa 3 12 11 (92%) 
Aguacate Línea IIb 3 14 12 (86%) 
Los Cerritos II 3 16 14 (88%) 

Total Number of SAT Participants 96 SAT students 
 

 Looking for similarities in cultural and economic factors, I chose three CB 

communities based on their proximity to the SAT communities of Corralitos, Aguacate 

Línea, and Diamante de Sión.  Like all of the SAT communities, they had a Mestizo 

population,7 depended primarily on agriculture for subsistence, and had relatively easy 

access to a main road.  Six different CB class groups (second- and third-year students from 

each community) were therefore included in the study, with the following rates of 

participation:8  

CB Class Group Total Students # Students in Study 
Ilamapa II (8th grade) 26 17 (65%) 
Ilamapa III (9th grade) 16 15 (94%) 
Tomalá II (8th grade) 19 16 (84%) 
Tomalá III (9th grade) 26 17 (65%) 
Roma II (8th grade) 17 9 (53%) 
Roma III (9th grade) 20 14 (70%) 

Total Number of CB Participants 88 CB Students 
 

 Finally, it is important to note that one of the CB groups selected (Roma III) had 

actually studied for one year under the SAT program before the community decided to 

accept the government’s offer of a Centro Básico.  This group added an interesting 
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dimension to the analysis of differences between the two groups, since the students were 

able to draw from a perspective on both programs.9 

 The map below shows the approximate 

locations of the final six SAT communities (black) 

and three CB communities (green) included in the 

study, as well as the city of La Ceiba (red).  To the 

right is a full map of Honduras. 

 

RESEARCH ACTIVITIES 

 In order to measure students’ sense of social responsibility, I used both surveys and 

structured interviews to address certain qualities and attitudes relating to the broader 

concept.  As noted in the introduction to this thesis, I am drawing on an adapted version of 

Sheldon Berman’s term, defining social responsibility as “the personal investment in the 

well-being of others and of society as a whole.”  Prior to designing the survey, I sought to 

identify elements of social responsibility that could be measured through written responses.  

Through this process, described as operationalizing concepts, or “…translating them into 

measurable variables,”10 I chose the following indicators for measuring social responsibility: 

(1) Value given to personal qualities (such as honesty, generosity, humility and 
responsibility) that can provide a foundation for positive social relations. 
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(2) Level of importance placed by the student on establishing positive and mutually-
supportive dynamics in interpersonal and group relations. 

(3) Level of interest in helping others, and scope of the social sphere to whose 
members the student would extend assistance (e.g. family, close friends, 
neighbors, other community members, or beyond). 

 
While social responsibility may also carry with it civic, political, environmental and other 

connotations, I have focused on these three elements as those most expressive of the 

attitudes needed to create a foundation for effective collaboration, mutual problem-solving, 

and participation in the process of community development.  One other question also 

influenced the survey design:  

(4) Whether students perceive any positive influence on these factors as a result of 
their education, and if so, in what form. 

 
The surveys and interviews therefore sought to investigate students’ attitudes and 

experiences related to each of the three aspects of social responsibility, and to gather some 

initial information on the possible influence of the program in its students’ development of 

concern for the well-being of others. 

Surveys:  All of the 184 students participating in the study filled out a questionnaire 

addressing each of the points mentioned above.  While some of the questions presented a 

pre-arranged choice of answers, the structure of many of them was intentionally open, 

seeking to provide the student with the opportunity to reflect on his or her educational 

experience with minimal interference from my own prior assumptions.  This characteristic of 

openness was especially important to maintain, given the foundational nature of this study.   

All students were given the choice of whether or not to participate in the study; none 

declined.  Any student under the age of 18 was also required to obtain a signature from a 

parent on a permission slip I provided to them.11  CB students were able to complete their 

entire survey in one sitting.  The SAT survey, however, contained additional questions of 

specific interest to the Bayán Association.12 Because of the added length of the SAT 

questionnaire, students completed it during in two sittings, roughly equivalent to double the 
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time needed for the CB survey.  In the following chapters, I will briefly present each specific 

survey question before discussing the findings; a complete copy of both surveys can be 

found in Appendices A and B.13 

Pilot Testing:  The two versions of the questionnaire were pilot tested separately, 

with SAT and CB students, in order to check for clarity and validity of the questions.14 

Interviews:  In addition to the surveys, I carried out interviews with fifteen SAT 

students, and three students who had studied in both the SAT and CB systems.  I employed a 

modified form of cluster sampling to choose the interview subjects, first identifying the 

groups (Aguacate Línea IIa, Río Chiquito II, Corralitos II, Paguales II, and Roma III), and 

then randomly selecting four students from each group to interview.15  One student was 

absent each from Paguales II and Roma III, leaving three interviews in each of these groups 

and four in the rest, a total of 18. 

 The interviews followed a semi-structured order of questions including opportunities 

for students to elaborate on what they had written in their surveys and to talk about aspects 

of some selected texts that were particularly important to them.  Near the beginning of each 

interview, I gave each student a few minutes to review some of the relevant materials he or 

she had studied, and asked him or her to tell me about particularly important aspects, or 

elements that had “caught your attention.”  Questions were left deliberately open in order to 

allow students the freedom to remember what had truly been important to them, rather than 

reacting to any expectations I might convey.16  Following the investigation of the texts, I 

asked the students to answer orally each of several questions on changes in their 

interpersonal relationships and in their opinion about helping others in the community. These 

interviews served to add even more detail to the open-ended survey questions and to provide 

a more personal understanding of students’ experiences in their education program.  See 

Appendix C for a full listing of interview questions. 



 38

Observations:  During the course of the research, I visited each group of students 

between two and four times, sometimes having the chance to explore the surrounding 

community, sit in on classes and observe group projects.  Although helpful for gaining a 

sense of the context of the student’s learning, I was not able to carry out detailed 

observations as part of a systematic research effort.  Further studies would no doubt benefit 

from greater time dedicated to group observation. 

Curriculum Review:  In addition to collecting students’ perspectives on their 

education, I carried out a review of both programs’ curricula.  Because the texts used in SAT 

are very integrated between topic areas, I studied all of the SAT materials from the first two 

and a half years of the program, the materials that the participating students had studied, 

compiling a record of the ways in which the curriculum taught about ideas related to social 

responsibility.  In order to get a sense of what the CB students were learning, I reviewed 

their civics textbooks from each year of the program using a similar process.  This 

curriculum analysis helped connect my findings to the broader context of each program’s 

approach to social responsibility. 

 

PROCESSING METHODS 

 Processing of all data was carried out with great care, involving multiple checks for 

accurate coding and calculations.  The first step in this process was to enter all survey 

responses into an Access database, allowing for easy organization and retrieval of data.  I 

then coded all quantifiable aspects of the written questions, first reviewing all of the student 

responses and noting down types of responses that appeared more than once.  After carrying 

out a preliminary coding of each answer using the code list generated during the initial 

review, I sorted the answers by category and read through them again to ensure internal 

consistency.  Next, I analyzed the quantitative results of both closed- and open-ended 

questions with Stata software, focusing on generating descriptive statistics of students’ 
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answers to each question, and calculating the statistical significance of differences observed 

between the two groups. 

 After completing this quantitative analysis, I worked further with students’ written 

answers and the interview transcriptions.  Using the qualitative analysis program ATLAS TI, 

I carried out a generative process of comparative coding, searching for themes related to the 

development of a sense of social responsibility.  In grounded theory methodology, the 

process of comparative analysis guides the generation of conceptual categories, in such a 

way that each additional section of qualitative data is analyzed for new contributions that can 

be made to emerging conceptual themes.  As Ian Dey writes in Grounding Grounded 

Theory, “categories (or codes) are to be generated by comparing one incident with another 

and then by comparing new incidents with the emergent categories.”17  Through this process, 

the recurring themes present in the data, their properties, and their interrelationships one with 

another are gradually revealed and given greater definition.  This inductive method played a 

central role in generating the theoretical observations made in this thesis by allowing me to 

learn directly from the ways in which students spoke about their experience in SAT, and 

thereby contributing to a greater understanding of the ways in which SAT may be supporting 

the development of students’ sense of social responsibility. 

 

METHODOLOGICAL ASPECTS OF WRITING 

 In writing the analysis of this research, I was able to quote from specific students’ 

answers in order to provide more in-depth evidence for the statistical and theoretical themes 

that emerged.  In nearly every case, I have used quotations that share common features with 

the answers of many other students, in the effort to provide specific illustrations of what 

appear to be more general trends.  In selecting these quotations, I searched in part for clarity 

of expression, but more often than not, one quotation stands in the place of many more that 
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could make equally interesting and clear contributions.  All students quoted in this study 

have been provided with pseudonyms in order to protect their privacy. 

 

CONCLUSION  

One of the primary guiding principles behind this study was the goal that, even as I 

would be learning from students’ experiences, so my research should also benefit the 

students directly, through providing an opportunity for them to reflect on important aspects 

of their own education.  This goal has provided the broader context throughout the process 

of designing the methodology of my research and choosing the various forms in which the 

research results would appear.  The attempt to form the study around this goal of direct 

positive contribution has represented, in itself, an important learning opportunity.  It is my 

hope that the experience of participating in this study (perhaps illustrated, in part, by the 

quotations cited at the beginning of this chapter) provided students with a positive 

opportunity for self-reflection. 
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CHAPTER IV: FINDINGS ON SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 
AMONG SAT AND CB STUDENTS 

 
 
 

When FUNDAEC was presented with the European Expo Jury Verdict Award in 

2000, and the Club of Budapest “Change the World” Award in 2002, praise for the Sistema 

de Aprendizaje Tutorial was high.  Calling it a “… revolutionary education system for 

integral development,” award presenter Dietmarr Schönherr drew attention to the program’s 

“… pursuit of those fundamental values of human community life…” and the resulting 

“awareness of solidary service for the village community.”1  Indeed, it is clear that while the 

SAT program has high goals for the intellectual development of its students, the broader 

context for their education is consistently framed in terms of preparation for a life of positive 

contribution to the communities in which they live.  As the curriculum exploration in 

Chapter II illustrated, the theme of service to others is interwoven throughout the SAT 

curriculum, and many tutors, organizations and government officials involved with the 

program have noted the positive effects of this orientation. 

For the most part, however, observations of the impact of this program on students’ 

sense of social responsibility have been largely anecdotal.  In an effort to learn about SAT’s 

strengths and weaknesses in a more systematic way, this chapter presents the findings from 

an investigation into students’ sense of social responsibility.  As was addressed in the review 

of my research methodology, this preliminary study was intended to provide a foundation for 

further and more rigorous research.  To fulfill this limited goal, it focused on investigating 

what differences, if any, exist between the attitudes and experiences of SAT students and 

those of students studying under the conventional Honduran curriculum.  Providing structure 

for the study were three primary indicators related to social responsibility: 



 43

(1) Value given to personal qualities (such as honesty, generosity, humility and 
responsibility) that can provide a foundation for positive social relations. 

(2) Level of importance placed by the student on establishing positive and mutually-
supportive dynamics in interpersonal and group relations. 

(3) Level of interest in helping others, and scope of the social sphere to whose 
members the student would extend assistance (e.g. family, close friends, 
neighbors, other community members, or beyond). 

 
While a comparison such as this cannot conclusively show causality, it does help to indicate 

whether the distinctions between groups are strong enough to merit further investigation of 

the impact of each program on students’ development of social responsibility. 

The findings presented in this chapter are covered in five distinct sections.  The first 

of these briefly reviews basic descriptive statistics of the two sample groups, assessing the 

impact that the secondary independent variables of age, gender balance, and religiosity 

(rather than the primary independent variable of the students’ educational program) might 

have on the survey results.  Second, I present the findings on a few select personal qualities 

that are related to social responsibility.  The third section addresses the level of importance 

students placed on developing positive relations with others, both in a general sense and in 

the specific contexts of their families and the community as a whole.  Next, I examine the 

students’ attitudes towards helping others, again with a focus on the distinction between 

helping within the family and outside of it.  The final section of this chapter moves beyond 

students’ reported attitudes into an exploration of their educational experience.  The goal of 

the questions presented in that fifth section is to investigate to what extent students 

themselves perceive positive changes in their attitudes and behaviors as a result of their 

education in SAT and CB. 

Drawing on both the survey and interview data, the findings in this chapter 

demonstrate that a significant difference between SAT and CB students does exist on many 

measures relating to social responsibility.  In establishing and exploring the nature of these 

distinctions, this chapter provides a foundation for the effort to understand how the 
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educational process can assist students in developing a personal investment in the well-being 

of others. 

   

SECTION ONE: DESCRIBING THE SAMPLE GROUPS 

 Since the first purpose of this study is to determine whether, “on measurements of 

attitudes and qualities related to social responsibility, SAT students are indeed any different 

from their peers in Honduras’ conventional education system,” it is important to establish to 

what degree the students’ education program can be considered the primary independent 

variable determining differences between the students. 

 While equivalence in background for the two student populations could not be 

guaranteed, my selection of CB schools revolved around the goal of finding communities 

that would be as economically and culturally similar to the SAT groups as possible.  As a 

result, all of the communities in the study are characterized by similar external features: 

relatively easy access to a main road, agriculture as the primary means of livelihood, and a 

Mestizo population.  Despite these efforts, of course, each community is bound to have 

distinct qualities that may affect the way students react to their education.  Although I 

acknowledge that uncertainty, I will assume for purposes of this exploration that the nine 

communities included in this study share in common the most fundamental aspects of 

Honduran rural Mestizo culture. 

 Beyond the question of general culture, however, there are specific elements of 

difference between the student populations that are important to acknowledge, including 

gender balance (a higher percentage of women in CB than in SAT), age distribution (slightly 

older in SAT than in CB), and level of religiosity (greater in CB than in SAT).  I have given 

detailed information on each of these factors in Appendix D.  In general, however, while 

there are some distinctions between the SAT and CB sample groups in these areas, tests for 

correlation and significance show no indication that these differences have affected the 
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surveys’ measurement of social responsibility.  The surveys also show that the majority of 

students who chose to study in SAT did so because there were no other options available to 

them; there is no evidence that SAT students as a whole were more predisposed to socially 

responsible attitudes before entering the program.  Therefore, it is not unreasonable to 

assume that the primary independent variable by which the results can be analyzed remains 

the question of the student’s educational program. 

 

SECTION TWO: PERSONAL QUALITIES RELATED TO SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

The first measurement indicator included in the surveys addressed students’ 

perspectives on several different personal qualities related to social responsibility.  Because 

the list of other possible qualities is extensive, I chose to address students’ perspectives on 

the importance of improving their personal qualities in general, as well as including four 

other specific aspects of character: being honest or truthful, showing humility, having 

discipline or responsibility, and being generous.  While there are many others that could be 

added to this list, I considered these to be some of the personal qualities that can provide a 

foundation for positive social relations. 

Students rated the level of importance they attached to each of these qualities, in a 

question that also included many other aspects of life, such as: earning money, helping one’s 

family, working, studying and learning, etc.  Many of these will be addressed in different 

sections of this chapter; a summary of the full list can be found in Appendix E.  Using a 

combined number-adjective scale to improve accuracy of measurement,2 the surveys asked:  

“How important are the following things in your life?  Mark each one with a 1 (Very 
Important), 2 (Important), 3 (Slightly Important), or 4 (Not Important)...” 
 
Perhaps the most significant indicator to consider initially is the overall disposition 

of the students towards working to improve their personal qualities.  Many researchers cite 

this self-reflective openness to personal growth as a foundationally important quality of 



 46

those who exemplify active social responsibility.3  The graph below (Chart 1) indicates an 

interesting tradeoff between levels of importance, with almost 90% of both SAT and CB 

groups labeling this aspect of their lives as personally “very important” or “important.”  Yet 

the majority falls in different places: almost 50% of SAT students responded that they 

consider “improving their personal qualities” to be very important, while the majority of CB 

students ranked it as only important, one level below.  I have presented this chart, and later 

ones addressing the same set of questions, in line graph form in order to better illustrate the 

differences in distribution between the two groups. 

 
In this graph and those that follow, where relevant, I have calculated the statistical 

significance of the differences that appear between the two groups.4  The Chi2 test employed 

for this purpose measures whether distinctions found between two sample groups is likely to 

represent true distinctions between the populations as a whole.  The higher the confidence 

interval, the more likely it would be reflected in the population; 90 or 95% confidence is 

usually considered the threshold of statistical significance.  While the sample groups for this 

study were not selected through a truly random procedure, the Chi2 test can still shed 

important light on the strength of the distinctions that emerge between groups.5  In the case 

of the importance of improving personal qualities, a Chi2 test shows an 80% confidence 
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interval, not strictly statistically significant, but still indicating that a clear difference does 

exist.6   

 Two more of the qualities measured appear much more similar between the two 

groups.  In the case of both “being honest or truthful” and “showing humility,” a slightly 

greater percentage of SAT students than CB students find both qualities very important: 

 

  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The one quality for which the trend was reversed appeared in relation to the 

indicator “having discipline and being responsible.”  In this case a clear and statistically 
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significant difference appeared, showing SAT students as placing less importance on these 

qualities: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

An analysis of this factor by the ranking of the SAT groups’ quality of experience given by 

the Bayán Association shows that the SAT groups receiving the first ranking in quality place 

virtually identical value on discipline and responsibility as the CB students.  The difference 

shown above appears most strongly with the SAT groups of middle and low quality 

experiences, perhaps indicating that one of the weaknesses of these groups is lower success 

in cultivating a sense of self-discipline among the students. 

 The final item included in this indicator of social responsibility concerns the quality 

of generosity.  In this question, there is a statistically significant difference indicating that 

SAT students as a whole place a much greater degree of importance on the personal quality 

of “being generous.”  Interestingly, there appears to be a tradeoff in priorities between 

groups – while both recognize generosity as a valuable quality, the majority of SAT students 

rate it as “very important” while the majority of CB students consider it only “important.” 
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 Summary:  In relation to the first indicator explored in this section, the “value given 

to personal qualities that can provide a foundation for positive social relations,” we see that 

the two groups do display differences, though not always to a statistically significant level.  

While honesty and humility are valued highly by both groups, with only a slightly greater 

value given to them by SAT students, a distinct difference appeared in the question of 

generosity, showing that – at least through self-report measures – SAT students find this 

quality to be of greater importance in their lives.  The attributes of responsibility and 

discipline, on the other hand, seem to be of greater importance to CB students; an analysis 

between SAT groups suggests that the lower value attached to these qualities by SAT 

students may indicate one of the major weaknesses in implementation of the program in 

some communities.  On the overall measure of “improving one’s personal qualities,” 

however, SAT students seem to be more disposed than their CB peers towards making the 

effort to strengthen attributes they see as personal weaknesses, perhaps providing a stronger 

foundation for continued growth and development. 

While the meaning of these self-reported attitudes is clear in some instances and 

ambiguous in others, a much stronger distinction between SAT and CB students appears in 
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relation to questions about establishing positive relationships and helping others, the subjects 

of the following sections. 

 

SECTION THREE: IMPORTANCE PLACED ON ESTABLISHING POSITIVE RELATIONSHIPS 

The second indicator of social responsibility I set out to measure was the “level of 

importance placed by the student on establishing positive and mutually-supportive dynamics 

in interpersonal and group relations.”  On the students’ surveys, I included aspects of this 

indicator on the importance scale question described above, but I also sought, through a free-

answer question, to get a better sense of whether students included the ability to relate well 

with others as among the qualities to which they aspired.  Throughout all of these measures, 

a consistent trend appeared, showing similarity between the groups on questions of 

relationships in the family, but a divergence of answers beyond that personal realm. 

Just as in the section above, I included one question item focusing on the students’ 

overall disposition towards the quality of their relationships with other people, asking 

students to rate the importance of “having good relationships with others.”   The difference 

between groups in their responses to this question was even clearer than in the questions 

explored in the previous section.  While a similar interchange occurred as before, with 49% 

of SAT students considering good relationships as very important compared to a majority 

52% of CB students 

ranking this item as 

only important, we see 

that SAT students find 

this quality more 

important across the 

board: 
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The difference that appears on this measure, however, is almost completely obscured 

when considering the specific environment of the family.  The textbooks of both SAT and 

CB use the word unidad, or “unity”, in relation to qualities of solidarity and harmony.  When 

the survey asked them 

to rate the importance 

of “strengthening the 

unity of your family,” 

the two groups 

appeared remarkably 

similar: 

 

Yet when the question turned to a social group beyond the family, a clear distinction 

between the groups reemerged.  The distribution for the two groups in ranking the 

importance of 

“strengthening the unity of 

your community” showed a 

statistically significant 

difference, with a much 

higher level of importance 

given to this concern by SAT 

students – 45% of SAT 

students considered improving relationships in their community to be very important, 

compared to only 28% of CB students. 

Perhaps the most striking difference between the two groups, however, emerged 

from their answers to an open-ended question.  In this portion of the survey, I asked students 

to name three individuals they looked up to and to describe why they admired them.  While 
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some answers included explanations referring to such things as prestige and level of 

education, I focused on three general types of answers that were most relevant for the 

question of social responsibility.  I will address two of these in the following section, but the 

third – that of admiring someone’s ability to relate positively with others – provides an 

interesting conclusion to the findings on this indicator. 

Answers that fell into this category usually described the admired person with such 

words as: patient, kind, generous, respectful, loving, or understanding, and elaborated on 

how these qualities positively influenced their relationships with others.  A SAT student, 

José Elias, remarked: “I admire Señor Hígano for his patience as a farmer, his honesty and 

friendliness, because he likes to share 

what he knows with others.”  Raúl 

Antonio wrote, “I admire my father 

because he is humble and generous, and 

he is friendly towards everyone.”  

While some students from both 

programs spoke about these qualities, as 

the chart to the right demonstrates, 

many more students in SAT seemed to 

admire to this ability to establish 

positive relations. 

Summary:  On the indicator of students’ orientation towards establishing positive 

and mutually-supportive relationships with others, we see again that SAT students place 

greater emphasis on the overarching personal goal of establishing good relations with others 

than do their peers in the Centro Básico system.  While the two groups appear virtually 

identical at the level of the family, quite a significant difference appears when it comes to 

establishing positive relationships within the community, with SAT students clearly placing 
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more importance on this goal.  Finally, using the more open-ended tool of a question that 

asked students to talk about their admiration for others, it appears that almost twice as many 

SAT students find “the ability to relate well to others” to be a quality they hold in high 

regard, perhaps suggesting that their own aspirations are similarly distinct from those of their 

CB peers. 

 

SECTION FOUR: ORIENTATION TOWARDS HELPING OTHERS 

The third and final indicator of social responsibility included in my surveys was the 

“level of interest in helping others, and the scope of the social sphere to whose members the 

student would extend assistance (e.g. family, close friends, neighbors, other community 

members, or beyond).  Just as for the previous two indicators, I was able to measure some 

aspects of this orientation through the simple importance-ranking task.  In order to try to 

understand students’ perspectives on this question in a less direct manner, however, I 

introduced three open-answer questions that had the potential to provide useful information 

on this indicator.  The first is the question about admiration for others I described in the 

previous section; I also asked students to describe their career plans and broader life goals.  

Finally, I included a question relating to a hypothetical choice involving an opportunity for 

work outside the community, in order to help determine to what degree students felt that the 

well-being of their broader community was a personal responsibility. 

Just as in the previous section, the primary difference between the two groups of 

students only emerges beyond the level of the family.  When asked to rank the importance of 

“helping your family,” the SAT and CB samples had nearly identical distributions: 
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When students were asked the importance of “helping with the development of [the] 

community” in their life, however, the distinction between the two groups appeared the 

greatest yet, with three times as many SAT students rating this as very important, in 

comparison to their CB peers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This distinction appeared again in the question about students’ admiration for others.  

In addition to admiring the ability to relate well to others, many students also talked about 

two other qualities they valued highly in others: first, a willingness to extend help to the 

respondent’s own family, and second, a disposition to be of service to others in the broader 
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community – such as the SAT student, Edwin Mauricio, who wrote:  “I admire Ahmad 

Reyes, because he is a person who looks after the development of the community.  Thanks to 

him, we have all realized that we can all serve and help the community.”  While SAT and 

CB students mentioned the first with nearly identical frequency, there was a drastic 

difference in the percentage of students who wrote about their admiration for someone who 

made special effort to collaborate with others for the benefit of the community, with over 

40% of SAT students mentioning this quality, and less than 10% of CB students doing the 

same. 7  The following chart shows all three of the types of answers I evaluated for this 

question, demonstrating the distinct differences between the two groups: 8   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 This distinction appears not only in what the students admire in others, but also in 

the students’ own personal life goals.  After some open-ended questions relating to their 

plans for studying and where they would like to live after they graduated from secondary 

school, the surveys asked: “In what occupation would you like to work?  Why?” and “What 

are the other important goals in your life?”  While there were many different types of 

answers for both questions, a significant percentage of students talked about the goals of 

contributing to their family or to the well-being of their community.  As before, the groups 
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appear nearly identical in 

the importance placed on 

helping their family, but 

there is a significant 

divergence when it 

comes to the community 

level, where SAT 

students mention this 

goal with more than 

twice the frequency of 

their CB peers. 

 The remaining question to be addressed in this section attempted to explore 

students’ perceptions of their place in the social environment that surrounds them, and to 

what degree they feel connected to and responsible towards the “social spheres” of family 

and the broader community.  Before students had answered any questions about the attitudes 

and aspirations explored above, the surveys presented them with a hypothetical dilemma 

between pursuing the possibility of a career in Tegucigalpa and completing a promise they 

had made to help with a project in their community.  The question read as follows: 

“This section proposes an imaginary situation.  How would you respond if you had 
this choice to make?  Read the situation carefully and explain what you would 
choose and why:  Imagine that you have successfully finished your university 
studies.  There are some possibilities for employment in a few organizations in 
Tegucigalpa, and your professors have encouraged you to take advantage of these 
opportunities.  A few months ago, you offered to help with a big project in your 
community that needs the abilities and knowledge that you could contribute.  If you 
accept a job in Tegucigalpa, you know that you will be very busy and will only be 
able to visit your community once or twice per year.  In this case, you would not be 
able to offer the help that you had promised your community.  On the other hand, if 
you are successful in Tegucigalpa, you will have a very good salary, and you know 
that this could help your family very much.  Would you try to find employment in 
Tegucigalpa, yes or no?  Why?  Explain your answer.” 
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In asking this question, I was primarily interested in investigating what aspect of this 

situation was most influential in students’ decisions.  I expected that some would find it very 

important to help their family economically and would choose to take that opportunity with 

relatively little consideration of the circumstances of the broader community, while others 

might try to take the job in Tegucigalpa while still finding some way to contribute to the 

community project.  Finally, I was interested to see which students would choose to remain 

in their community, and why. 

 Student’s answers to this question were actually quite consistent and fell into five 

main categories.  Examples of each of these is provided in the following box: 

 

The chart to below shows the overall distribution of answers between the two groups: 

 

Box 1: Example Answers to Tegucigalpa/Community Project Choice 
 
1) Go to Tegucigalpa for personal interest: “Yes, [I would choose the employment in 
Tegucigalpa], because it would help me know more people, entertain me with new 
friends, and help me with my economic situation.”  (Wilson Javier) 

2) Go to Tegucigalpa to help family only:  “Yes, I would like to have a job in 
Tegucigalpa, because it would help my family more, and the salary would be better for 
our necessities.”  (Carlos Xavier) 

3) Go to Tegucigalpa to help family, but also somehow help community:  “Yes, [I 
would go to Tegucigalpa] because I would earn a good salary, and this would help my 
family and also my community.  Even if I can’t be in the community every day, I would 
help by sending money.” (Denia Priscila) 

4) Stay in community to fulfill promise:  “No [I would not try to find a job in 
Tegucigalpa], because if I have offered to help my community, I have to complete that 
promise to be responsible, because responsibility is a good quality in a person.  After 
having helped my community, I would find my employment.” (Orbin Armando) 

5) Stay in community because of a long-term commitment:  “No [I would not try to 
find a job in Tegucigalpa], because if I promised to help my community in the moment 
that my community needs me, I need to keep my promise and be responsible.  If I work 
for my community, that will bring not only something beneficial for myself and my 
family, but it will also benefit all of the people living in my community….”  (Cristina 
Manuela) 
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While the overall distinction between SAT and CB students is only significant at a 

40% confidence level, the chart above shows that there is a clear tradeoff between two 

categories – those who wrote about a long-term commitment to their communities and those 

who wrote about moving to Tegucigalpa for reasons related only to their families – while the 

others have similar distributions.  While the difference is not drastic, we do see that 

approximately 10% more of the SAT sample wrote about a long-term commitment to the 

progress of their community, while 10% fewer SAT students than CB students would move 

to Tegucigalpa solely for the purpose of assisting their family.9 

 My purpose in drawing attention to these distinctions is not to imply that any of 

these answers were “wrong” or worse than others.  The vast majority of the students were 

making their decision based on their understanding of how their actions could help others, an 

admirable goal in any circumstance.  Instead, the distinction drawn here seems to show that 

SAT students may have a different sense of the ways in which their personal well-being, that 

of their family, and that of their community are interconnected, allowing a greater 
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percentage of SAT students to see the progress of their families as embedded within the 

broader context of the advancement of their community and surrounding society. 

 Summary:  Indeed, perhaps the best summary of the findings explored in these 

three sections is that a distinction exists between the two student groups in terms of the 

connectedness they seem to feel with those around them.  While both groups are similar in 

terms of their desire to contribute positively to their family life, there are differences in terms 

of how students think about both their own behavior towards others, and in their role as a 

member of a broader community.  As a whole, SAT students appear to be more inclined to 

focus on improving their personal qualities, to be generous, and to want to have positive 

relationships with others.  The greatest distinctions, however, arise in any question 

concerning the surrounding community.  In this, SAT students consistently considered 

helping their community to be a more important aspect of their life and studies, and a more 

prominent personal aspiration, than did their peers in the Centro Básico.  Yet they do not 

seem to place an abstract notion of “community” above the individuals and families that 

compose it.  Instead, in comparison to CB students, a greater percentage of SAT students 

appear to have integrated a conception of the progress of their community as intimately 

intertwined with the progress of all those living within it. 

 

SECTION FIVE: STUDENT PERCEPTIONS OF CHANGE 

 The first broad objectives of this study were to determine whether a difference 

between the two groups, on measures of social responsibility, was indeed present, and if so 

in what areas the greatest distinctions appeared.  Thus far, this chapter has shown differences 

between the two groups both on personal attitudes and goals, with the clearest distinctions 

appearing in SAT students’ generally stronger orientation towards improving their personal 

qualities, forming positive relationships with others, and extending their assistance beyond 

their family to the surrounding community.  In terms of the objective of this study, these 
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findings support the idea that SAT is a distinctive program deserving of more in-depth 

investigation to determine what can be learned from its methodology and approach to 

supporting the development of social responsibility in its students. 

 Because I was interested not only in discovering in the existence of differences 

between SAT and CB students, but also in gaining an understanding of the possible causes 

for those distinctions, I included a series of open-ended questions on the surveys designed to 

elicit students’ own perspectives on whether they had undergone any sort of change as a 

result of participating in their educational program.  Although as a self-report measure, these 

questions cannot independently verify whether any change in attitude or behavior has in fact 

occurred, the reflections of students themselves can shed important light on what elements of 

the program may be most promising for future investigations.  The four questions to be 

presented here – addressing relationships with friends and classmates, family, neighbors, and 

perspectives on helping the community as a whole – provide an important foundation for the 

exploration in the rest of this thesis, addressing the question of what teaching methods may 

be most effective in cultivating students’ sense of social responsibility.  This section, 

therefore, will address these questions from within the framework of investigating 

differences between SAT and CB students, but will also include selected examples of SAT 

students’ answers as a prelude to the analysis to come. 

Since the focus of “social responsibility” is on the “personal investment in the well-

being of others and society as a whole,” I chose to focus this series of questions on different 

levels of relationships, leaving the phrasing deliberately open, in order to ensure that 

students would be free to describe the kinds of changes – if any – they had noticed.  After 

reviewing students’ responses to each question, I designed a coding scheme that sorted the 

answers by whether the reported change was positive or negative, and by the degree of its 

specificity in describing what exactly had undergone a transformation.  This initial coding 

arose out of the hypothesis that the more a student was able to identify and describe concrete 
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changes, the more likely it was that he or she had truly felt a profound level of impact from 

the experience in the program.10   As I described in the Methodology chapter, the process of 

coding written answers was carried out in multiple steps, involving both an initial coding and 

one or two rounds of checking for internal consistency.  An example of this process is 

included in Appendix F.  I analyzed each of these four questions on change according to the 

following seven categories: 

 
Friends and Classmates:  In the question that referred most closely to the student’s 

everyday experience in school, the survey asked, “As a result of your studies in [SAT or the 

Centro Básico], have your relationships with your friends and classmates changed?  If they 

have changed, explain how and why.”   

As noted above in Box 2, students’ answers to this question fell into seven main 

categories.  The table below gives examples of these categories:   

 

 

 

 

 

 

Box 2: Coding Scheme 
 
1 = Positive change, with a concrete and clear example.  Student uses original phrasing to describe 

the change, or, if he/she uses common phrases, at least two are mentioned (for example: 
“more respectful and more friendly towards each other.”) 

2 = Positive change, with a vague or impersonal example, or a description that makes use of only 
one common phrase. 

3 = Positive change, no example given (or student simply restates the question in the affirmative) 

4 = No change, the situation has always been positive. 

5 = No change, quality of the situation unspecified 

6 = No change, situation is still neutral, negative. 

7 = Negative change. 

Box 3: Example Answers: 
 
1 = “Yes, [our relationships have] changed.  One of the ways in which they have changed is that now 

we behave better, we trust each other, because SAT teaches us that we should be united in order 
to be like one family.” 

2 = “Yes, because we have been together for three years, and we respect each other.” 

3 = “Yes [my relationships have changed], because each day I learn more.” 

4 = “No [my relationships have not changed], because we continue being friends.” 

5 = “No.” 

6 =  [no answers coded under six for this question] 

7 = “Yes [they have changed] because we don’t live close together and sometimes I don’t see them.” 
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As the graph below shows, 52% of SAT students mentioned a positive and concrete 

change in their relationships with friends, compared to only 34% of CB students: 

 

Looking at the content of students’ answers, subtle differences also exist in the kinds 

of positive changes the students described.  While both groups shared many of the same 

general categories of change, the relative frequency of each is different.  Among the CB 

students, only the changes “more respectful” and “friendlier” were mentioned by more than 

10% of the students whose answers fell in categories 1 and 2 (i.e. those answers with at least 

some description of the positive change that had taken place).  In contrast, while both of 

these categories occurred with similar frequency among the SAT students, in addition, over 

22% of the SAT students in categories 1 and 2 mentioned that there was more solidarity or 

unity with classmates or friends, and another 14% mentioned that they were more oriented 

towards helping each other, or working together as a group to help others.  For this question 

and each of the following, a summary listing of reported changes appears in Appendix G. 

In the context of the over 50% of SAT students who described concrete examples of 

positive changes, many students wrote about how their experience in SAT had helped them 

form closer ties to the other youth in their group and a greater sense of mutual support.  One 
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story, that of one of the SAT groups in Aguacate Línea, perhaps best illustrates the ways the 

students described this change. 

In their surveys and interviews, students from Aguacate Línea told me of how they 

felt their community was lacking trust and responsibility in areas where cooperation was 

needed.  Not long before I arrived to carry out my research, for example, the SAT students 

had undertaken a project to plant fruit-bearing trees along the road, in order to help prevent 

erosion and provide another source of food, but one day they arrived at school only to 

discover that someone had stolen all the trees they had planted; a similar thing happened to 

some of the crops they were cultivating in their experimental farm. 

 Despite these difficult circumstances, the SAT groups are beginning to develop an 

extraordinary sense of solidarity.  One student, Juan Eduardo, told me that before he entered 

SAT he had very few friendships.  On his survey he had written, “since I started studying in 

SAT, I have changed, my friendships with my classmates have grown, because we work in 

unity, we help each other.”  Pointing to a quotation in one of his SAT books, he read to me: 

“‘Beautiful faces are they that wear / The light of a pleasant spirit there; / Beautiful hands are 

they that do / Deeds that are noble, good and true; / Beautiful feet are they that go / Swiftly 

to lighten another’s woe.’  We have put this into practice, too, with our classmates,” he 

explained.   

 Juan Eduardo was one of the students I had randomly selected for an interview, in 

order to supplement the understanding I was gaining from the student surveys.  Before I 

spoke to him, his tutor had told me that he had a very difficult situation at home and at work, 

which often made him miss classes.  Despite this, he was one of the best students in the 

group.  His father, Juan told me, had never wanted him to study.  When he was a child, his 

father frequently took him out of school to make him go to work, and although Juan 

succeeded in finishing primary school and entered secondary school through SAT, his father 
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still objected to the time he “wasted” in school.  Just the week before I came back for 

interviews, Juan had finally decided he could not continue with SAT. 

Yet something happened during that week to change his mind.  When I asked him 

about this incident, Juan said, “… I have to continue.  Yes, there are a lot of problems with 

[my parents], but … Many people advised me to not leave school, that studying is important, 

that…  well, my classmates, my tutor, they all came to my house to talk with me.  All last 

week, I didn’t come, and yesterday I didn’t come because I had to work.  But today, I came.”  

When the entire group of students came to his house to ask him to continue, it seems that 

Juan realized that this was something he did not want to leave behind. 

 

Family:  While understanding changes that students felt in their relationships with friends 

and classmates was important, I wanted to find out whether the lessons learned in school 

were extending an influence in other areas of the students’ life.  The next question posed to 

students on the survey was:  “As a result of your studies in [SAT or the Centro Básico], have 

your relationships with your family changed?  If they have changed, explain how and why.”   

Classifying the answers in the same way as above, an even clearer distinction 

between the two groups emerged on this measure.  Over 57% of SAT students articulated 

concrete changes 

and positive 

changes in their 

families, while 

only 32% of CB 

students were able 

to do so: 
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Of those whose answers fell in categories 1 or 2, the most frequent change 

mentioned by CB students was an increase in respect within the family (22%), with an 

additional 14% noting that they now have better communication, followed by 10% 

mentioning that their families are more caring, affectionate, or loving than they used to be.  

Again, while all three of these changes were also mentioned multiple times among SAT 

students (14%, 20%, and 9%, respectively), there were additional kinds of changes that 

frequently appeared in their replies.  These included 26% of the SAT students saying that 

they now tell their family more about what they learn in school; 23% describing greater 

solidarity or unity within their family; and 14% saying that they are more oriented towards 

helping their family members, or that they have encouraged their family to work together to 

help the rest of the community. 

As is illustrated by these figures, many of the SAT students wrote about how their 

communication with their family had improved as a result of their experience in the 

program.  For some students, the impact of their studies was very powerful – Blanca Rivera, 

a student from Roma who studied for one year under SAT before her community switched to 

the Centro Básico system, is one of these.  In her survey, she had written: “Yes [my 

relationships have changed].  Before I had almost no communication with my parents, but 

now, yes, I have the communication that I need, because I have learned a lot from studying 

these books…”  When Blanca appeared as one of the students on my randomly selected 

interview list, I had the opportunity to investigate her comment in greater depth. 

 Just a few minutes into the interview, when I was asking Blanca to explain to me 

what caused the changes in her character she described in the survey, she said, “Well, it’s 

from the books I have from when SAT was here … Service to the Community was the name 

of one of them … there is a lot written there about these things….”  Eventually, I pieced 

together the story of how Blanca had used the SAT materials to turn around a very difficult 

situation in her home.  “[These books] have helped me a lot,” she continued, “because I have 
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had problems in my home, and this has helped me to be able to solve them.  I thought about 

solving them in my own way, but…  all this really helped me.”  She spoke quickly, rushing 

through the words, “Sometimes… my father is really strict with me, in the sense that… he 

hits me.  I wanted to leave, but they weren’t going to give me permission just like that ‘yes, 

go ahead.’  They thought and thought about it.  I thought… ‘I shouldn’t let my mind get 

wrapped up in negative things…’” 

“With all these problems with my father and everything,” she explained later in the 

interview, “one day I was looking through the books we have [in the house], reading them, 

and I found – I found these texts again.  So I began to read them, in part, Drawing on the 

Power of the Word, and I was finding so many things in there…  In those years, I was 

thinking of trying to leave my home, but instead, I thought it was better to shut myself in my 

room and to begin reading these books, that this would benefit me more.”  As a result of this 

reading, “…I began to change a lot.  Because before, I became so angry when they scolded 

me, I became so angry and I used to answer them badly, and of course they punished me.  

But all this began changing, with these books.” 

After reading the books more than once, she decided to bring them to the attention 

of her parents.  “… I called them and studied this with them, and they too have changed…. I 

began to read the books to them, because they don’t have the eyesight any more … they 

can’t see the words.  So only I can read, and… now they have already changed a lot too.”  

The foundation of this change, she explained, was opening a new channel of communication 

with her parents, through the lessons they both began learning from the SAT materials. 

 

Neighbors and Other Members of the Community:  Even for those students who manage 

to transfer what they have learned in school to their home environment, taking these positive 

changes beyond the family requires an extra level of effort.  The third question in this series 

asked students:  “As a result of your studies in [SAT or the Centro Básico], have your 
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relationships with your neighbors or other members of the community changed?  If they 

have changed, explain how and why.” 

Just as in the sections exploring indicators of social responsibility, above, the 

greatest difference between SAT and CB appeared at this level.  Proportionately SAT 

students gave clear and positive responses with more than twice the frequency of their CB 

peers – 55% of SAT students compared to 24% of CB students articulated concrete 

examples of positive changes they had experienced: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In the answers of the CB students, four types of changes were mentioned most 

frequently.  Of the answers in categories 1 or 2, 24% of the students said that they were more 

respectful with their neighbors, 22% said that they were more oriented towards helping 

them, 16% mentioned that their relations were friendlier, and 13.5% had noticed better 

communication between them.  Among SAT students, the changes were similar, with 33% 

mentioning that they felt more oriented towards helping others in their community, 24% 

feeling more solidarity or unity with community members, 22% writing that they had 

developed better communication with their neighbors and others, and 21% saying they were 

teaching community members more about what they had learned in school.  An additional 
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9.5% said they were more respectful and 8% said that they had friendlier relationships with 

their neighbors and other community members. 

With approximately two times more students articulating positive answers, the 

surveys provide a rich illustration of the many ways in which SAT students perceive a 

positive influence from their education on their relations with others in the community.  

Quite a few students wrote about how their experience in SAT has helped them gain the self-

confidence they needed to be more open with others in their community.  Lesli Alvarenga, 

from Paguales, told me the story of how something as simple as greeting others in the 

community had become much easier for her as a result of her studies in SAT.  “Before,” she 

explained, “we had very little trust with each other … I didn’t used to greet the older people 

from here, but now I do.  Before, I felt shy because if I greeted them – well, some people we 

greet don’t answer, because we didn’t have any friendship between us.  For example, if you 

say ‘buenas tardes’ and then they don’t answer you, you feel bad, because you think that 

you’re not important to them, so you feel bad.  But now, with SAT,” she continued, “I think 

it gives us a lot of confidence, because you have the confidence to say to them, ‘buenas 

tardes,’ ‘hola, como está,”… I think that has improved.”  Later I asked her, what would she 

do if she greeted someone and they didn’t answer her back.  “It doesn’t matter,” she told me, 

“what is important is that I greet them.” 

 Many students mentioned how the program had changed their perception of the 

people around them.  “[My relationships] have changed in the sense of how I treat my 

neighbors and other members of the community,” Rony Joel wrote, “because I have learned 

to respect each person, no matter what his or her race, color, socioeconomic position, etc.”  

Mario Vicente explained, “… now I have more trust with my neighbors, they feel more 

united with my family.  We talk more, and there isn’t envy or secrets to hide any more.  I 

feel more united than ever.” 
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Opinion About Helping the Community:  The final question I will address in this section 

involves the changes students described in their opinion about helping others in the 

community.  Although it is unclear what effect this had on students’ answers, it is important 

to note that the wording of the questions posed to SAT and CB students differed slightly one 

from another.  This unfortunate error was due to the separate pilot testing procedures for the 

two surveys, as described in the Methodology chapter.  For this question, the SAT students 

were asked: 

“How has your opinion about helping your community changed since you began 
studying in SAT?  Please explain as follows: Before, what did you think about the 
importance of helping others?  Now, what do you think about helping others?  If 
your opinion has changed, why?” 
 

CB students answered a shorter and more neutral version of the same question:  

“Has your opinion about helping others changed since you entered Ciclo Común, 
yes or no?  If your opinion has changed, explain how and why.” 
 

This mistake in survey design makes it difficult to carry out an accurate comparison on this 

question.  However, rather than omitting the figures entirely, I have included the chart below 

for the information that it may provide. 
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 Perhaps the most valid observation from these figures concerns the very high 

percentage of SAT students who wrote that their opinions about helping others in the 

community have changed positively as a result of their studies.  A full 81% of SAT students 

noted some positive change.  Even accounting for the slightly positive bias of the question’s 

opening (“how has your opinion changed…”), this is a remarkably high percentage.  Of 

those students, 54% of them were able to articulate multiple concrete examples of the 

improvements they have experienced, resulting in six general categories of change that were 

mentioned by more than 10% of the students.   

In the most frequent description, 38% of the students wrote that their opinion has 

changed because, before they entered SAT, they did not think it was important to be of 

assistance to others.  20% wrote that they are now more able to help because they are 

equipped with more skills and knowledge, while 17.5% of the students mentioned that they 

did not know they could help others before they began studying in SAT.  An additional 15% 

of the students said that their opinion about helping others changed because they had learned 

the importance of being united, while quite a few also said that they used to think only about 

helping themselves (11%) or their own family (7%), but have now learned to be concerned 

for others too. 

Many students wrote about how their participation in SAT was in some way like an 

awakening, a realization that they were called upon to contribute to the lives of others, and 

that they were capable of doing so, even at their age, with little material resources, and only 

beginning to gain an understanding of the many social, environmental, and economic factors 

influencing their lives. 

When reflecting on changes in their opinion, many students described how they had 

simply not given any attention to the lives of others before they entered the program.  In his 

survey, Alberto Vicente wrote: “I knew that it was a good thing to think of others before, but 

I almost never put it into practice…”  Later, he explained to me how his concern for others 
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began expanding in SAT, first within the group of students, then beyond.  “Before, the others 

didn’t matter to me, because I thought, well, ‘it’s their own problem.’  But from here [SAT], 

[I learned] that it’s very good, if I have the opportunity to help in something…  This started 

with the group, with everyone helping each other, so that we could progress.  From this, I 

realized that if we help other people, we can have a better future.” 

 Jerson Gilberto, from Río Chiquito, explained how SAT had helped other students to 

put into practice the desire they already had to help others.  “When I was little,” he told me, 

“I always had a lot of interest in the community.  But when I began studying in SAT, I 

suddenly had the opportunity to become involved in some areas of service to my community.  

I have always tried to do something, to be someone who serves the community … but here 

in SAT, all of these things we do are in agreement with the wishes of the community, and 

they encourage us – if one didn’t do it before, well, start now!  And if one did already, then 

continue…  So in the program, truly, I realized that the progress of my community depends 

on me, depends on all the members.  That’s how it is.  One just has to begin, then the others 

can join too.” 

 For many students, the concept of unity played an important role in how they had 

begun to see their place in the world.  In my interview with Nelson Castillo, I heard from 

him some of the quotations that had influenced them greatly in thinking about this idea.  

Pointing to a particular page in Drawing on the Power of the Word, Nelson said, “… here it 

explains that one should be a person that others speak well of, who doesn’t get in trouble, 

who helps others, a person who participates with the community.  For me, it seems important 

that we should see each other as human beings, in order to help everyone…” He went on to 

explain that he, just like many others, had no interest in helping his community before he 

entered the SAT program.  But he showed me many passages from his textbooks that had 

influenced him in thinking differently.  “’Blessed and happy is he,’” Nelson read, “’who 

ariseth to promote the best interests of the peoples and kindreds of the earth.’” 11 
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Conclusion:  The four questions explored above show from students’ own perspectives the 

degree to which their educational program has exerted a positive influence on their 

relationships with others and on their opinion about helping the community as a whole.  

Across the board, a consistently greater number of SAT students were able to articulate 

positive and concrete changes they felt they had experienced – up to twice as many as their 

CB peers, as is illustrated by the following summary graph: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

While many of the improvements the two groups described were similar to each 

other (see detailed lists in Appendix G), the SAT students also wrote about some distinctive 

experiences.  Overall, the most common types of changes perceived by SAT students in their 

relationships with others included: an increase in respect for others, a greater feeling of 

solidarity or unity with others, a stronger orientation towards helping others, friendlier or 

more caring relationships, better communication, and a desire to share with others more of 

what they have learned in school.  The following chart illustrates the percentage of the total 

SAT sample that mentioned these changes in their free-answer questions on their 

relationships with friends, family and neighbors: 
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It is important to emphasize again that self-report measures cannot verify whether a 

change in behavior or relationship dynamics is truly taking place.  However, the ability of so 

many SAT students to describe in concrete terms what they perceive as positive changes in 

their lives suggests that the SAT program itself may indeed have the potential to develop 

students’ sense of responsibility and encourage them to demonstrate it in their interpersonal 

relationships and orientation towards the community as a whole. 

 Taking this possibility seriously, the following chapters explore students’ answers in 

further depth, in search of a greater understanding of what particular characteristics of SAT 

may be contributing to its apparent effectiveness in cultivating social responsibility. 
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2 F. Fowler, Improving Survey Questions: Design and Evaluation, (Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications, 
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4 I have only noted the results of the Chi2 test if the statistical significance is above 75%. 
5 To be strictly accurate, the Chi2 test should be applied to studies with a random sample.  This study was not 
truly random; for logistical reasons, it was necessary to pre-select the communities that would be involved in the 
study.  I have reviewed the selection procedure in the methodology chapter, demonstrating that there was a high 
rate of participation by the students in all the communities involved in the study.  Therefore, while the selection 
was not truly random, and results cannot be assumed to apply exactly to the population as a whole, there is reason 
to believe that they do reflect population-wide trends, at least among the SAT students.  In this context, the Chi2 

test provides an important measure of the validity of the findings and of the true significance of any differences 
that appear among the sample groups. 
6 The highest correlation with age appeared here, with a 19% correlation linking higher age to greater importance 
placed on improving personal qualities.  This correlation is much too low to be considered statistically 
significant. 
7 Correlations reveal no significant trends linking higher age, gender, or religiosity to students’ admiration of the 
qualities and actions of others.  The highest correlation appearing here was 21% linking higher age to a greater 
likelihood to admire others for helping the community. 
8 Neither set of materials seems to explicitly call for students to identify who they admire, so it seems unlikely 
that the difference is due to something as simple as greater attention to role models.  Furthermore, the differences 
shown above are not due simply to different degrees of detail in answers – the vast majority of students in both 
groups provided sufficient detail about reasons for their admiration of those they wrote down. 
9 These differences between the groups were also echoed by another question later in the survey, which asked 
students where they hope to live as adults.  At the community level, the difference between groups was drastic – 
only 15% of CB students wanted to continue living in the community where they grew up, while a full 39% of 
SAT students planned to remain in their own community.  In contrast, 28% of CB students wanted to live in 
Honduran cities and 25% wanted to live in another country, while only 13% of SAT students wanted to live in a 
city and only 10% in another country. 
10 Perhaps the most important concern in making this assumption was to ensure that there was not simply a 
drastic difference in the writing ability of students in each group.  My multiple reviews of the surveys have left 
me with the impression that both the SAT and CB programs have similar distributions of writing ability among 
their students, with the majority able to express themselves clearly on paper. 
11 Fundación Ruhi, Poder de la Palabra, (Royal Palm Beach, FL: Development Learning Press, 2000), 6.  The 
text mentioned here, Drawing on the Power of the Word, contains Bahá’í quotations, as well as poetry, verses, 
and fables from other sources.  These quotations appear to be included for the benefit of their insightful content, 
and not for the purpose of emphasizing the Bahá’í Faith, which is never mentioned in the book.  Caren Rosenthal, 
of FUNDAEC, writes: “[The quotations] are simply there in places where they are needed in order to serve the 
purpose of more fully investigating whatever subject is being studied… they are used as one source of knowledge 
in the process of investigating reality....”  (from a personal communication, March 5, 2004).  In investigating this 
aspect of the program, I also found that the Bahá’í Faith prohibits proselytization, which confirms Caren 
Rosenthal’s statement that these passages are included for educational, and not religious, reasons. 
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CHAPTER V: IMPORTANT THEMES 
 

Elements of a Grounded Theory of  
Transformation in Social Responsibility 

 
 

“‘Strive to acquire internal perfections and external perfections 
alike.  They have always been and will always be the fruits of the tree 
of humanity.’  … This means to always be united, as you are on the 

outside, so on the inside too – so that you reflect what you are 
within… This is the fruit of a person, that he is always improving…” 

– Nelson Castillo, 14, SAT student 
 

 
 Thus far, I have explored my research evidence from a primarily quantitative 

perspective, presenting findings on three different indicators of social responsibility: the 

importance placed on (1) developing personal qualities, (2) establishing positive 

relationships with others, and (3) extending assistance to others, especially beyond the 

immediate sphere of the family.  The concluding section of the previous chapter began a 

transition from the effort to establish and investigate differences between SAT and CB 

students, towards the goal of exploring students’ perceptions on the influence of their 

education in their relationships with friends, family, neighbors, and the community as a 

whole.  As a result, I have established both that SAT students differ from their Centro 

Básico peers in many fundamental aspects of social responsibility, and that – from the 

perspective of the majority of students – their participation in SAT has brought about 

positive changes in their own attitudes and behavior towards others. 

 While these findings are essential for gaining a greater understanding of the 

interrelationships between the SAT program and students’ developing sense of social 

responsibility, this information alone cannot provide insight into the process by which 

these changes may be taking place.  To begin constructing such a theory, it is necessary 

to move beyond the basic evidence to explore students’ experiences in the program at a 
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deeper level.  If SAT students perceive positive changes in their lives as a result of their 

studies, what can their comments and stories tell us about why that change has occurred? 

The research I have drawn on for this analysis, as in the preceding chapter, 

focuses on the self-reported experiences of students.  While this approach is in one sense 

more limited than a method of observing change directly, it also has its own strengths.  

As a preliminary study, it allows us to hear from a large number of students at one time, 

and to formulate systematic hypotheses that can become the foundation for later more in-

depth research.  Indeed, in addition to the findings already explored in previous chapters, 

students’ answers contained a rich subtext that allows some insight into the processes 

through which SAT may be assisting them in developing concern for the well-being of 

others.  

As I described in Chapter III, grounded theory requires a careful search for 

patterns and themes within the collected data.    When I began searching through and 

coding SAT students’ answers to the open-ended survey questions, as well as their 

interview responses, I quickly noticed that certain concepts and themes were frequently 

reappearing, with consistent connections to students’ sense of social responsibility.  

While only some students were able to explicitly articulate the causes of the changes they 

felt they had experienced, beyond the general answer that they had occurred “as a result 

of studying in SAT,” many more subtle clues were embedded in the anecdotes and stories 

they related.  From these emerged five interconnected characteristics that seem to be at 

the heart of the transformational potential of the program, as described by students: (1) 

the curriculum’s presentation of a clear overarching principle of human relations; (2) the 

underlying sense of purpose and direction in the program; (3) the use of poetry and 

quotations to stimulate deeper reflection; (4) the emphasis on consultation and dialogue; 

and (5) the program’s consistent orientation towards practical application. While there 
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may be many other important characteristics, these represent the strongest themes 

expressed by students in response to the questions under discussion here. 

Each of these themes offers fascinating implications for the question of how to 

best support the development of social responsibility through formal education.  While 

the findings on the importance of dialogue and practice seem to echo what has long been 

recognized within educational literature, SAT’s use of poetry and quotations, and its 

apparent ability to cultivate a profound source of intrinsic motivation, both offer 

intriguing new theoretical possibilities.  And perhaps most important of all is the way that 

the Honduran SAT program raises teaching for social responsibility to an integrated 

conceptual level, by introducing its students to a profound overarching principle of 

human relations.   

 While each of these themes holds great promise for future research, I will only 

attempt to explore the strongest of them in the body of this thesis.  As a contribution 

towards further efforts, however, I have included a brief exploration of each of the others 

in Appendix H.  This chapter, therefore, aims to convey a sense of the importance of 

teaching social responsibility through a conceptual framework of human 

interdependence, and the connection between this method and the development of social 

responsibility.  This exploration of students’ experiences will provide a foundation for the 

more theoretical discussion in the following chapter. 

  

UNITY: AN OVERARCHING PRINCIPLE OF HUMAN RELATIONS 

 Throughout my field research, and later, in reviewing the data, I noticed that one 

particular concept – “unidad” – seemed to play a central role in the way many students 

thought about their relationships with others and the surrounding community.  This word, 

which I have translated as “unity,” and the related term “solidaridad” (solidarity), 

appeared in the written answers of almost 70% of the SAT students’ surveys, and 15 of 
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the 18 students I interviewed spoke extensively about the concept without any prompting 

or direction.  When I was initially designing the surveys, I was not aware that this term 

might carry with it a special significance for the SAT students; I knew only that it was 

one of the concepts introduced in their materials, and I used the term to ask both CB and 

SAT students about the importance of establishing good relationships in their families 

and communities.  That some CB students employed these words in their own free 

answer questions implies that “solidaridad” and “unidad” are at least familiar in general 

Honduran language, and both appear in the CB civics texts (although to a lesser degree 

than in SAT).  Only 17% of CB students actually mentioned one of these words in their 

written answers, however, making the 70% of SAT students who wrote about them seem 

especially remarkable. 

 As I began searching through the research data for themes that might account for 

SAT’s apparent effectiveness in helping students develop social responsibility, I saw the 

concept of “unity” emerge again and again.  From the way they wrote about this idea, the 

students appeared to see this as a distinctive way of conceiving of the relationships 

between people, one that they had rarely encountered before entering SAT.  Although it 

was fairly new to them, this concept had acquired a profound depth of meaning for many 

students, and as they talked about the significance “unity” held for them, I found that they 

saw it as a principle that encompassed many of the qualities and behaviors that are 

integral elements of social responsibility.  The students talked about “unity” as a 

fundamental underlying truth describing the interconnections between human beings, and 

told me of how the experience of learning about this concept had helped them see the 

potential of their relationships with others in a new way.  But they also realized that they 

would have to exert conscious effort in order to uphold the implications of this 

fundamental level of interconnection.  Even while the students talked about the many 

divisions that had to be overcome as part of this process, they also talked about how they 
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saw diversity as an essential source of strength in unified action.  Ultimately, the concept 

seemed to give these students a profound sense of hope, as they saw “unity” as a 

foundation that, once established, would allow them to achieve many other positive 

things in their lives. 

 The following sections will present some of the comments that illustrate the 

many layers of meaning this concept seemed to hold for SAT students. 

 

I. UNITY AS A DISTINCTIVE FEATURE OF SAT 

 One of the first features I noticed about students’ comments on the idea of unity, 

was their sense that this concept set the SAT program apart from other educational 

institutions.  Flor Idalma, for example, wrote, “… this is an education that helps us to 

develop very differently from the traditional [schools], it helps us to have social values 

like serving the community, like being united with my family.” 

While some students explained how their participation in SAT had merely helped 

them to understand, at a deeper level, a philosophy of relating to others they were already 

familiar with, many others wrote about how different this idea was from what they had 

learned in their families and communities.  A student from Aguacate Línea wrote: “… in 

my community I only learned to be divided, disunited, but in SAT they have taught me to 

be more truthful and more responsible with the community, with my whole family, and 

with myself.”  Another student, from Río Chiquito, echoed this comment: “what the SAT 

texts teach is to be united, that there should be unity with the whole world, and to be 

dynamic people who are ready to help others without selfishness or egoism.  Outside 

SAT, one only looks out for oneself.” 

For many students, this was the primary distinction of SAT’s emphasis on unity – 

the question of helping others, of seeking to improve the circumstances of everyone 

rather than just oneself. 
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II.  UNITY AS ENCOMPASSING ELEMENTS OF SOCIAL RESPONSIBILITY 

 Just as many students spoke about the connection between the concept of unity in 

SAT and a greater orientation towards helping others, so they also seemed to think of 

unity as connecting and encompassing a wide array of other qualities and behaviors that 

can be seen as elements of social responsibility. 

 As just one example of the ways in which students elaborated on the term, 

Nelson Castillo explained to me that “working in unity means to not be angry with others, 

to always work for the good, to treat others well.  For me, to have harmony, you must 

establish unity… one has to give one’s effort for the community…”  Gloria Julissa told 

me, “Unity [means] to always be united, to always know what the others are thinking, 

how they are feeling, to always do things together… that there is always love, 

understanding, in all things.” 

 Lesli Alvarenga, too, described how the concept of unity encompassed many 

other important ideas.  In her interview, she explained: “The truth is that [SAT] promotes 

unity more than anything.  And I think this is good, because … unity is … one of the 

qualities that we should always demonstrate … along with the idea of unity, come lessons 

about many other things.” 

 Taking the comments of the students as a whole, “unity” was consistently linked 

to an array of other positive actions and qualities.  Of these, the most frequently 

mentioned were: (1) being attentive to the needs of others and helping them; (2) not 

fighting, arguing, or gossiping; (3) being humble with others; (4) having mutual trust 

with others; 1 (5) reaching out or connecting with others more; (6) seeing others as 

valuable; (7) recognizing fundamentally shared attributes; and (8) thinking of diversity as 

a natural source of strength in a unified system.   
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III.  UNITY AS EXPRESSING AN UNDERLYING REALITY OF INTERCONNECTION 

 As students described their concept of unity, I realized that they were using the 

term in several distinct ways, often with overlapping meanings.  The first of these was the 

notion that “unity” represented an underlying reality of human society – to many 

students, the idea seemed to express a truth about the ways in which people are 

fundamentally interconnected.   

Armando spoke about his understanding of this, reciting a quote from memory 

and then explaining it to me phrase by phrase:  “There is a quotation [in Drawing on the 

Power of the Word] that I remember well… ‘O well-beloved ones!  The tabernacle of 

unity hath been raised.’  This means, that we are already part of the same whole, that 

there is no resentment, 2 that friendship is going to unite us.  And it says, ‘regard ye not 

one another as strangers’ – that we should not see others as [unfamiliar], but rather as 

friends or companions.  ‘Ye are the fruits of one tree, and the leaves of one branch.’  That 

is how we are; we are from Aguacate Línea, and we should be united, so that we can 

discover the [underlying] friendship that there is among us.” 

 

IV.  SEEING A NEW POTENTIAL FOR RELATIONSHIPS WITH OTHERS 

 As students spoke about this perspective on unity, seeing it as expressing a kind 

of nascent foundation of human society, many described how learning about this concept 

had somehow opened their minds and made them aware of a different potentiality in their 

relationships with others. 

As she was looking at Drawing on the Power of the Word, Lesli drew my 

attention to a quotation about the influence of powerful ideas.  She read: “‘… one word 

may be likened unto fire, another unto light, and the influence which both exert is 

manifest in the world.’” Continuing, she said, “Look, here it says that ‘every word is 

endowed with a spirit.’ … for example, ‘unity,’ unity means so much, and if we are in a 
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group of people and we are talking about unity, this word will enter into the minds of 

these people, and there one could say that it has a spirit, because just as the person is 

reciting the word ‘unity,’ the understanding of the other people will grow…” 

 Alberto Vicente brought this idea of expanding understanding to a concrete level. 

When I asked him to tell me about anything that caught his attention in his SAT 

materials, he immediately turned to a lesson in the middle of Drawing on the Power of 

the Word, where a girl in the story was making a presentation to her class about her 

family and “the way in which we try to make our home a place of unity.”  In the story, 

she talks about how her family sets aside a time each week to consult together on family 

concerns.  Through these discussions they were able to create a strategy to survive the 

year after a bad harvest, with each member of the family taking on an extra responsibility 

to contribute to the family’s income.  Pointing to this story in the book, Juan Pablo told 

me, “I realized that in my family, we can do the same, we can work together, united… 

This helps me every day, in work, in everything.” 

 

V.  ESTABLISHING UNITY THROUGH CONSCIOUS EFFORT 

 Even as students felt that “unity” expressed something fundamentally true about 

the connections that exist between people, they also seemed to recognize that they would 

have to actively strive to make their relationships uphold the standard of harmony 

implied by the concept.   

 As a result, many students talked about how learning about unity had influenced 

their own behavior and thinking.  One student wrote about the difference in his 

relationships with his neighbors: “… we treat each other better, we don’t yell, we don’t 

have arguments, because in SAT they taught me unity… that we should behave well, 

because this is very important.”  Students also explained how the concept of unity is at 

the root of their new perspective on helping others.  A student from Aguacate Línea 
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wrote: “Before, nothing about my community was important to me.  Now that I am 

studying in SAT, I am interested in the lives of others… my opinion changed because 

now I know that we should be united.” 

Not only did this concept impact their own lives, but the students also often 

talked about how they were striving to convey to others what unity meant to them, and 

the implications it could have for their whole community.  When I asked students 

whether they were currently helping with any difficulty in their own community, Gerson 

wrote “… I am helping with the problem of disagreements within my family and with 

neighbors.  I help because I want a harmonious community, I advise those that have this 

difficulty…”  Orbin Armando, a young student from Rio Chiquito, explained to me “… 

from SAT, we are learning about unity, that is, to teach all of humanity to relate to each 

other in unity, and to have friendship with others… We have shared this unity.  I have 

shared it with my family, and with my neighbors.  That is,” he continued, “I tell them that 

here, in these books, there are things that come up about how to live with others, how to 

relate to each other in unity, to not hate each other.  That we should always have unity 

and friendship with others.” 

 

VI.  OVERCOMING DIVISIONS, MAINTAINING DIVERSITY 

Even as students were striving for change in their personal lives and in their 

surrounding community, they recognized that many obstacles remained.  Saida Manuela 

told me about why she thought it was so important to be aware of these difficulties, so 

that the students could understand where to direct their energies:  “I think it is important 

to understand the obstacles at the base that have always existed in the community, in 

society.  So that one can help…  Yes [there are obstacles in my community], in the sense 

of a lack of unity… for example, if we do not feel love for the community, or the village, 

or for the people there… that is a difficulty.” 
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In their first mathematics textbook, after studying the ideas of sets and 

classification for several weeks, the book raises the question of whether the skills the 

students have learned could be applied to groups of human beings, and what the potential 

harm of that application could be.  Gloria told me of this lesson, explaining, “here, it talks 

about various classifications, and that not all are good, because they divide people…  For 

example, color, race, social class… Yes, there are many things, like religion, that also 

divide –  [even though] they should unite us.”  Sandra spoke of these same difficulties, 

but also gave her own perspective on how they could be overcome.  She explained:  

“Sometimes, for reasons of race, religion, all of this… there are contrary things, but unity 

brings us above that, because in unity… the color of the skin, the race, religion, they are 

not so important.  This is the objective of unity, to unite all of this.  Even though it may 

not be easy, I believe that if each person contributes a little… we can achieve it.  If we 

strive for it, it will be accomplished…” 

Yet even as students talked about overcoming these sources of division, they did 

not seem to think of unity in terms of uniformity – they emphasized that people could be 

very different and still be unified, and that in fact part of the strength of a unified group 

lies in the diversity of its members.  Gloria continued her reflections on unity in the 

context of how students work together, saying: “diversity means … there is variety, and 

that always helps to strengthen unity… Every person has capacity, and should make the 

most of developing [that talent].  Not everyone thinks the same way, sometimes one 

person likes to do one thing, and another likes to do something different.  But everything 

helps in the end…”  Sandra picked up this same idea, explaining: “… not all of us are the 

same, one has one thing, another has different things.  But yes, you can have unity … for 

example, if I know something, I can contribute this to my group.  If another person 

understands a different aspect, he can contribute that too… In that way, we can become 

educated … Every person has her own capacities.  We can have unity in our diversity.” 
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In my interview with Orbin, he spoke of unity as a foundation for building 

friendships, even among diverse people.  I asked him, “Is there any quality that you have 

worked hard to demonstrate?” and he answered, “… yes – always being united, being a 

friend for others, and not treating others badly.”  I continued, asking if this applied only 

to his SAT group, or with others as well.  He smiled, and said, “with everyone!  Because 

in the texts, they tell us how to relate with people [in general].  It has taught me about 

people, how we can be unified with each other.”  Later in the interview, I pressed him on 

this point, asking him to tell me what he would do if a new student joined their group, 

and she was Garífuna,3 or of a different religion.  “Every person is important,” he 

answered.  “Even if we had another person here, we would always be in unity.  If we 

know her already, well then – and if we don’t know her…  I don’t know what I would 

do… First – I would ask for her name!” he laughed.  “Yes, and after that, if there is unity 

among our group, we will get to know her, and we will become friends, things will be 

good and we will be classmates…  She could be of whatever race… because we are all 

equal, God made us so… we don’t think of any one of us as better than another.” 

 

VII.  A FOUNDATION FOR PROGRESS AND ADVANCEMENT 

 A third meaning students attached to the concept of unity appeared again and 

again throughout the research data.  These students wrote and talked about how their 

efforts to establish unity were aimed towards the goal of building a strong foundation for 

the progress they wanted their families and communities to achieve.   

 Jerson Gilberto told me a parable from the first book they studied in SAT, a story 

that described a father who illustrates the concept of unity to his children by telling them 

to add one twig at a time to a bundle, until their joined strength made it impossible to 

break them.  “In unity,” Jerson explained, “there are many things that can be achieved – 

the progress of a community, a town, a country… unity has to be supported, because 
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when there is unity, it is difficult to be defeated.”  Gloria told me how this same concept 

was what most attracted her attention in Drawing on the Power of the Word.  

“Friendship, unity, this really caught my attention – always being united in order to have 

more strength… one quotation says, ‘so powerful is the light of unity, that it can 

illuminate the whole earth.’ …that is, unity is always important, when people are united, 

they always achieve what they set out to do.” 

Armando told me about how one of the characters in the story of Drawing on the 

Power of the Word had become a kind of role model for him.  “Diego [a character in the 

story] caught my attention,” he explained, “because he was a boy of only 15 years old, 

but his community was very important to him… He said that unity is important within the 

community…It can’t progress, the community, if there isn’t unity…  Yes, [I believe this 

too] because unity brings us many things, like friendship, good behavior, companionship.  

If the people here are not united, they will be resentful and they will forget those around 

them.  And this is not unity.” 

Dunia echoed this sentiment: “[When I started in SAT], I didn’t behave very well 

with my classmates.  But later, time passed, and SAT brought us [the idea of] unity with 

our classmates … to be united, always, always in the good times and in the bad, to be 

friends… If we have a small problem, we communicate it to the whole group, and if we 

are in agreement, we carry out [what we have decided], and everyone unites around this.  

With the force of unity, we can achieve anything…” 

 

CONCLUSION 

 The complete picture illustrated by the data demonstrates that the development of 

something as deeply-rooted as “personal investment in the well-being of others” requires 

a level of coherence that can integrate many different approaches towards the same 

central purpose.  My research implies that practicing socially responsible behavior and 
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having the opportunity to discuss together the ideas behind an orientation of concern 

towards others, helps students understand the application of these ideas in their own life.  

And beyond even their learning in theory and in practice is the centrally important factor 

of motivation – rather than focusing energy around short-term and extrinsic factors such 

as grades and exams, SAT appears to cultivate a much more profound sense of intrinsic 

motivation, helping students develop a personal desire to continually advance closer 

towards excellence in all areas of their lives.   

As the discussion in this chapter reveals, however, I saw from students’ 

comments that even the interconnection of all of these elements did not alone form the 

foundation for developing a sense of social responsibility.  Indeed, enveloping each of 

these aspects within a broader framework, and providing a structure of meaning and 

integration, was the concept of “unity,” an idea that appeared again and again in students’ 

explanations of how their thinking and actions had changed.   

The way that the SAT students wrote and spoke about this idea seems strongly 

connected to theories of learning that emphasize the importance of raising curriculum to 

the level of conceptual integration.  In her seminal work on curriculum development, 

Hilda Taba writes that this conceptual level promotes learning in the traditional school 

subjects by allowing students to “… grasp the essential principles … or [evolve] an 

approach to and a method of viewing [one] situation which can be applied to the next…”4  

The comments of students in relation to unity suggest that this conceptual integration is 

both possible and desirable not only in the basic areas of mathematics and the sciences, 

but also in the aspects of an education program that strive to teach social responsibility.  

By extension, SAT seems to illustrate the profound potential of an approach that helps 

students grasp the fundamental principles on which human relations could be based.  The 

implications of this connection will be explored more fully in the following chapter. 
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Endnotes 
                                                 
1 The word “confianza” appears frequently in students’ comments throughout the surveys and interviews.  
This word has two different meanings, depending on context.  In some circumstances, it translates as 
“confidence,” or “self-confidence.”  In many other instances, however, it is used to convey a sense of trust, a 
willingness to confide in someone, or a feeling of close familiarity.  I have most often translated the second 
meaning into the English word “trust” or “mutual trust,” but it is important to note that it may hold these 
other shades of connotation as well. 
2 The actual word he used here is “rancor.”  However, since this word is not commonly used in English, I 
have replaced here with the word “resentment.” 
3 The Garífuna are an Afro-Caribbean people living along the coasts of Belize, Honduras, and Nicaragua.  
Earlier, other students had told me that there was some level of prejudice against the Garífuna in their 
communities, so I was curious to see how the SAT students felt about the question of ethnic differences. 
4 H. Taba, Curriculum Development: Theory and Practice, (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, 1962), 82. 
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CHAPTER VI: DISCUSSION 
 

Unity as an Organizing Concept for Human Relations 
 

 
 

When I first began to hear SAT students talk about “unity,” I assumed they were 

merely repeating a term they had seen mentioned in their materials. Yet, as the discussion 

in the previous chapter revealed, the more students spoke to me about their experiences in 

SAT, the clearer it became that the concept of “unity,” held an unexpectedly profound 

level of meaning, playing an extraordinary integrating role in the thinking and actions of 

many students within the Honduran SAT program.   

The exploration in the previous chapter helped to illustrate three primary ways in 

which students’ use of the word “unity” appears to connect to their development of social 

responsibility.  First, students spoke or wrote about the many qualities at the root of 

social responsibility – such as generosity, respect for others, empathy, etc. – as integrated 

within the broader overarching principle of unity.  Second, students clearly described 

how studying and gaining a greater understanding of this concept had acted as a catalyst 

for change in their own thinking and actions in relation to others, by giving them a new 

sense of the potential inherent in their relationships.  Finally, students were engaged in 

the process of establishing unified relationships partly because they saw this as a 

necessary foundation for achieving lasting progress in the well-being of their families and 

communities.   

 In short, far from the assumption of shallowness in meaning that I made when I 

first began my research, many SAT students seem to have developed a highly complex 

and insightful understanding of unity as an underlying principle of human relations, 

describing it as playing a defining role in their development of social responsibility. 

Throughout the past several decades, there has been increasing interest from educators 
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and psychologists in developing curriculum that is based on coherent and integrated 

conceptual themes.  Drawing from the work of David Ausubel, Hilda Taba, Joseph 

Novak, and others, this chapter explores the hypothesis that, by providing a conceptual 

framework for their learning in the social realm, the principle of “unity” plays a central 

supporting role in Honduran SAT students’ development of social responsibility. 

 The following sections demonstrate the ways in which the concept of unity, as 

presented by the SAT program in Honduras, echoes David Ausubel’s theory on 

facilitating the learning process through using “advance organizers” that can prepare 

students for new ideas to be learned.  As a result of the role it plays in introducing 

Honduran students to the entire SAT experience, I argue that “unity” both assists them in 

creating an integrated understanding of the many social qualities and concepts they learn 

throughout the program, and provides a superordinate principle that they can refer back to 

in order to help guide their thinking and behavior in new situations.  After considering 

other potential overarching principles that are used in teaching students about their role in 

the social world, I propose that education programs that truly hope to develop social 

responsibility (as I have defined it, in terms of “the personal investment in the well-being 

of others and one’s surrounding society”) may be much more effective if they integrate 

their curriculum around a conceptual framework that both helps students conceive of the 

interconnections between human beings, and calls for positive action rather than simply 

acting as an analytical tool.   

The final section of this chapter will address the question of how curriculum can 

be given this level of coherence without deteriorating into a constricting ideology.  

Ultimately, this thesis will show the potential contributions to participatory rural 

development that can be made through this concept-based approach to educating for 

social responsibility. 
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If the education system is to be capable of producing social change, of advancing 

a society beyond its present circumstances, then it is clear that we must give significant 

attention to the content of what students are being taught.  No matter how much thought 

is put into deciding the facts and ideas to be covered in the curriculum, however, it may 

never accomplish its goals if it is not based on a firm understanding of the individual’s 

learning process.  This chapter aims to contribute to our understanding of the ways in 

which “insight, intelligence, and organization,”1 the fundamental characteristics of human 

learning, should inform not only the teaching of standard school curricula, but also the 

aspects of an educational system that hope to cultivate in their students an orientation 

towards positive action in the social world. 

  

I. THE CONCEPT AND CONCEPT-BASED LEARNING 

 One of the most distinctive features of the SAT program illustrated in this study 

is the curriculum’s focus on developing students’ capacities through a conceptual 

integration of the learning materials.  While this approach permeates the program, from 

learning about basic concepts in the sciences to studying principles of language and 

communication, my research has shown that the SAT program in Honduras takes the 

unusual extra step of bringing that conceptual coherence to the realm of social and moral 

education.   

 Lynn Erickson, a nationally-recognized educator, writes about the importance of 

moving beyond mere presentations of facts and disconnected ideas in the context of 

teaching standard curricular subjects: 

“A conceptual lens (focus concept) forces thinking to an integration level.  
Students see patterns and connections at a conceptual level as they relate the 
topic to the broader study framed by the lens.  Without a conceptual lens, a topic 
of study remains at a lower cognitive level, and students seek to memorize the 
facts related to the topic.  The focus concept facilitates and requires deep 
understanding, and it allows for the transfer of knowledge.”2 
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The definition of what constitutes a “concept” is fairly well agreed-upon.  According to 

Dean Hauenstein, “a concept is a mental construct of an idea derived from specific 

instances or occurrences in the effort to understand what it represents.”3  Concepts, 

therefore, represent the step beyond facts and observations that moves understanding 

towards the building of theories that can explain and predict surrounding phenomena.   

 One organization that has been emphasizing the importance of concept-based 

education is “Teaching for Understanding,” a research project under the Harvard 

Graduate School of Education’s Project Zero.  In an article on the Teaching for 

Understanding philosophy, David Perkins writes that “the most generative knowledge [is] 

a matter of powerful conceptual systems, systems of concepts and examples that yield 

insight and implications in many circumstances…”4  Perkins sees conceptual systems as 

the key to linking education to action.  “If much of what we taught highlighted powerful 

conceptual systems,” he writes, “there is every reason to think that youngsters would 

retain more, understand more, and use more of what they learned... If we teach within and 

across subject matters in ways that highlight powerful conceptual systems, we will have a 

“connected curriculum” – one that equips and empowers learners for the complex and 

challenging future they face.”5 

 Indeed, just as Perkins asserts, one of the observations drawn from SAT students’ 

comments is the degree to which the concept of unity has given them greater insight into 

the operation of the social world around them.  Drawing from themes appearing 

throughout their curriculum and relating the ideas back to “unity” as a conceptual lens, 

students appear to be gaining an understanding of their interactions with others as part of 

an overall system of human relationships that can be improved through a conscious desire 

to effect change. 
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II. FROM CONCEPTS IN TEACHING TO CONCEPTS IN THE MIND:  
DAVID AUSUBEL AND COGNITIVE STRUCTURE 

 
 The perspectives that students bring to the formal education environment are 

necessarily diverse.  We have already seen this in the comments of SAT students – while 

some may have had the benefit of families and communities that helped them to 

understand the importance of contributing positively to the lives of others, we know from 

the findings in Chapters IV and V that this is often not the case.    

In terms of their own orientation prior to entering SAT, a large number of 

students spoke about how they were hardly aware of the needs of others and of the role 

they might be able to play in contributing to the well-being of people beyond their family 

circle.  Many admitted frankly that they remember being focused primarily on their own 

concerns, or on the concerns of their family at the most.  Other students had more of an 

outward-looking orientation, but their understanding of the goals they might want to 

achieve, and how to reach them, were only in their beginning stages of development.  

And a significant number of students also felt that their community, friends, or peers had 

taught them distinctly negative lessons, such as fighting and gossiping, lying, or a subtle 

sense of disregard for others.   

 While concepts are increasingly being recognized as an important element 

around which curriculum should consciously be designed, this variation in student 

backgrounds means that new ideas and concepts will be filtered by different students in 

different ways.  Hauenstein writes: “a concept cannot be literally handed from one person 

to another… It is formed in the mind of the learner rather than transmitted by the 

teacher...”6 

This observation forms the basis for David Ausubel’s theory of “meaningful 

learning.”  As Joseph Novak describes, “to Ausubel, meaningful learning is a process in 

which new information is related to an existing relevant aspect of an individual’s 
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knowledge structure.”7  Ausubel first introduced this idea in his 1968 work, Educational 

Psychology: A Cognitive View, where he developed a theory of cognitive structure based 

on connections formed in the mind between different elements and layers of meaning.  

Ausubel “… views the storage of information in the brain as highly organized, with 

linkages formed between various older and newer elements leading to a conceptual 

hierarchy in which minor elements of knowledge are linked with (subsumed under) 

larger, more general, more inclusive concepts.”8  In other words, knowledge is organized 

in the mind through the connection and layering of concepts that are continually altered 

in response to new stimuli. 

During the process of learning, it is the cognitive structure formed by past 

experiences and understandings that confronts new information and determines how it 

will be interpreted.  Ausubel describes this as “anchoring,” a process of association and 

“…interaction between the newly introduced ideas and existing relevant ideas….”9  A 

student’s ability to understand and meaningfully retain new information depends on his 

or her ability to link or anchor it to existing conceptual frameworks.  Without this 

anchoring structure, new information may simply be passed over as irrelevant, or it may 

form only weak associations with tangentially relevant ideas.  Numerous studies have 

shown that students with some basis of knowledge in a particular area are more able to 

grasp and absorb new ideas, supporting the claim that having a conceptual foundation 

helps the student to recognize relevant ideas and integrate them within a structure of 

understanding that is undergoing continual development.10  

While most curriculum theory is concerned with developing intellectual concepts 

in areas such as mathematics and the social sciences, I would argue that programs that 

hope to help students develop responsible and caring attitudes toward others should also 

be based on a strong understanding of this cognitive process.  Ausubel’s research implies 

that teaching elements of social responsibility in a disconnected way cannot be as 
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effective as a method that assists students in developing overarching conceptualizations 

that can integrate those elements into an understanding of their broader significance in 

the social world. 

Because of the diversity of backgrounds students bring to their educational 

environment and the interactive nature of the learning process, if a program merely 

introduces such principles as “generosity” or “honesty” without providing a broader 

context for them, students may not be able to see these ideas as truly meaningful and 

relevant to their own life experience.  The research presented in previous chapters seems 

to demonstrate that the SAT program in Honduras has helped its students create a 

conceptual framework that allows them to see beyond the limitations of their previous 

habits and perceptions, and helps play an integrating and anchoring role for the many 

important lessons they learn about social responsibility and human relations.  That 

conceptual framework is the principle of unity itself, and in David Ausubel’s terms, it is 

playing the role of an advance organizer. 

 

III.  THE ADVANCE ORGANIZER 

 Ausubel advocated a specific strategy for assisting students in integrating new 

information into their existing understanding, helping to make learning more relevant and 

meaningful.  He called his tool the advance organizer, explaining: “In order to function 

effectively for a variety of learners, each with a somewhat idiosyncratic cognitive 

structure, and to furnish or modify anchoring ideas at a superordinate level, organizers 

are presented at a higher level of abstraction, generality, and inclusiveness than the new 

material to be learned.”11  Novak summarizes this idea clearly:  

“Advance organizers should serve to provide anchorage in cognitive structure for 
new knowledge.  If relevant concepts were not available, the advance organizer 
would serve to anchor new learning and lead to development of subsequent 
learning.  If appropriate concepts were already available in cognitive structure, 
advance organizers could serve to link new learning with specific, relevant 
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subsumers.  In the latter instance, advance organizers would serve as a cognitive 
bridge, which would allow ready linkage between existing relevant subsumers 
and material to be learned.”12 
 
Ausubel suggests that the advance organizers used in the educational 

environment consist of “the more general and inclusive ideas of a discipline.”13  This 

gives some direction to those teaching in fields that already employ an array of 

integrating concepts, from geometry to literature to the social sciences.  Yet when it 

comes to education about one’s actions in the social world (rather than merely studying it 

as a phenomenon), the mandate becomes less clear.  What are the organizing principles 

that underlie ethical action in the social world?  Perhaps the organizing concept could be 

love, or care – as suggested by Nell Noddings.14  Or perhaps, as Kohlberg’s moral 

development theory suggests, justice is the only concern that “… takes on the character 

of a principle, that is, becomes something that is obligatory, categorical, and takes 

precedence over other considerations…”15   More likely, any successful effort to cultivate 

social responsibility should make use of both of these principles, and many more. 

I would suggest that, in addition to principles of thought and action, students may 

need to draw on a fundamental conception of the nature of the relationship between 

human beings as they develop their understanding of the meaning of “personal 

investment in the well-being of others.”  One could perceive humans as fundamentally 

separate entities who come together only by happenstance or necessity, but not for any 

enduring common purpose.  Or, one could see human society as a chosen contract of 

association marked by a struggle for balance between individual rights and social 

obligation.  The SAT program in Honduras draws upon yet another fundamental 

perspective on human relations – the conception that human beings are intrinsically 

connected to one another, and form part of an organic whole. 

As I explained in the introduction to this thesis, the SAT experience in Honduras 

is to some extent unique, because of the two special introductory texts, Drawing on the 
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Power of the Word, and Reinforcement of Primary Education.  It is these two books that 

appear to set the context of human unity for SAT students in Honduras.  While the 

curriculum was not consciously designed around Ausubel’s theory, these texts clearly 

offer a kind of “advance organizer” for students through their introduction of the concept 

of unity, which then becomes gradually more refined over the following months of study. 

Students’ first exposures to an overarching principle of human relations occur 

through a quotation found at the beginning of Drawing on the Power of the Word.  While 

it does not mention the word unity, it introduces the idea that contributing to the well-

being of others is a fundamental aspiration every human being should have.  It reads:  

“Love thou the children of men and share in their sorrows.  Be thou of those who foster 

peace.  Offer thy friendship, be worthy of trust.  Be thou a balm to every sore, be thou a 

medicine for every ill.  Bind thou the souls together…”16   As the students discuss the 

meaning of these quotations, and learn to recite them, the way is prepared for the 

introduction of the concept of unity, which appears just two lessons later. 

In that chapter, Elena, the group’s leader in the story, explains that unity is “… 

the most essential condition for material and spiritual progress,” initially describing it in 

terms of the human body, a metaphor that is to reemerge many times throughout the text.  

Just as the human body has diverse organs and systems working together to sustain life, 

she explains, so do the many individuals and societies that compose humanity need to 

establish a balance of functioning in harmony with one another.  She briefly emphasizes 

the meaning of this interconnection in the context of the metaphor: “When one part hurts, 

it affects the whole.  Likewise, since all the parts work together with the same purpose, 

what they achieve is to the benefit of all.”17 

With the next two quotations the group studies, students learn to see the principle 

of unity in two simultaneous roles.  First, the text teaches that unity is a fundamental 

reality underlying human relations:  “O well-beloved ones!  The tabernacle of unity hath 



 98

been raised; regard ye not one another as strangers.  Ye are the fruits of one tree, and the 

leaves of one branch.”18  At the same time, unity is something that must be built and 

established, through which many other goals can be achieved:  “So powerful is the light 

of unity that it can illuminate the whole earth.”   

 In this way, the text introduces unity as a fundamental principle for the human 

being’s role in relation to the surrounding world.  From the beginning, this concept is 

associated with an intimate connection to others, in such a way that harm done to even 

one human being is perceived as afflicting the entire body of humankind.  As a result, 

each person is exhorted to be concerned for the well-being of others and to work towards 

the betterment of the whole.  Yet even while the materials present this condition of 

interconnection as a fundamental truth, they emphasize that realization of its implications 

requires conscious effort, the outcome of which will be a realization of human potential 

so great that it can “illuminate the whole earth.”19 

Throughout their later lessons, this concept of unity is continually deepened and 

refined.  The students have multiple opportunities to discuss the causes of division 

between peoples and to begin to think about the roots of animosity as something 

controlled by humans and therefore able to be rectified.  The texts also develop the idea 

that, while unity does imply a level of fundamental similarity among human beings, its 

strength depends on diversity and not uniformity.  And through projects which develop in 

meaning and complexity from tree-planting and community presentations to working on 

health issues with neighbors, to a sustained effort to promote literacy, the students begin 

to grasp the meaning of being of assistance to others in the context of a principle that is 

founded in reciprocity and dignity.  While the SAT groups are undoubtedly at different 

levels in their ability to implement the intention of the program, this represents the 

underlying trajectory of the curriculum’s development of the concept of “unity.”  A full 

exploration of this concept within the SAT materials can be found in Appendix I. 
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Thus, whether intentionally or not, SAT’s presentation of the principle of unity 

appears to fulfill Ausubel’s criteria for an “advance organizer.”  First, it seems to 

successfully bridge the idea to concepts that many of the students are already familiar 

with, such as the basic operation of the human body, the benefits and strengths of 

diversity within an agricultural or ecological system, and also – through the language of 

the poetry and quotations – to another potent source of guidance in many students’ lives, 

the Bible’s call to “love one’s neighbor as oneself.”20  On the other side, this overarching 

concept of human unity provides a conceptual framework that helps students to 

understand the interrelationships between many of the other qualities they study, such as 

generosity, justice, love, honesty, and others.  Unlike many “character education” 

programs, students learn about these qualities not in a disconnected way, but rather 

through a conceptual framework that shows their interconnection and meaning within the 

context of the broader goal of establishing unified relations. 

This cultivation of an understanding of unity as a superordinate principle of 

human relations also contains within it many implications for the transfer of learning and 

its application, a subject to be explored in the next section. 

 

IV.  TRANSFER OF LEARNING 

 While learning in the classroom about how one should relate to others is 

important, the social effects will be nearly inconsequential if they do not help students 

transfer understanding of the conditions of one relationship to other kinds of situations 

and relations.  Hilda Taba explained the concept of transfer in her 1962 book, writing: 

“Since no program, no matter how thorough, can teach everything, the task of all 
education is to cause a maximum amount of transfer.  The curriculum always 
must stress those things which promise most transfer, which create a mastery and 
understanding of matters beyond that which is taught directly.”21 
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In the case of a program that seeks to teach social responsibility, one of the primary 

requirements is that the lessons students learn in one environment about how to relate to 

others should carry over into the many kinds of relationships students have outside of the 

school.  If a program is successful in teaching mutual concern within the school, but 

students’ behavior is dependent on the culture and rules of the school environment itself, 

then there has been some failure in the teaching effort.  As Urie Bronfenbrenner writes, 

“To demonstrate that human development has occurred, it is necessary to establish that a 

change produced in the person’s conceptions and/or activities carries over to other 

settings and other times.”22 

 One of the fundamental distinctions between students of SAT and those of the 

Centro Básico, presented in an earlier chapter, appeared to be the degree to which the 

positive changes students experienced in their relationships with their classmates were 

transferred outwards to their family and neighbors.  Recalling the graph of those students 

who articulated concrete examples of positive change in their relationships with others, 

there appears to be a “falling off” of impact among the CB students, the more “distant” 

the relationship is from 

the school environment.  

In contrast, the 
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One possible implication of this finding is that SAT students are more able to 

transfer what they have learned within the classroom to their relationships outside of 

school.  A significant contribution to this transfer is undoubtedly made by the much 

greater emphasis SAT places on outside practice.  Yet it is also possible that the 

particular way in which concepts are used in SAT promotes and makes transfer possible 

by allowing students to see their actions as significant within a broader framework of 

human relations.  Jerome Bruner explains the nature of this process, writing: “to 

understand something as a specific instance of a more general case – which is what 

understanding a more fundamental principle or structure means – is to have learned not 

only a specific thing, but also a model for understanding other things like it that one may 

encounter.”23    

SAT’s use of “unity” as an organizing concept appears not only to help students 

integrate new lessons and experiences, but it also gives them a universal principle to 

strive towards – one that has implications for any interaction with another human being.  

As a result, the understanding that students develop about the potential of unity in human 

relationships, in conjunction with SAT’s emphasis on discussion and application of 

concepts, may help them to begin applying the particular qualities they are learning about 

in relationships with their families and other members of the community.  It is perhaps 

this very idea that Orbin Armando was explaining to me when he said “[I have felt more 

united] with everyone!  Because in the texts, they [have]… taught me about people, how 

we can be unified with each other.”   

 

V. IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE: A CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK FOR HUMAN RELATIONS 

The experience of Honduran students in SAT has brought to light some of the 

implications that cognitive learning theory holds for attempts to educate for social 

responsibility.  While moral, civics, values, and character education programs often 
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emphasize the development of discrete concepts such as generosity, truthfulness, respect, 

and tolerance of difference, it is rare for a program to integrate all of these concepts 

within a broader understanding of the relationships that exist between human beings.  Yet 

as our understanding of learning has developed over the years, it has become increasingly 

apparent what an important role organizing concepts can play in facilitating the learning 

of new ideas and skills.  This study of SAT students in Honduras suggests that concept-

based learning theory can be used in the context of social and moral education to help 

support students’ development of social responsibility.   

The experience of SAT students suggests that an overarching principle of human 

relations can act as an advance organizer, creating bridges from the understanding 

students already have to new elements of social responsibility that are cultivated in the 

learning environment.  That conceptual framework, as it is continually developed 

throughout the educational program, can help students integrate other discrete concepts of 

human relations within a coherent whole, and can therefore assist them in transferring the 

understanding they gain in one context to new situations and relationships.  The findings 

from this study therefore suggest that education programs that attempt to develop positive 

social attitudes and behaviors in their students could be more effective if they began to 

integrate their lessons under a broader concept that helps students understand the nature 

of relationships in the human world. 

 

VI. FROM UNDERSTANDING TO ACTION:  
 CAN ANY CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK SUCCEED? 
 
 Because of the specific content of the SAT curriculum, thus far the discussion of 

a conceptual framework for human relations has centered around the idea of unity.  Yet 

this is certainly not the only overarching principle that has been applied when thinking 

about the relationship that exists between one human being and another.  Given that fact, 
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it is important to ask whether any positive24 overarching concept of human relations can 

contribute equally to students’ development of social responsibility.  Though there may 

indeed be several possible options, the evidence from this research suggests that there are 

certain characteristics that are central to the development of social responsibility, as I 

have defined it.25  My research points to two of these, suggesting first that the conceptual 

framework must incorporate an explanation of human interconnectedness if it is to 

meaningfully develop “personal investment in the well-being of others,” and second, that 

the concept must be oriented towards action and not merely be presented as an analytical 

tool.  The following section will investigate these assertions in greater detail. 

 Perhaps the most prevalent conceptual framework for human relations in the 

world today is the principle of human rights.  In fact, if there is any broad concept that 

seems to run thematically through the Centro Básico materials, it is the idea of the 

inalienable rights of the human being.  For the most part, the CB texts are organized 

based on topics and thematic lists of information that more closely resemble a fact-based 

philosophy of education than they do the concept-based methodology described above.  

Yet the discussion of human rights in each year’s civics texts does draw on a broader 

concept, and in that sense might be seen as the central understanding of human relations 

CB students develop through their participation in the program. 

 Just a few months into their first year at the Centro Básico, students are 

introduced to this concept with the following passage: 

“What are human rights?  They are the rights that all people have simply from 
the fact of their existence, and which should be respected by the State, its 
authorities, and each one of us.  The basic principle of human rights is the dignity 
of the human being.  Life in community imposes on us, as persons, respect of the 
rights of others: each person has the obligation to permit others to live in an 
equally dignified manner.  Human rights apply to everyone without exception, 
solely for the fact of membership in the human family.”26  
 

Each year, the CB civics textbook then goes on to develop students’ understanding of 

human rights, introducing rights of the child, human rights in the family, the rights of 
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women, and more.  The texts also explore such fundamental ideas as freedom and human 

dignity. 

 Some of the differences between the SAT and CB texts have already been 

explored, such as the much greater presence of facts, principles, rules, and advice without 

as much elaboration or room for discussion as is provided in the SAT materials.  Yet 

other distinctions arise when considering specifically the different conceptual 

frameworks the two programs begin to develop in their students.  Through a direct 

comparison of the ways in which students are first introduced to the overarching concept, 

two intertwined features of differentiation immediately become apparent. 

First is the degree to which SAT’s conceptual framework implies a connection 

(rather than just rights and obligations) between human beings.  In a review of several 

studies that have investigated the lives of social activists and “moral exemplars” (most 

notably: Jennings, 1992; Colby & Damon, 1992; Oliner & Oliner 1988; and Hoehn, 

1983),27 Sheldon Berman is able to draw some conclusions about the qualities that 

commonly characterize those who will go out of their way to help others.  One of the 

primary characteristics was a certain perspective on identity that allowed the activists to 

see others’ lives in connection with their own.  Berman writes, “[socially responsible 

people] experience a sense of connectedness and interdependence with others.  The 

boundaries of their identity are not drawn tightly around themselves… Others and the 

world as a whole are part of the self.”28  He later reiterates this point, referring to a study 

of individuals who protected Jews during the Holocaust, where Oliner and Oliner write 

that their subjects’ “…ego boundaries were sufficiently broadened so that other people 

were experienced as part of the self.”29  

In contrast to the sense of connection that is cultivated within SAT, the CB civics 

texts seem to present the individual as essentially independent and brought into reciprocal 

relations with others only as a result of the necessities of social life: “Life in community 
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imposes on us, as persons, respect of the rights of others…”  The connotation of this 

passage is that human associations require a certain degree of compromise of our 

personal freedom, in order to allow society to function without conflict.  In the SAT 

materials, however, students learn that “…humanity is like the human body, and each of 

us is a different part or organ of that body.  When one part hurts, it affects the whole…”  

Whereas the CB materials begin with the conception of the individual as the primary unit, 

with a responsibility to allow others to maintain their own individual freedom within 

society, the SAT materials place the individual in the context of a whole, clearly stating 

that, although there is independent action and diversity among human beings, we are also 

connected to each order within a greater system, with the result that the condition of one 

exerts an impact on all others. 

This is not to say that the CB texts completely neglect the idea of society as 

involving reciprocal interconnection among its members.  Indeed, the civics materials 

address the concept of solidarity several times over the years.  In the middle of the second 

civics text, for example, the materials read:  

“Solidarity is a virtue of the citizen, but at the same time it is a responsibility and 
a necessity.  Solidarity implies commitment and assistance to one another, 
conscious of a true unity.  The success of each person and of the whole 
community is intimately linked to the success of the national community… it is 
necessary to associate ourselves in order to achieve success and prosperity…”30 
 

Yet even in this passage, and in many others like it, the initial perspective of human 

association is presented as a necessity, and not as a fundamental state of interconnection.  

Ultimately, the call for solidarity appeals back to the notion of individual success, 

justifying national (not necessarily human) solidarity as a means to that more isolated 

end.   

 The second primary distinction between the concepts of human relations as 

presented by SAT and CB involves the degree to which they call for positive action.  

Looking again at the CB student’s first exposure to the concept of human rights, the 
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overall sense is one of noninterference, not action towards a particular goal.  The passage 

states that human rights “should be respected,” and that “life in community imposes on 

us… the obligation to permit others to live in an equally dignified manner.”  Some of the 

first phrases studied by the SAT students stand in sharp contrast to this largely passive 

orientation of the CB materials.  In the quotation I cited above, for example, taken from 

near the beginning of Drawing on the Power of the Word, students are called to act in a 

very different way:  “Love thou the children of men and share in their sorrows.  Be thou 

of those who foster peace.  Offer thy friendship, be worthy of trust.  Be thou a balm to 

every sore, be thou a medicine for every ill.  Bind thou the souls together…”  

The emphasized words in these quotations illustrate that, whereas CB students 

seem to be learning from a conceptual framework that emphasizes only the fundamental 

duty not to deprive others of their rights, SAT asks its students from the beginning to 

actively reach out and strive to improve the lives of those around them.  Even if later the 

CB materials incorporate lessons with a more active orientation, it is likely that students 

continue to associate new lessons learned with the more passive conceptual framework 

introduced initially.  This distinction between the two curricula is further reinforced 

through their different emphases on practical activities: while the CB students may 

occasionally have the opportunity to perform discrete acts of community service (such as 

cleaning up garbage around the community), SAT’s sustained projects integrated as part 

of the learning experience seem to reinforce the tendency towards action to a much 

greater extent.  

 

VII.  IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE: UNDERLYING INTERCONNECTION AND PURPOSE 

This exploration of the distinctions between the SAT and CB curriculum through 

the lens of their underlying conceptual framework suggests yet another implication for 

programs that hope to help students develop a positive orientation towards their role in 
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surrounding society.  While there may be many effective ways to present a broad 

principle of human relations, including drawing from the perspective of human rights, it 

appears that there are two primary conceptual qualities that can assist students in 

developing a desire to apply their understanding through positive action.   

First, a conceptual framework that provides students with some means for 

understanding the interconnections and interdependency that exist within human society 

seems fundamental in helping students see that their actions have importance in the lives 

of others.  By helping students see others, as Berman writes, “as part of the self,” this 

characteristic makes students aware of the profound ways in which human society can 

progress through an attention to the well-being of others.  Second, no matter how well-

developed a concept may be in a student’s mind, it may never lead to action unless the 

principle itself incorporates a proactive perspective on the individual’s role in relation to 

others.  This double combination of experiencing increased understanding of one’s 

interconnection with others, and learning that positive change requires that individuals 

put their principles into action, seem to be two of the most foundational characteristics of 

the way SAT teaches about “unity,” providing students with a strong foundation for 

developing social responsibility, that “personal investment in the well-being of others.” 

 

VIII.  THE PROBLEMS OF IDEOLOGY AND EDUCATION 

 The analysis presented in the preceding sections arose from the finding that SAT 

appears to provide many of its students with a new understanding of the positive role they 

can play in the lives of those around them.  Because of this apparent effectiveness of 

SAT’s methodology, I proposed that the experiences of students in the program might 

help shed light on some ways in which other programs with similar social goals could be 

more effective in supporting their students’ development of social responsibility.   
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As I have illustrated throughout this chapter, one of the main reasons for the 

system’s effectiveness in helping students improve the quality of their interpersonal 

relationships and develop a sense of social responsibility seems to be the curriculum’s 

employment of an overarching conception of human relations, perhaps best summarized 

as “unity” or “unity in diversity.”  Drawing from the benefits that this characteristic of 

SAT has offered to its own students, I have suggested that the efforts of other programs 

to cultivate social responsibility might be strengthened through three approaches: (1) 

focusing the curriculum around a coherent concept or principle of human relations, (2) 

using that conceptual framework as an “advance organizer” to help students integrate 

new material to be learned, and (3) formulating the conceptual framework in such a way 

that it helps students understand the interconnections that exist between human beings, 

and orients them towards positive action in the effort to uphold the implications of that 

principle. 

 While these elements appear to provide one foundation for SAT’s effectiveness 

as an educational program, this suggestion of choosing an overarching framework of 

integration might understandably raise concern about the freedom of thought and 

investigation that should be guaranteed to students within their educational system.  This 

is perhaps the most serious potential objection to the arguments I have presented here, 

and so it deserves careful consideration. 

Since the 1960s, there has been much written about the “hidden curriculum” that 

all schools seem to carry with them.  As institutions with their own particular culture and 

rules, theorists have noted that schools teach values and social expectations in ways that 

may not be immediately apparent either to their teachers or to the students themselves.  

Lawrence Kohlberg writes: 

“Most teachers are not fully aware that they must deal with issues of moral 
education … Nevertheless, they are constantly acting as moral educators, because 
they are continually telling children what to do, continually making evaluations 
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of their behaviour, continually monitoring their social relations in the classroom, 
and doing all of this as part of a larger social institution called the school, which 
is defined by a still larger institution called society…”31  
 

These subtle messages have been perceived as a feature of all schools, simply because of 

the nature of the formal learning process.  While the content may vary, it seems 

unavoidable that some of the values of the teacher himself or herself, the directors of the 

institution, and the surrounding society will influence students’ understanding of their 

role in the social world. Given the inevitability of this situation, many educators have 

given paramount importance to the process of actively choosing what values students will 

be exposed to.  Novak writes: 

“Educational programs cannot be neutral.  Whenever we succeed in teaching new 
knowledge, we necessarily influence students’ values.  The challenge faced by 
educators is to give attention to the effect of new knowledge and the emotional 
context of the learning upon students’ values.  To ignore these issues is to go 
forward blindly, influencing values frequently in socially undesirable ways, 
which may contribute to delinquency, crime, or personal inadequacies that will 
be costly to both the victimized individuals and the society as a whole.”32 
 

 Indeed, it is precisely at the moment that we begin to understand the ways in 

which values are formed, and the methods through which education can help students 

gain a greater understanding of their role in the social world, that this effort to 

consciously choose the content of educational materials becomes most important.  Hilda 

Taba underscores this point: 

“Teaching values and feelings has often been regarded as beyond the powers of 
the school, partly because the idea still prevails that values and feelings somehow 
belong to the innate aspects of personality that are impervious to change by 
educational methods, and partly because the techniques of both curriculum 
development and teaching have been too crude to provide an adequate 
methodology for this purpose.  But anthropological literature hammers home the 
fact that values and feelings are learned, are malleable and changeable … This 
means that education for values is all-pervasive and largely unconscious.  The 
task of education is to make this process conscious, rationally defensible, and, as 
far as the role of the curriculum is concerned, more effective.”33 
 
The goal of this chapter has been to contribute towards that latter process.  Along 

with the objective of making curriculum “more effective”, however, comes the obligation 
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to ensure that the method both upholds the students’ freedom to independently search for 

understanding, and that it represents “rationally defensible” goals aimed towards the 

development of more positive relations in human society. 

In the case of SAT’s particular emphasis on the concept of “unity,” there seem to 

be several important safeguards built into the methodology and the conceptual framework 

itself.  First, and perhaps most important, is the fact that SAT encourages open discussion 

of topics being learned.  Not only does this dialogue facilitate learning (see Appendix G), 

but it also opens up space for students to question the materials they are studying and 

decide for themselves whether the concepts are acceptable in light of their own beliefs 

and experiences.  Second, the conception of unity as taught by SAT places significant 

emphasis on the importance of diversity in its role of strengthening the potential of a 

unified whole.  Since this outlook on diversity is considered an integral part of unity, 

students are being assisted in the ability to value the differences inherent in human 

society, rather than seeking uniformity, which is often the goal of ideological movements.  

Finally, the very orientation of this program places emphasis on the fact that ultimately 

only the individual can decide the direction in which she will direct her energies.  From 

the very beginning of the program, students learn that they cannot judge the decisions and 

actions of others – that their primary concern should always be only to strive to align 

their own lives with the principles they believe in. 

Despite these characteristics, it is important to recognize that SAT, and the many 

programs of education that have similar goals, are not immune from danger of reverting 

to ideological messages that constrict students’ freedom of thought more than they open 

up paths of understanding.  That possibility exists, and it should be taken seriously in the 

design and methodology of any education program.  Yet the alternative to consciously 

drawing from a coherent conceptual framework is the current fragmented learning 

experience found in many education systems throughout the world.  That educational 
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experience conveys its own subtle messages, but with less consideration given to their 

content; it provides an education that often leaves students uninterested in learning, and 

unable to understand how the lessons they study apply to their own lives.   

With our current understanding of the powerful potential inherent in a curriculum 

that is integrated by meaningful concepts, it seems more important than ever to engage 

communities and societies in thinking about the overarching principles that, if taught 

through school, could play a significant role in empowering students to act towards 

positive social goals.   
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CHAPTER VII: CONCLUSION 
 

An Orientation Toward Human Progress: 
A Conceptual Framework for Participatory Development 

 
 

 
In the introduction to this thesis, I set out two broad areas of inquiry to which I 

hoped to contribute.  The first of these – the question of how formal education can most 

effectively help students develop the quality of concern towards others and their surrounding 

society – has been the focus of the body of this thesis. 

Approaching the Sistema de Aprendizaje Tutorial as an educational model that had 

gained an international reputation for its development of positive youth leadership, I sought 

to investigate just one aspect of the program – whether SAT students demonstrated a greater 

sense of social responsibility than their peers in a more conventional education system.  

Defining social responsibility as the “personal investment in the well-being of others and 

surrounding society as a whole,” I worked with 184 students in the Honduran SAT and 

Centro Básico programs to determine the importance they placed on developing positive 

personal qualities, establishing positive relationships with others, and extending assistance to 

others, especially beyond the immediate sphere of the family.  The findings from this study 

established the distinctiveness of SAT students on all three of these measures, and drew 

attention to a particularly consistent trend – their strong orientation towards contributing to 

the well-being not only of their families but also to that of the broader community. 

In an effort to offer some hypotheses as to why SAT may be unusually effective in 

cultivating a sense of social responsibility in its students, I used the inductive methodology 

of grounded theory to analyze students’ descriptions of the positive changes they felt they 

had experienced as a result of their participation in the program.  Five interrelated themes 

emerged from this process: (1) the curriculum’s presentation of a clear overarching principle 
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of human relations; (2) the underlying sense of purpose and direction in the program; (3) the 

use of poetry and quotations to stimulate deeper reflection; (4) the emphasis on consultation 

and dialogue; and (5) the program’s consistent orientation towards practical application.  

While all of these characteristics of SAT seemed to work together in cultivating students’ 

sense of social responsibility, I chose to focus on the strongest of them – unity as an 

overarching principle of human relations – to explore in greater depth.   

Drawing on theories that could help articulate the connections between the 

construction of new meanings and concepts in the mind, and their expression in action 

within the social world, I presented the hypothesis that educational programs could be more 

effective in supporting students’ development of social responsibility if they emulated 

SAT’s methodology of integrating curriculum through a conceptual framework that helps 

students understand the interconnections that exist between human beings and the role of 

individual action in supporting and strengthening those ties.1   

While important in their own right, these findings on the role of education in 

developing students’ sense of social responsibility are also framed within the context of a 

second theoretical area of inquiry – the question of how rural communities can gain greater 

agency in the process of social and economic development.  At the most direct level, these 

research results may contribute towards greater understanding of how the formal education 

system can more effectively educate younger generations – both in rural Latin America and 

elsewhere – about their potential to contribute positively to the advancement of their 

surrounding community.  Beyond this straightforward implication, however, the findings 

presented here also suggest an even more profound way in which the methodology and 

approach of SAT may offer a newly empowering vision of the role of individuals and 

communities in the process of social and economic development. 

As I explored briefly in the introduction to this thesis, theories of development have 

undergone many changes over the years as globally we have become more aware of the 
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importance of individuals and communities playing a central role in initiating and carrying 

out the transformation of their own circumstances.  Yet despite this shift towards more 

participatory approaches, the very notion of development still seems to create divisions that 

obscure the agency and potential of the people involved, and place implicit assumptions on 

the direction “development” should take – often aimed towards the uninspiring goal of 

emulating “developed” nations that are still afflicted with many enduring problems of their 

own. 

The particular way in which the SAT program cultivates social responsibility seems 

to offer an alternative that returns the individual and the community to a central role in their 

own decision-making process, by teaching students that their actions form an important part 

of a unified process of advancement with global implications.  Recalling the passage that 

Honduran students study just days into their experience in SAT, cited earlier in Chapter II, 

this perspective becomes clear.  The youth declaration reads: 

“…The world in which we live is filled with suffering and afflicted with disunity.  
We want to build a new world where people live in harmony and where war and 
poverty no longer exist.  In order to build a new world we should begin with our 
own community.  That is why we now speak about material and spiritual progress in 
our small village, Alegrías… Material and spiritual progress means that each day we 
strive for excellence in the material and spiritual aspects of our lives, that we work 
hard to build a just and peaceful world…”2 
 

Within these few paragraphs is embedded an extraordinarily inspiring conception of the 

purpose and effects of one’s actions in the world.  In this outward-looking orientation, it is 

the progress of individuals that supports the advancements of families and communities.  

Communities, in turn, are the building blocks of nations – and the forward movement of 

each national society provides the impetus for the progress of all of humanity. 

 Through the cultivation of this perspective, the conception of human unity not only 

provides a conceptual framework that facilitates learning, but it also shows the possibility of 

a subtle but profound shift in one’s identity within the social context.  The possibility for this 

new global sense of identity has been recognized for decades.  In 1954, social psychologist 
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Gordon Allport made an enduring contribution to our understanding of identity and division 

in the social world through his work The Nature of Prejudice.  While his thinking has 

provided material for decades of research into the nature of social conflict, the possibility for 

“world-loyalty” he describes in just a few pages and a footnote, has received less attention.  

In a discussion of “in-groups,” the social groups in which one feels a sense of membership, 

Allport writes: 

“One’s family ordinarily constitutes the smallest and firmest of one’s in-groups.  It 
is probably for this reason that we usually think of in-groups as growing weaker and 
weaker the larger their circle of inclusion… Such an image implies that a world-
loyalty is the most difficult to achieve.  In part the implication is correct.  There 
seems to be special difficulty in fashioning an in-group out of something as all-
embracing as mankind…”3 

 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

In its cultivation of a conceptual framework that describes the individual as organically 

connected to the entire human race, however, the SAT program appears to propose an 

affirmative response to the next question Allport sets forth:   

“Can a loyalty to mankind be fashioned…?  Theoretically it can, for there is a 
saving psychological principle that may be invoked if we can learn how to do so in 
time.  The principle states that concentric loyalties need not clash.  To be devoted to 
a large [social] circle does not imply the destruction of one’s attachment to a smaller 
circle…”4 
 

Diagram based on Gordon Allport’s illustration of 
spheres of inclusion: 
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This is exactly the picture presented to SAT students in the youth declaration quoted above – 

each inner sphere plays a supporting role to those beyond it, so that even individual effort 

exerted towards excellence can be seen in the context of its ultimate influence in carrying 

forward the progress of humanity. 

 Almost as an afterthought to his comments on how a child’s circles of loyalty are 

broadened outward as they learn and grow to adulthood, Allport included a footnote that 

foreshadows the possibility for a truly world-centered focus that is only today becoming 

more widely recognized as possible.  He writes:   

“If we regard self as the central circle, then the broadening loyalties are, 
psychologically speaking, simply extensions of the self.  But as the self widens, it 
may also re-center itself, so that what is at first an outer circle may become 
psychologically the focus.  Thus a religious person, for example, may believe that 
man is made in God’s image: therefore his own love of God and man may, for him, 
lie in the innermost circle.”5 

 
It is through the cultivation of this perspective, allowing the progress of humanity as a whole 

to take on a central role of importance, that SAT may ultimately offer its greatest 

contribution to the global process of social and economic development.  The conception of 

human interconnectedness taught within SAT places development in the context of true 

empowerment and participation 6 – the understanding that the efforts of every human being 

are needed to carry forward the advancement of human society as a whole. 

 It is this orientation toward human progress that so many students seemed to be 

expressing when they recited to me:  “Blessed and happy is he that ariseth to promote the 

best interests of the peoples and kindreds of the earth.” 

 


