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Good morning. 
 
Each year the Character Education Partnership bestows the American 
Patriot of Character Award upon an outstanding American citizen whose 
life of service and personal character exemplify the best of our nation’s 
principles and ideals. 
 
No one deserves this recognition more – but seeks it less – than the man 
we are gathered here to honor today.  
 
Dick Pieper has an impressive resume that includes transforming Pieper 
Electric into a phenomenally successful world‐class business, serving on 
innumerable charitable boards, founding the Wisconsin Character 
Education Partnership and so much more. 
 
But we are not honoring Dick Pieper today because of what he has done – 
rather we are honoring him for how he has done it.  
 
Leaders with a laundry list of accomplishments are many – but leaders 
who put the needs of others before their own – leaders who seek in all 
they do to advance the common good – such servant leaders are all too 
rare in a culture often defined by power, greed and self‐interest. 
 
For Dick Pieper, “servant leadership” is not some catch phrase or slogan – 
it is a way of life. 
 
Just ask the employees of his company – who now, thanks to Dick’s vision 
and commitment – share power as owners of the company.   
 
And what an extraordinary company it is:   
 



Under Dick’s servant leadership, PPC Partners is as much a learning 
organization as it is a successful business – a place where everyone has a 
wide range of educational opportunities for personal growth so that they 
may develop and perform to their full potential.  
 
Having served with Dick on CEP’s board of directors for many years, I can 
testify from personal experience that Dick Pieper doesn’t do anything 
halfway.   
 
When he decided to focus on character education in schools – a passion 
that flowed naturally from his lifelong commitment to building a better 
society – Dick didn’t just join a board and donate money (as important as 
that is); he set out to light the fire for character education in schools 
throughout an entire state.  As a result, the Wisconsin Character 
Education Partnership is now hard at work helping hundreds of educators 
transform thousands of young lives.   
 
Many people talk about “character education;” Dick Pieper lives it. 
 
In all that he does, Dick Pieper lives out his core values by serving others – 
not because of anything he might get in return – but because he deeply 
believes that it is the right thing to do. 
 
Dick has learned the secret of a life well lived.   
 
It is an open secret, one revealed age after age in lives of those who live 
it.   
 
It is the simple, but profound secret at the heart of what each of you 
strive to awaken in your students: 
 
Service to others without expectation of reward is what gives life true 
meaning.  Or, to put it another way, real happiness lies in making others 
happy. 
 
Dick, it is with admiration, respect and gratitude that I present to you the 
2013 American Patriot of Character Award. 
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Richard R. Pieper, Sr. 
American Patriot of Character Award 
October 26, 2013 Acceptance Remarks 

Thank you, Charles (Haynes), for the generous introduction, 
and thank you to the CEP committee, board of directors, 
members and staff to allow this event to happen. I know it was 
a dream of Sandy’s. I have to say I don’t think my 9th grade 
teacher would believe any of it. But then I’m not that 9th grader 
any longer. 

Gandhi said “Life is an endless series of experiments”; that 
certainly applies to me. One of the experiments became an 
obsession and I am delighted with my association with 
Character Education Partnership. Please indulge me while I thank a few people. Then I’ll move on to share 
some of my current observations and experiences about Character Education and its importance to our 
nation. 

First, I would like to thank my wife of 46 years, Sue. Although they are long departed, I wish my mom and 
dad were here so I could thank them for their loving guidance. I would also like to thank our children who 
have been most encouraging in the way they are living their lives. And thank many, many mentors along the 
way including educators who have nurtured my faith and principles. 

Our company, PPC Partners, I owe a big debt of gratitude. The people there have believed in our moral 
journey from the start and love the idea of providing an example to the world. They all recognize we 
struggle daily, we’re not always right, we have a lot of goofs, but they are all determined to make the world 
a better place.   

Then there’s Marvin Berkowitz from whom I learned a lot of Yiddish which I’ll explain in a minute. A lot 
of things would not have happened in character education unless Marvin and I met. Dr. Howard Fuller, 
nationally known educator and former Superintendent of Milwaukee Public Schools, suggested I talk to 
Marvin about some values’ data from a Harris Poll on character developed I had questions on. Well, Marvin 
and I met and from my perspective, immediately we clicked and he reeled me in to the Character Education 
movement. 

Marvin and I are still talking and I’m still learning Yiddish from all the names he calls me: mensch with 
chutzpah, tzedakah, spirit of tefillah and tikkun olam. Thank you, Marvin, for introducing me to so many 
richly endured educators. 

These educators vigorously use their talents and the fruit of their labor to create a better world. I’m honored 
to know you all. 

And then there’s Wisconsin Character Education Partnership, all volunteers, otherwise known as WCEP. 
The organization is all volunteer focused on the school community’s moral environment. I appreciate you 
deeply. 

The acceptance of this, I have to tell you, is a bit of an out of body experience for me, I just can’t quite 
relate to it. But it is lovely and I thank you and appreciate it. 
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In the early part of my life, I thought of myself 
as a grain of sand on the beach and my job 
would be to polish up my grain of sand.  

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

I knew every grain of sand affects all the 
other grains.  
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Then, later on as I sailed the oceans of the 
world, I said, “Ah, that’s a silly metaphor. I’m 
really a molecule in the universe.  

 
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Now I’ve evolved over to the thinking that 
I’m a particle inside of an atom that makes 
up the molecules.  I know, and I sincerely 
believe, that every one of those particles has 
an effect on all the other particles in the 
universe from the beginning, now, and into 
the future. That’s an awesome opportunity 
and responsibility. 
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After some successes, CEP determined with the encouragement of the Templeton Foundation, to 
decentralize CEP efforts to the states.  

States tended to focus on State Schools of Character awards. We went to the educators and asked them what 
they wanted. They said just give us credit for what we are doing. 

WCEP chose some seven years ago to develop Promising Practices Awards, encouraging schools to begin 
the journey. Then we began the Wisconsin Call to Character, and State Schools of Character, followed by 
Leadership Academy for Character Education known as LACE.  All of this was built so that others could 
learn from it. We synergized existing volunteers, educators, community organizations and associations 
around improving school cultures/character education.  

It goes without saying, but I have to say it anyway. Teachers are an extraordinary, important part of our 
country.  
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Our Founders, as you know, studied the hundred failed city/states democracies of the Roman Era. They 
determined they failed because of a lack of virtue.  They concluded we must have virtue in the nation for 
our democracy to survive long-term. 
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Then, the Jefferson Adams debate which questioned whether we should be - “A religious state or if we 
should have freedom of religion.” They thought the “source of virtue” was nurtured by religion. 

Later years the beginning of public education mandate “prepare our children to be virtuous citizens.”  

Let me move to the people who are on the front lines with our children every day and are so essential to the 
success of character education. Teachers and their school environments. 

I’ve never interviewed anybody in my life that is a really high performing professional who didn’t have an 
influential teacher early in their life. As I interviewed these folks, I said, there’s no way their teacher knew 
at the time they had that student in their classroom, that as a teacher they would have that kind of effect. 
Your intentions and how you walked was understood, came from the heart. 

So, whenever I’m with a group of teachers, I always have to applaud them, and remind them, they just don’t 
know how or where they are going to affect a young person. Your disposition, your affirmation, the way in 
which you conduct yourself in your classroom, how you treat your students one way or another, sooner or 
later affect how this student is going to journey into life. 
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I began pursuing how best to help create citizens of character by asking what would be the most effective 
way to meet them early and often. I realized that the least privileged in our society all go to school even 
though they may not graduate. All American kids spend years in a school. So, I thought if the school was 
one of the National Schools of Character, those children’s lives would be profoundly better and they would 
have a reference for the rest of their life because of each of you, I thank you. 

Let me point out something sort of strange. The teaching profession is not very kind to itself, or especially 
in terms of how they think others view them. 

 
2011 date puts teachers at 86% trust level. Wow! 

America’s Revolution was in 1775. They developed a “traitorous document”, at least according to the 
British– the Declaration of Independence was signed by the Founders in 1776. After they signed and 
presented it to England, they were marked people. None of them really prospered that much. Many of them 
lost their fortunes. 

They understood the impact of what they had signed. Later they were asked, “When will the Revolution be 
over?” Their answer was, “It will never be over.” 
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Our democracy by holding up those least privileged and by enabling those talented folks to serve, will never 
be fully accomplished. Your Revolution will, must go on. 

In conclusion let me tell you a story. 
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A group of arrogant young 
teenagers confronted an older 
gentleman in their 
neighborhood and said, “Hey 
old man, I have a bird in my 
hand. Should I let him go, or 
should I crush him to death? 
They all chuckled. 
 
The old man paused and then 
said, “Well, what is your 
purpose?” 

They said, “Well, we don’t 
have one in particular. We 
wanted to see what you would 
say. Should we crush the bird 
or should we let it go?” 

Well, the old man looked at the young men, they were antsy, disrespectful, disruptive, and were really trying 
to give him a hard time, and after a great long pause, the old man said to the young fellows, “The bird is in 
your hand.” 

 

 
 

That Revolution continues in 
all of us. The bird is in all of 
our hands--you are most 
appreciated and I’m delighted 
and complimented to be a part 
of creating school cultures that 
enable the preparation of our 
future citizens and are great 
places to work. 

 


